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At 05:48, Liora Sen's household declared itself stable.

The confirmation appeared in the narrow display beside the kitchen vent while she waited for the water to heat. It was not addressed to her. Household notices rarely were, even in a unit containing one person. The office language treated a home as a structure first and an arrangement of people second. A structure could be stable without feeling anything about the matter.


OCCUPANCY CONSISTENT

MEAL VARIANCE WITHIN RANGE

INDEPENDENT ACCESS CONFIRMED

NO ACTIVE SUPPORT ROUTE


The last line had been green for six years.

Liora set one cup on the counter and folded the cloth she had left drying over the sink. The unit was small enough that nothing required more than seven steps. Bed to washroom, four. Bed to window, six. Window to kitchen, five if the chair remained beneath the table and seven if she had drawn it out the night before. Household Stability had once offered residents a voluntary movement review to improve furniture placement in single-occupancy units. Liora had declined. The chair made no meaningful difference to her function, and she did not need an office report to tell her where she had put it.

The water unit clicked.

She poured, waited for the surface to settle, and carried the cup to the window. District Stone was beginning to show itself in pieces. First the service bands, pale and horizontal beneath the residential towers. Then the transit lamps. Then the upper glass, which received dawn earlier than the streets and returned it without warmth. Rain had passed during the night. Mineral tracks dried on the outside of Liora's window in branching white lines, each one recorded by the building system as reduced surface clarity and none of them worth correcting before the scheduled wash.

Across the gap, a woman in another tower stood at her own window with both hands around a bowl. The distance made her ageless. Behind her, someone crossed the room and touched her shoulder without stopping.

Liora looked away before the gesture became an observation.

Her wrist band signaled at 05:56.


DOMESTIC REVIEW THREE

PROTECTED ACCESS HOLD

OFFICER ARRIVAL REQUESTED: 06:40


She opened the notice. A resident named Cala Dren had entered a public support booth after the evening household window and requested separate access to work transit, meal allocation, and sleeping space. She had not alleged violence. She had not named fear. She had not selected any of the four coercion indicators offered by the booth.

She had asked whether a door could remain hers after another person had learned its sequence.

Liora set the cup down.

The household display remained green.

At 06:22 she closed the unit behind her. The lock confirmed sole authorized departure, then dimmed. No one inside needed to know she had gone.

District Stone received morning more clearly than Lower Glass or the rain districts. Its towers were broad, the civic offices built close to transit, the residential bands set farther back behind gray wind walls. The district had been rebuilt after an early water failure, and the replacement surfaces carried less history than the city preferred to admit. Stone was the official material designation. Most of it was poured civic composite. The name had survived because continuity favored nouns that suggested they had always been present.

On the tram, the public band displayed household figures between nutrition access and school calm.


SEPARATE ACCESS REQUESTS RESOLVED THIS CYCLE: 81%

DOMESTIC INTERRUPTION RESPONSE IMPROVED

STABLE HOMES REDUCE UNPLANNED BURDEN


Two seats ahead, a man adjusted the scarf of the child beside him, then checked his wrist band to see whether the school route had acknowledged departure. The child pulled the scarf loose again. The man replaced it with a patience that looked automatic until the third attempt, when his hand stopped at the knot and remained there a moment longer than function required.

Liora watched the doors instead.

Household Stability occupied five floors of a civic dependency building attached to District Stone transit. Domestic Review Three was on the third floor, though the number referred to the unit rather than its position. On the first floor, Placement Coordination managed temporary beds, protected transfers, dependent movement, and the practical problem of how to leave one arrangement without falling out of every other system at once. The second floor held Household Provision and Conflict Interruption. The fourth and fifth belonged to Continuity Methods, where local cases became guidance after enough of the person had been removed.

Liora passed through entry at 06:35.

The scan arch accepted her office band, household status, current sleep sufficiency, and the absence of active relation strain. The last field had entered cross-domain review nine months earlier, after Clean Record began forwarding restored household schedules and relation-prompt severity to offices that could offer support before correction. The change had reduced late domestic referrals by eleven percent. It had also made households easier to reach before anyone inside them requested help.

Both facts remained in the implementation report. Liora had approved the report.

Tavir Es waited outside Protected Interview Two with a gray placement sleeve under one arm. He was taller than Liora by enough to make most office counters inconvenient, and he had learned to stand with one shoulder lowered so that rooms appeared to fit him better. His hair was still damp from the rain. He had buttoned his field coat incorrectly at the throat.

"You came from home," Liora said.

Tavir touched the wrong button, then left it. "The office discourages sleeping here."

