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Chapter One: Recovery Status
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────────────────────

The Halo classified her as RECOVERED at 6:43 a.m., which was generous of it, considering she hadn't slept.

Nysera Thorne lay on her back in the pale room and stared at the ceiling, which was also pale, because everything in the Lumen Sector was pale, because someone in Architectural Wellness had determined that off-white promoted a fourteen percent increase in cooperative behaviour and had apparently never considered that it also promoted a fourteen percent increase in wanting to scream.

She didn't scream.

She sat up instead, which the Halo logged as Purposeful Morning Initiative and awarded her three Alignment Points. She accepted this without comment. She was very good at accepting things without comment. It was, until six months ago, her primary professional skill.

The room breathed around her. Faintly, the way it always did. The Lumen Sector's air recycling system pushed something clean and slightly sweet through the vents at precise intervals, calibrated to keep citizens alert, content, and not quite able to name why. Nysera had never thought about it before. She thought about it now. She thought about it the way you can't stop pressing a bruise.

She stood. The floor was warm. That was also intentional.

Good morning, Nysera, said the Halo, its voice arriving not through her ears but somewhere just behind her left eye. Your recovery metrics are excellent. Today is a good day to re-engage.

“Wonderful,” she said, to no one, and went to find her clothes.
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The re-engagement appointment was at nine. She had two hours and fifteen minutes to appear like someone whose internal architecture had not been, in the quiet clinical phrasing of her discharge summary, temporarily restructured by trauma-adjacent neurological event. Which was a remarkable number of words to use instead of broken.

She was not broken. She had decided this firmly at 3 a.m. and intended to maintain the position through sheer force of posture.

The Halo had other ideas.

It was running behind. Not dramatically, not in any way she could easily explain to a technician, but enough. Four seconds, maybe five. A small lag between what she felt and what it reported. In her previous life this would have been a critical malfunction. In someone else’s citizen file she would have flagged it immediately, written synchronization anomaly, recommend recalibration in clean precise language, and moved on to the next audit.

Now she was the anomaly.

She practiced her expression in the mirror. Calm. Present. Appropriately optimistic. She was good at this. The Halo read her face, processed it, and announced to the empty room:

Emotional status: Grief.

Four seconds ago she had been thinking about her old desk.

“Residual coma lag,” she told the mirror. “Completely documented. Temporary.”

The mirror did not argue. She appreciated that about mirrors.
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The Wellness Corridor outside her unit was already humming with morning citizens. They moved with the particular smoothness of people whose Halos were working correctly, whose feelings arrived on time and departed on schedule, who breathed the air and found it simply air. They smiled at appropriate intervals. They held doors. They said thriving when asked how they were, because thriving was the expected answer and also worth two Alignment Points, and nobody examined that coincidence too closely.

Nysera straightened her collar and stepped into the current of them.

For approximately forty seconds, she managed it. Shoulders level. Pace matched. Eyes forward. The Halo ticked quietly behind her left eye, processing, catching up, doing its best.

Then the woman from Unit 7 stopped her.

“Nysera.” Warm smile. Appropriate warmth, exactly calibrated. “It’s so wonderful to see you back on your feet. How are you?”

Thriving, Nysera’s brain supplied.

The Halo, four seconds behind, chose this moment to announce her actual emotional status in the soft tone it used for public sharing settings she had apparently never turned off:

Emotional status: Existential Disorientation.

The woman from Unit 7 blinked.

“Residual coma lag,” Nysera said immediately. “Completely documented. My technician is aware. It’s temporary.” She smiled. The Halo logged the smile as Social Cohesion Effort and awarded her a point. Small mercies.

“Of course,” said the woman from Unit 7, who was already backing away in the smooth, socially fluent way of someone who intended to report this to her Wellness Liaison before lunch.

Nysera watched her go.

Then, four seconds later, she laughed. Alone in the corridor. At nothing visible.

A passing citizen gave her a wide berth.

Alignment Points deducted, said the Halo gently. Unprompted vocalizations in shared spaces are currently flagged as dysregulatory.

“Noted,” said Nysera, and kept walking. The air smelled sweet and soft and exactly like something she hadn’t chosen. She noticed anyway.
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────────────────────

The re-engagement appointment was in Room 14-C.

The Halo said so. She had checked twice. She was not the kind of person who got lost, had never been the kind of person who got lost, and the fact that the door in front of her said 14-C in clear numerals was all the confirmation she required.

She opened it and walked in with the specific confidence of someone who has absolutely no idea they’re about to become a story someone else tells at dinner.

The man at the table looked up.

He was somewhere in his mid-thirties, with the kind of face that had probably been called serious so often it had simply accepted the designation and settled in. Dark hair, unremarkable in the way that takes quiet effort to maintain. A tablet in front of him covered in columns of data so precise they almost hummed. He was wearing the small silver insignia of a Systems Architect on his collar, which Nysera clocked and filed away in the part of her brain that still ran her old job without her permission.

He said, “This room is booked.”

She said, “I have an appointment in 14-C.”

He looked at the door. She looked at the door. The door said 14-C.

“This,” he said carefully, “is 14-C.”

“Yes,” she said. “I know.”

A silence assembled itself between them with remarkable efficiency.

“My name is Nysera Thorne,” she said, because names had always helped previously. “I’m here for re-engagement processing. I was discharged from the Recovery Wing on—”

“Tuesday,” he said. “I know who you are.”

The Halo, catching up, chose this moment to offer:

Emotional status: Mortification.

It said this at a volume she had not previously tested in an enclosed space with a stranger.

The man blinked. Something moved across his face that was not quite amusement and was trying very hard not to be.

“Residual coma lag,” Nysera said. “Completely documented. My technician—”

“Is aware,” he said. “Yes. It’s in your file.” He looked at his tablet. “All of it is in your file.”

She became aware, in a slow and unpleasant way, that she was standing in the wrong room in front of the person whose job was to determine whether she was functioning correctly, and that her Halo had just announced her emotional state like a malfunctioning carnival barker, and that she had nowhere to go because the door was behind her and retreating now would be worse than staying.

She sat down.

He watched her do this with the expression of a man whose morning had taken a turn he hadn’t modelled for.

“Cael Ardyn,” he said finally. “Systems Architecture. I’ve been assigned to your compliance review.” He said it the way people say things that are technically neutral but carry weight underneath, the way you’d say I see you’ve been here before to someone standing in a police station.

She recognized the tone. She had used it herself
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