"It discourages being found sleeping here."

"That distinction belongs to staffing review."

He offered her the sleeve.

Cala Dren. Thirty-nine. Materials calibration worker, District Stone Transit Repair. Registered household of two. Partner relation, fourteen years. No dependent minors. No prior correction. Joint meal allocation. Shared housing eligibility. Work access nominally independent. Transit band replaced twice in six months, both replacements requested through the partner's household terminal.

"She has not selected coercion," Tavir said.

"I saw."

"She selected access uncertainty."

"That is what the booth allows before allegation."

"It also allows it when someone wants a new lock because they are angry."

Liora looked at him.

"I am not saying she is angry."

"You are saying the route has a floor."

"It should."

Tavir argued for floors in every category review: a point below which the office would stop using public care as permission to look further. He had coordinated too many placements from homes where a closed door was the only evidence everyone agreed not to understand, and no one who worked with him mistook the rule for sentimentality. Whenever an opened route began widening into another office corridor, he was the person who asked where it ended.

"What did the partner submit?" Liora asked.

"Nothing. The household terminal acknowledged Cala's absence at 22:18 and marked her work preparation incomplete at 04:50. At 05:03 it requested meal suspension because the household could not confirm occupancy."

"Before the office contacted them."

"Yes."

"And work transit?"

"Her band is active. The booth tested it."

Liora opened the replacement history.

The first band had failed near a wash station. The second had been lost during a shared route correction. Both plausible. Both requested by the partner. Each replacement canceled the previous sequence. Cala's current band had been issued nineteen days ago and was listed as personally retained.

"Did she carry it into the booth?"

"No. She entered under work identity and gave the number from memory."

Liora closed the file.

"Placement ready?"

Tavir lifted the sleeve. "One protected room, eight days renewable. Separate meals for four days, then work-linked allocation. Transit access can be restored now. Housing review can preserve her current eligibility for one cycle if we classify the departure as domestic correction rather than voluntary separation."

"And if she returns?"

"The room closes. Eligibility recombines after review."

"Do not tell her the room closes first."

"I know."

"You know because I have told you or because you agree?"

"The distinction belongs to supervision."

Protected Interview Two was designed for conversations in which the person had not yet decided what kind of danger they were allowed to name. The chairs were not fixed to the floor. The water came in a sealed glass rather than a paper cup. The door had no visible lock on the inside, only a pale contact plate that opened it toward the staffed corridor. The room was intentionally ordinary except for the absence of anything another household member could have chosen.

Cala Dren sat with her work shoes placed beneath the chair.

She wore indoor socks, dark with street water at the heel. Her coat was a materials-calibration gray, lighter than Household Stability uniform and marked at one cuff by a narrow strip of yellow adhesive. She held her hands in her lap without gripping them. People trained not to appear distressed often made the mistake of arranging themselves too completely.

Liora set the file sleeve on the table and sat opposite her. Tavir took the side chair, closer to the door.

"Citizen Dren," Liora said. "I am Senior Analyst Liora Sen. This is Placement Coordinator Tavir Es. You requested separate access."

"I asked a question."

"The booth opened a route because of the question. You may close it."

Cala looked at Tavir's sleeve. "If I close it, does the question remain?"

"Yes," Liora said.

"Then that is not closing."

"No. It is choosing not to continue."

Cala's mouth changed slightly. Not relief. Recognition, perhaps, that the office would not insult her by pretending sequence could be reversed.

Liora opened the access display between them. She did not open the household history.

"Your work transit band is listed as active and personally retained. You did not carry it into the booth. Where is it now?"

"At home."

"Where at home?"

"In the entry drawer."

"Can you retrieve it without another resident present?"

"The drawer opens to both of us."

"That was not my question."

Cala looked at the sealed water. "No."

"Why?"

"The entry terminal asks for a shared confirmation after a late absence."

"Does it always?"

"It began doing that after the second replacement."

Liora entered no note. "Who requested the second replacement?"

"He did."

"Was it lost?"

"It was where I left it. He said leaving it was functionally the same as losing it."

Tavir did not move. His stillness was useful because it was not Liora's. A person in a room with two officials needed at least one body that did not react as evidence arrived.

"Did you agree?" Liora asked.

"At the time."

"Do you agree now?"

"I know where this band is."

Liora touched the access field. The display offered four standard findings:


MUTUAL ACCESS CONFUSION

HOUSEHOLD SEQUENCE DEPENDENCY

PARTNER-MEDIATED FUNCTION

COERCIVE ACCESS LIMITATION


The first would restore the band and send a household clarification prompt. The second would open a joint review. The third would preserve Cala's standing while making the partner an authorized support relation. The fourth would trigger immediate separation, partner notification, and a correction hold.

"Has he prevented you from leaving the unit?" Liora asked.

"No."

"Has he taken your work band from your hand?"

"No."

"Has he threatened your work status?"

"He has reminded me what absence does to a shared allocation."

"Has he ever been wrong?"

Cala looked up.

It was the first question that altered her posture. Her shoulders lowered, not with comfort but with the fatigue of being asked something that did not require her partner to become foolish before she could leave him.

"No," she said. "That is the difficulty."

Their shared meal allocation had improved nutritional consistency. Their housing eligibility depended on two verified adult outputs. His management of the household terminal had prevented three late reporting failures during Cala's seasonal overtime. When her first transit band stopped reading after water exposure, he replaced it before she lost a shift. The system had praised support integration twice.

Useful control did not cease being control because it had performed useful work.

Liora moved past the four findings and opened the function record.

"Who knows the entry sequence?"

"Both of us."

"Who can change it?"

"Either resident with shared confirmation."

"Who receives the confirmation request?"

Cala did not answer.

"Citizen Dren."

"His terminal. Mine is the wall unit."

"Can you change where confirmation is sent?"

"With shared confirmation."

Liora entered the first note.


CONFIRMATION ROUTE DOES NOT PROVIDE EQUIVALENT ACCESS.


The system underlined equivalent. It preferred equal, a word that compared permissions rather than outcomes.

She kept equivalent.

"When did you last sleep outside the household?"

"Eleven months ago. My sister had a health observation."

"What happened when you returned?"

"Nothing."

"What changed afterward?"

"The meal terminal began asking whether absence had affected shared preparation."

"Did you request that?"

"No."

"Did he?"

"He said the household had performed poorly while I was gone."

"Did it?"

"He missed two meals."

"Did he require care?"

Cala looked toward the door.

"No," she said. "He required me to know he had missed them."

The sentence could have entered coercive access limitation. It could also have entered relational burden, meal dependence, or grief response if there had been a death Liora had not yet found. Veyr offered categories quickly because delay could be dangerous. Quick categories were also how an office decided what a person had meant before the person had finished needing it.

Liora closed the finding list.

"I am not asking you to characterize him," she said. "I am asking what access you have now."

Cala's eyes returned to her.

Liora separated the household functions on the display.


WORK TRANSIT

MEAL ALLOCATION

HOUSING ELIGIBILITY

ENTRY AUTHORIZATION

PERSONAL RECORD CONTACT


"These are currently linked," Liora said. "They do not have to remain linked during review. Coordinator Es has a protected room available. Your work access can be restored before your shift. Your meal allocation can be separated for four days and then attached to work. Your current housing eligibility can remain active for one cycle."

"If I leave, he loses the two-person unit."

"Not today."

"Later."

"Possibly."

"That is harm."

"Yes."

Tavir shifted the sleeve onto the table. The paper made a small dry sound.

Cala looked at him. "Do you call it correction so I do not lose standing?"

"We call it correction because an access route is failing," Tavir said.

"The household is failing."

"The access route is the part we can establish without asking you to prove the whole household."

Cala turned back to Liora. "And if I decide the household is acceptable?"

"You may return."

"Will you tell him what I said?"

"We will tell him separate access has been activated and that household contact is under review. We will not send an allegation because you have not made one."

"Will the office ask him why?"

"Yes."

"Then he will know."

"He will know the office found the access unequal. He will not know which sentence established it."

"He will know all my sentences."

Liora believed her.

That belief could not become the finding. Belief was not unnecessary in Household Stability, whatever Continuity Methods claimed. It was simply not transportable. A route had to survive the officer who opened it.

She turned the display so Cala could see the note.

"The finding is equivalent access failure. It does not require a statement about his intention. It does not require you to say you are afraid. It records that the home gives both residents nominal authority and only one resident effective control of return."

"Is that coercion?"

"It can become coercion."

"Has it?"

Liora paused.

"It has become enough to give you another door."

Cala looked down at her work shoes.

The yellow strip on the cuff of her coat had begun to lift at one end. She pressed it flat with her thumb. The gesture was so ordinary that the room seemed, for a moment, indecently prepared to use it.

"Can I go to work first?" she asked.

Tavir opened the sleeve. "Yes. The room will remain available until the end of your shift. I can issue transit access now."

"And the lock?"

"The protected room uses a personal sequence," he said. "No shared confirmation."

"Does the office know it?"

"The system knows it exists. It does not retain the sequence."

Cala almost smiled. "That sounds like something an office says."

"It is," Tavir said.

She put on her shoes.

Liora expected her to ask for privacy while fastening them, but Cala bent forward without looking at either officer. One lace had frayed near the eyelet. She tied it around the weak point, tested the knot, and stood.

"I want the room," she said. "I do not know if I want the separation."

"The room comes first," Liora said.

The system opened a confirmation field.


PROTECTED CONTINUITY ROUTE ACCEPTED

RESIDENT INTENT: SEPARATION / TEMPORARY ACCESS / UNRESOLVED


Liora selected unresolved.

The field asked whether unresolved intent increased placement instability.

She selected no.

At 07:31, Tavir walked Cala to Transit Access. Liora remained in the room to complete the household notice. She removed the standard line asking the partner to support the resident's calm transition. It would have praised him for cooperating with an event he had not chosen and given him language with which to describe Cala's departure before she returned from work.

She replaced it with:


SEPARATE ACCESS HAS BEEN ACTIVATED FOLLOWING REVIEW OF HOUSEHOLD ENTRY FUNCTION. NO RESPONSE IS REQUIRED BEFORE CONTACT GUIDANCE.


The system warned that no response is required might delay useful clarification.

Liora retained it.

At 08:05, the partner acknowledged the notice. He did not challenge the finding. He submitted three practical questions about meal credit, unit eligibility, and the return of a shared heat allowance. All three were reasonable. All three arrived before any question about Cala's location.

Liora attached them to provision review rather than to the protected route.

At 11:40, Tavir sent confirmation that Cala had entered the room during her meal interval and returned to work. At 16:10, she came back to Placement Coordination with the yellow strip removed from her cuff and asked whether the door could remain locked while she collected clothing under supervision.

Liora went with them.

Supervised collection did not ordinarily require a senior analyst. Tavir had one field officer available, and the access finding was already established. Liora told herself she wanted to see whether the nominal-equality problem survived contact with the home. The less flattering answer was that she had asked Cala to accept a route based on a room she had not seen and a partner she knew only through practical questions.

The household occupied Unit 8-B in a residential block three transit stops from the office. Its corridor was warm and smelled faintly of sealant. A maintenance notice beside the lift asked residents to report door drag before applying private lubricant. Someone had drawn a small line beneath private and then cleaned it away badly.

Cala stopped outside 8-B.

The entry plate recognized her work identity but did not open.


SHARED CONFIRMATION REQUIRED FOLLOWING LATE ABSENCE.


Tavir held his office band to the plate. "Protected access collection."

The message remained.

He entered the route code. The system sent a confirmation request inside.

Cala looked at Liora. "That is what I meant."

"Yes."

"You had the record."

"The record said either resident could change entry with shared confirmation. It did not show what happened when one resident was standing outside."

The lock opened from within.

Cala's partner stood three steps back from the door. He was a narrow man with a household support band at his wrist and flour on the front of his shirt. He had prepared evening grain. The smell reached the corridor before he spoke.

"Senior Analyst," he said. "Coordinator."

He looked at Cala last.

"This is a supervised collection under stable-access review," Tavir said. "No household discussion is required. Citizen Dren may collect personal work, clothing, hygiene, and approved comfort items. Shared goods remain pending provision review."

"I packed what she needs."

"She will decide what she needs," Liora said.

The sentence altered his face. Not anger. Hurt arranged quickly into compliance.

"Of course," he said.

The unit was clean. More than clean: prepared. Two meal places waited at the table, one covered. Cala's transit band lay centered on the entry shelf beneath a folded notice copy. Beside it stood a stack of clothing, her work gloves, a washcloth, and three sealed nutritional supplements.

"You found the band," Cala said.

"It was where you left it."

"You said leaving it was losing it."

"The previous one."

"Both."

Tavir moved between them without making the movement look like intervention. "Household discussion is not required."

The partner looked at the collection list. "She needs the supplement on double-shift days. I included three. The room allocation may not provide the same meal composition."

"It does not," Tavir said. "Her work-linked meals begin after day four."

"Then three is not enough."

He crossed to the kitchen cabinet, opened the upper compartment, and reached for another packet. Cala's body became still before Liora understood why.

The cabinet door blocked the narrow passage to the sleeping room.

The man noticed and moved at once. "Sorry."

He closed it, stepped aside, and held the packet out.

The movement was correct. The apology might have been sincere. Cala waited until the passage was fully clear before taking it.

Liora entered no note. She did not need another event to establish access. She also would not turn every ordinary crossing into proof simply because one person had asked for another door.

Cala went to the sleeping room.

The bed was made. One side held a shallow indentation where someone had sat after smoothing it. Her indoor shoes were not among the packed things.

"Where are the blue shoes?" she asked.

Her partner stood in the doorway but did not enter. "I did not think they were approved comfort."

"They are shoes."

"The protected room has floor coverings."

"Where are they?"

"I don't know."

Cala crouched and looked beneath the bed. Nothing. She opened the lower wardrobe, then the washroom shelf. The search began to change her breathing. It was not panic. It was the old bodily preparation for being told that an object remained available if only she could account for where she had put it.

Liora returned to the kitchen.

The shoes sat beneath the chair nearest the wall, toes aligned. One carried a pale mark across the top where the chair rail had pressed it.

"These?" she asked.

Cala appeared behind her. "Yes."

Her partner looked at the shoes. "You leave them there after meal cleanup."

"Then you knew where they were."

"I remembered when she asked."

Liora lifted the chair enough for Cala to retrieve them herself.

The household terminal signaled from the wall.


COLLECTION WITHIN APPROVED RANGE

SHARED ALLOCATION ITEMS REMAIN

SUPPORTIVE TRANSITION REDUCES CORRECTIVE BURDEN


The partner read the final line. "I am trying to support this."

Cala held the shoes by their heels. "I know."

"Then why are there officers?"

She looked at him for a long time.

Liora could have closed the space with process. She could have reminded them that no household discussion was required, marked rising relation strain, or asked Cala whether she wanted to leave. Instead she waited. An office often called waiting neutral when it belonged to the officer and noncompliance when it belonged to the citizen.

"Because you support things until I cannot tell whether I chose them," Cala said.

The partner's hands opened beside his body. "That is not fair."

"No."

"You asked me to manage the terminal."

"I did."

"You asked me to replace the band."

"The first one."

"You forget meals on overtime. You lose sleep before calibration review. You said it helped when I kept sequence."

"It did."

He looked at Liora as if the office had made the contradiction and should repair it.

"Then what is the finding?"

"Equivalent access failure," Liora said.

"That means nothing."

"It means useful care has become control of functions Citizen Dren cannot recover without your confirmation. It does not decide whether you intended that result."

"So I am not accused."

"No."

"But she leaves."

"Yes."

"And the household loses allocation."

"Not today."

He looked down at the meal table. "Later."

The same sequence Cala had predicted.

"Possibly," Liora said.

Cala placed the indoor shoes in her bag. She added two shirts the partner had not packed, removed one of the supplements, and took a chipped bowl from the cupboard. Tavir checked the bowl against shared-goods guidance and approved it because its replacement value fell below dispute threshold.

At the entry, the partner picked up Cala's transit band.

He held it out flat on his palm.

"You will need this tomorrow," he said.

Cala took it.

Nothing in the exchange met a threat threshold. Nothing made the preceding years false. His hand shook after hers moved away.

The officers left with her.

By 18:30, Cala's protected room had separate meal access, active work transit, retained housing eligibility, and a door whose sequence belonged only to her. Household Stability did not call the outcome freedom. The office had no field for freedom that could survive audit.

It called the outcome stable access.

At 20:14, stable access required a calibration case Cala had left beneath the household work shelf.

She opened protected contact from the new room. Liora received the route because the partner could not be notified until an officer confirmed that the requested object carried no entry, meal, or household authority.

"I need it before first shift," Cala said.

The room wall showed her seated at the small work surface. The chipped bowl stood beside the sealed evening meal. She had unpacked two shirts and left the rest of the bag closed.

"Can Transit Repair replace the case?" Liora asked.

"After a loss review. It is not lost."

"Can Tavir collect it without you returning?"

"He will not know which one. There are three."

"Can you identify it by image?"

"The gray case with two yellow marks and one latch that does not close unless you press the side."

Liora opened supervised property transfer. The route sent the description to the household terminal without opening direct contact.

The partner answered in four minutes.


THERE ARE TWO GRAY CASES WITH YELLOW MARKS. ONE CONTAINS SHARED REPAIR TOOLS. REQUEST RESIDENT CONFIRM SERIAL.


Cala read the message.

"The one ending twelve-eight," she said.

Liora entered the serial.

The partner confirmed. He added that the side latch had failed again and included an approved replacement request already signed through shared work provision.

"Do you want the replacement request?" Liora asked.

Cala looked at the field. "If I accept it, does he remain the requester?"

"Yes. The part would transfer through his household allocation."

"Then no. I can press the side."

She declined the repair and accepted the case.

At 20:46, a field runner delivered it to the protected desk. The partner had placed a covered meal packet beside the case.

The packet carried Cala's household meal preference and no message.

"Do you want it?" Liora asked.

"What happens if I take it?"

"Nothing to access. It records a household provision transfer."

"Does he see that I ate it?"

"He sees accepted transfer. Meal completion remains in your protected room record."

Cala removed the packet from the desk, opened it, and smelled the grain.

"He uses too much bitter leaf when he is worried," she said.

"You can decline it."

"I know."

She took the meal and the calibration case upstairs.

The partner's useful knowledge had crossed the household boundary. His access had not.

At 21:10, Cala's door opened to the personal sequence, closed, and remained locked through the night. The system recorded one work-property transfer, one accepted meal, and no household contact.

Stable access had not required the care to be false.

At closeout the next morning, Cala sat in the same interview room with the new key strip between two fingers.

"How long does this remain mine?" she asked.

"Eight days before renewal," Tavir said. "Housing review will contact you on day five."

"And if I choose to go back on day four?"

"The room closes after return is confirmed."

"So I should not go back until I am certain."

Liora answered before Tavir could.

"You should not make certainty the price of using a door."

Cala looked at her.

It was more direct than Liora usually allowed herself. The sentence could not enter guidance. It would teach residents to treat temporary access as a moral entitlement rather than a route under review. It might encourage delay. It might also keep one woman from returning to a home simply because doubt seemed administratively expensive.

Cala closed her hand around the strip.

"I do not know whether to thank you," she said.

"You do not have to."

"I know. The room notice said gratitude was not required."

Tavir's mouth moved once at the corner. He had written that line after a placement resident thanked six consecutive officers and later reported that refusing thanks felt like refusing the bed.

Cala stood.

At the door she turned back, not toward Liora but toward Tavir.

"When does the lock change?"

"It already has."

She nodded and left.

The closeout display marked the intervention successful.


SEPARATE ACCESS ESTABLISHED

WORK AND MEAL CONTINUITY PRESERVED

NO CORRECTIVE LOSS

HOUSEHOLD STATUS UNDER REVIEW


Tavir collected the water glass Cala had not opened.

"A good morning," he said.

Liora looked through the interview-room glass at the corridor beyond. Cala stood at the lift with her work shoes planted apart and the key strip hidden inside her fist. Nothing about the scene was clean. A household had been divided. A man who had performed years of useful care would lose part of his housing if the separation held. Cala's uncertainty had become an office route. The office would learn from it.

Still, the new door locked from her side.

"Yes," Liora said.

She meant it.
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CHAPTER 2

[image: ]


The Orrel household entered Domestic Review Three because three systems agreed that nothing urgent had happened.

Liora found the case at 07:12 beneath the morning access holds. It carried no violence marker, no dependent-location alert, no missed school day, no meal failure severe enough for Household Provision, and no relation prompt sharp enough to require contact. The household had remained in good standing through one death, two work-route changes, a school transfer, and nine months of synchronized scheduling after the Clean Record offices expanded support visibility across domestic systems.

The new visibility had made the file possible.

Ruva Orrel, registered household holder, sixty-one. Ilan Orrel, adult son, night maintenance worker, registered primary caregiver. Tess Orrel, adult daughter, materials distribution assistant, supplemental resident. Nomi Orrel, dependent minor, eleven. Pera Orrel, Ilan's partner and Nomi's mother, deceased fourteen months earlier after a short respiratory decline.

The household had received approved mourning flexibility for one cycle. Then a second, because Nomi's school transition overlapped the first. A third request had been denied without standing effect. The family stopped requesting.

Their schedule remained synchronized.

That was the problem.

Liora opened the household relation layer. During the last eight weeks, Ilan had acknowledged every primary-care prompt within range. Ruva had completed meal confirmation on his behalf eleven times without a formal transfer. Tess had answered four school-contact notices through the household terminal while listed as a supplemental resident. Nomi's overnight room sensor showed twelve threshold crossings into nonassigned rooms, all resolved before dependent interruption escalated. Conflict reports remained self-contained. No neighbor had filed. No school officer had requested correction. No resident had asked for help.

The office display summarized:


HIGH DOMESTIC FRICTION

PRIMARY-ROLE LOAD CONCENTRATION

SUPPLEMENTAL RESPONSE OUTSIDE FUNCTION

DEPENDENT ATTACHMENT ROUTE VARIANCE

OUTCOME: CURRENTLY STABLE


The last line was green. The four above it were not.

Tavir leaned over the side of Liora's desk without touching it. He had corrected the button on his field coat. His hair was dry.

"The case is stable," he said.

"Currently."

"That word has funded half this building."

"The other half is funded by late referral."

He studied the relation layer. "Who requested review?"

"No one. Cross-domain intake."

"Then why today?"

Liora opened the timing map.

The household terminal had synchronized at 21:10 the previous evening. Ilan's work schedule moved his departure earlier by forty minutes. Ruva shifted meal preparation. Tess changed a materials return window. Nomi acknowledged a school prompt from the kitchen wall unit rather than her room. Four ordinary adjustments, each one completed without failure.

At 22:03, Nomi's school system sent a routine calm continuation note. Ilan acknowledged at 22:05 from transit. Ruva opened it at 22:06 from the kitchen. Tess reopened it at 22:11 from the supplemental room and changed no field. At 22:14, Nomi crossed into Tess's room. At 22:19, the household conflict sensor registered raised speech. At 22:23, meal cleanup began. At 22:31, Nomi returned to her assigned room. Her calm band normalized at 22:44.

No intervention was required.

The system had no assigned reason for Tess to open the school note, no assigned reason for Nomi to enter her room, and no assigned reason for a conflict to improve the child's calm.

"It is a response knot," Liora said.

"It is a family arguing after a school notice."

"Those can be the same thing."

Tavir straightened. "Domestic Load?"

"Distribution review first."

"HS-17 will ask them to identify primary and secondary care."

"They already have primary and secondary care. The record says they do."

"Then what are we asking?"

Liora touched the timing map. "Who responds before the record knows there is a need."

Tavir looked at her. "That is not on HS-17."

"It will be in the observation field."

"Observation fields become forms when Continuity Methods likes them."

"Only if they survive contact with Mathe."

"That is what I said."

Liora opened the review route.


HOUSEHOLD CONTACT REQUIRED

PURPOSE: LOAD DISTRIBUTION / DEPENDENT RESPONSE / GRIEF CONTINUITY

NOTICE WINDOW: TWO HOURS


The file offered a remote interview. Liora selected domestic observation. Remote review would show the household's answers. She needed to see which room answered first.

District Glass had received its name before the towers acquired their current windows. The old district works had once shaped civic panels, transit shields, instrument covers, and the thick observation walls used in early continuity rooms. Most production had moved north. The district retained the name and enough polished surfaces to keep it plausible.

Residential Band Eleven sat below the main transit line, where windows reflected the underside of passing carriages and the light arrived in regular gray interruptions. Unit 17-C occupied a corner of the seventh floor. Its registered capacity was five. The fifth place remained inactive after Pera Orrel's death.

Ruva opened the door before Liora touched the chime.

"You took the slow lift," she said.

She was small, silver-haired, and dressed in a dark house wrap with one sleeve rolled above the elbow. A smear of grain paste marked the inside of her wrist. Behind her, something struck the bottom of a metal bowl.

"The service lift was occupied," Liora said.

"It is always occupied after nine. They call that shared access. Come in before the pot catches."

Tavir entered first because he carried the field slate. Ruva looked at his height, then at the ceiling as if checking whether the unit could accommodate him without adjustment.

"Shoes," she said.

Tavir stopped.

Household officers did not remove shoes during review. Footwear preserved field readiness, protected against domestic hazards, and prevented an officer from appearing socially absorbed into the space being assessed.

Ruva pointed to the pale floor beyond the entry strip. "You can keep them if you clean what you leave."

Tavir looked at Liora.

"We will use covers," Liora said.

Ruva handed them two folded shoe sleeves from a basket beside the door.

They were not office issue.

"You knew we were coming," Tavir said.

"The notice came two hours ago."

"Most households do not keep field covers."

"Most households make you walk dirt through the kitchen and then count the dirt as domestic variance."

Ruva turned away.

Tavir pulled the covers over his shoes. "I like her."

"Do not record that," Liora said.

"There is no field."

The unit opened directly into the kitchen. Its table was too large for the registered room function and too close to the wall, leaving one chair permanently angled into the walkway. A narrow sleeping room lay to the right, assigned to Ruva. Two rooms opened along the left corridor: Ilan's primary room and the supplemental room shared by Tess's work storage and occasional sleep. Nomi's room occupied the far end. The fifth room, formerly registered to Pera, had been converted on paper to household storage.

The door stood open.

Inside, Liora could see a low chair, a folded blanket, three sealed storage cases, and a cup on the sill.

The cup was yellow ceramic with a dark line around the rim. A hairline crack ran down one side beneath a clear repair coat. It had been left half full of water.

"That room is storage," Liora said.

Ruva stirred the pot. "It stores things."

"Who uses the chair?"

"Anyone who sits in it."

"Who put water in the cup?"

"I did."

"Why?"

Ruva lifted the spoon and watched grain fall from it. "Because it was empty."

Liora entered no note yet.

Ilan sat at the kitchen table in a maintenance shirt with the collar open. He had not slept after his night shift. The skin beneath his eyes had the dull, slightly swollen look of a body maintaining sequence through habit after the benefit of sequence had ended. His hands were clean except for black residue around two nails.

Tess stood at the counter cutting a soft white root into uneven pieces. She was younger than Ilan by perhaps three years and moved as though every object had been placed somewhere mildly incorrect. She shifted the board twice while Liora watched.

Nomi was not in the kitchen.

Four bowls waited on the table.

"Citizen Ilan Orrel," Liora said. "You are listed as primary caregiver."

"I know what I am listed as."

"The review concerns load distribution and dependent response."

"The notice said grief continuity too," Tess said.

"It did."

"That means the cup."

Ruva placed the spoon down.

"It means the household has retained mourning practices beyond the approved period," Liora said.

"The cup does not interfere with anything," Ilan said.

"It occupies a room registered for storage," Tavir said.

"The room contains storage."

"It also contains a domestic ritual."

Tess pushed the cut root into the pot. "You make water sound ambitious."

Ruva turned on her. "Do not help."

"I am not the registered helper."

"You are registered supplemental, not decorative."

"Supplemental to what? He is asleep when she leaves and gone when she returns."

Ilan's chair moved backward half an inch. "I am sitting here."

"You are waiting to go to bed."

"Which I cannot do because there are officers in the kitchen."

The household conflict sensor was built into the wall terminal above the meal shelf. Its indicator remained pale. Raised speech alone did not trigger active logging. The system measured escalation, interruption, threat terms, object force, and whether a dependent's body changed room during the event.

At that moment Nomi appeared in the corridor.

She wore a school undershirt and one sock. Her hair had been pulled into a loose side tie that was failing near the ear. She looked first at Liora, then Tavir, then at the pot.

"You started without me," she said.

Ruva looked at the bowls. "You were called twice."

"No one called me."

"I did," Ilan said.

"You said breakfast."

"That is calling you."

"You said it from here."

"Where should I say it from?"

Nomi looked toward the corridor.

Tess put down the knife. "She means you did not go to the room."

"I was cutting food."

"You were cutting badly," Ruva said.

"The root does not know."

"Everyone eating it will know."

Nomi moved to the table. She did not take the empty chair beside Ilan. She stepped around it and stood close to Tess, looking down at the board.

"Did you open the school note?" she asked.

Ilan answered. "I acknowledged it."

"I asked Tess."

"She opened it," Ilan said. "She was not required to."

Tess turned the knife in her hand and placed it flat on the board. "You wanted to know whether the quiet review was about Pera's anniversary. It was not."

Nomi's shoulders lowered.

The movement was small. Liora saw it because she had watched children receive answers from the wrong adult before.

"What was it about?" Nomi asked.

"Your classroom changed the afternoon transition signal," Tess said. "Blue instead of white. No review."

"They said blue was less interruptive."

"Then why did you think it was about your mother?" Liora asked.

The room altered.

Ilan sat straighter. Ruva lifted the spoon. Tess's hand moved toward Nomi's shoulder and stopped before contact.

Nomi looked at Liora with a directness that was not defiance. Children in Veyr learned early that an officer's question often carried fewer safe answers than a school prompt but more consequence for leaving it blank.

"White was the corridor color when she went to health observation," Nomi said.

Liora looked at the yellow cup in the open room.

"And blue?"

"Blue is only blue."

Tess touched Nomi's shoulder then, once, with two fingers. Nomi leaned toward the contact for less than a second and moved away to take her bowl.

The wall terminal registered the touch as no event. Household systems did not count ordinary contact unless duration, pressure, withdrawal, or repetition crossed threshold.

"When did you last eat?" Liora asked.

"Yesterday."

"What time?"

Nomi looked at Ruva.

"At school," Ruva said.

"She ate here," Ilan said.

"She moved food around a bowl," Tess said.

"I ate bread," Nomi said.

Ruva put the spoon down again. "There is no bread missing."

"I had it in my room."

"Food is not permitted in the sleeping room," Ilan said.

"It
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