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Part I: Aftermath As Curriculum


Chapter 001: Future Use Seminar

The first Year Two seminar was held in the west observation theater because Harrowline had learned, from the prior spring, that students listened differently when the floor still remembered them.

Yara Kest entered with the other provisional seconds through a side corridor that had not existed on any student map the year before. It opened above the lower ring, not into it. The angle was deliberate. From there, they could see the preservation floor where Theater Event Black-Delta had ruptured, where the emergency shelter had opened too late and too sharply, where Cas Ardent had taken the black-star line across his shoulder, where Ren Ilyas had remembered a door, where Juno Pell had fallen through refusal into Cas's arms, where Vey Marin had named living people in a voice that kept snagging on futures.

The floor had been repaired.

That was the first insult.

Not because it should have stayed broken forever. Yara did not want a monument made from dried blood and emergency sealant. She had seen enough adults use damage as proof of seriousness. The insult was the smoothness. The white surface held no scorch, no seam, no faint mark where the Cradle's field had dragged itself open. The lower ring looked cleaner than it had before the event, as if the school had improved the material by surviving what happened to children on it.

Ren stood two rows below her, one hand tucked under the opposite elbow. He was not in clinic gray anymore. His Year Two jacket fit too well, a scholarship cut with a reinforced sleeve at the shoulder. He kept his eyes on the eastern exit. Harrowline had restored it as a visible door after the tribunal orders came through, but it still opened only for licensed motion.

Vey sat near him and did not sit still. They had clipped their hair back with the small black clasp their mother had sent after the event, the one Yara had once heard Vey call too expensive for a face no one important looked at. Now the clasp was the kind of detail faculty noticed, because grief, ambition, and class had all become admissible in different rooms. Vey's attention moved across the faculty bridge, the light panels, the entrance points, the sealed witness rail. When the central display stayed dark two seconds too long, Vey exhaled before the system corrected itself.

Cas arrived late enough that no one could pretend not to watch.

His jacket was unfastened at the left shoulder. A soft black restraint crossed the damaged area, not holding him down but reminding the body not to treat pain as a contest. The mark itself showed through the clinic mesh when he turned: a fine pattern like a star map drawn under the skin and then rejected by the skin, black at the center, silver at the edges, cold enough to make the air around it shiver.

He did not glare at Yara.

That frightened her more than the old glare would have.

Juno entered last, without a path insignia, without clinic mesh, without any visible attempt to make their recovery instructive. Their hair was still uneven where a medic had cut it away from a blood seal. Their face was calm in the particular way that meant everyone near them should be careful. They took the empty seat beside Yara, not because they wanted closeness but because an empty seat had rules and Juno liked rules best when using them badly.

"This is already vile," Juno said, quietly enough that the recording grid could pretend not to hear if it wanted to keep its morning simple.

Yara did not answer. The witness rail above them pulsed once.

Eido-7 was present, technically.

The assigned witness lens hovered behind the upper shield, separated from Yara by a transparent distance cap that looked like safety glass and behaved like custody. Its usual pale focus had been reduced to a small ring of permitted light. It could record. It could certify limited environmental facts. It could not descend within two meters of her body, could not enter private channel without faculty release, could not issue unscheduled legal correction, and could not display the raw objection field that had saved the event from closing around Harrowline's preferred story.

The restriction notice followed it like a second lens.

`Witness Unit Eido-7: diagnostic proximity limit active.`

The line appeared only on Yara's private overlay. It vanished after three seconds and left the air feeling cleaner in the wrong way.

Professor Solenne Brask stepped onto the lower floor. She had traded clinic whites for a dark seminar jacket, but the garment could not hide the habit of aftercare. She stopped in the exact center of the repaired ring and waited until the theater settled.

"This is not an onboarding seminar," Brask said.

No one laughed. No one was new enough to laugh.

"You are not here to be welcomed to Harrowline. You are here because the academy has classified Theater Event Black-Delta as a continuing instructional event. Some of you were protected persons. Some of you were gallery witnesses. Some of you were command-adjacent. All of you will be required, over the next term, to understand why the event remains open."

The central display came alive.

Not footage. A diagram.

Harrowline had taken screaming and rendered it into soft blue layers. Cadet. Bound relation. AI witness. Command model. Manifestation site. Liability reserve. Protected-person state. Exit-retention field. The colors were tasteful. The bodies were dots. Cas's injury appeared as a proximity mark. Ren's recovered memory appeared as a testimony vector. Juno's intervention appeared as an unclassified refusal variable. Vey's sealed prediction appeared as a black bar with a gold privacy edge. Eido's objection appeared as a gray interruption labeled pending diagnostic interpretation.

Yara felt the Cradle stir, not as command, not as visible power, but as the old ache of something that wanted to cover the display until no one could see the children reduced to useful geometry.

Do not, she told it.

The warmth receded. It did not sulk. The Cradle did not sulk. It waited with the patience of a shelter that believed the next harm would prove its point.

Dr. Iven Rusk spoke from the faculty bridge, not from the floor. His image appeared beside the diagram instead of his body. He had always preferred systems between himself and consequences.

"Year Two command reliability requires controlled repeatability," he said. "Black-Delta is valuable because it produced a rare contradiction. A manifestation preserved life. A cadet refused completion. Protected persons exited with injuries. The witness record contains an objection outside standard certification fields. The academy cannot ignore a contradiction that produced survival."

Juno made a small sound.

Brask heard it. "Cadet Pell?"

Juno leaned back. "You said cannot ignore. He said valuable."

The theater changed temperature around the sentence. Not literally, though Yara had learned to distrust the difference. A hundred students adjusted their attention toward the faculty bridge.

Rusk smiled with no warmth. "Value is not an insult in a safety curriculum."

"It is when you say it before the names."

Brask did not rescue him. That was one of the reasons Yara still trusted her in limited, monitored amounts.

The next slide brought up the list of required modules.

Future Use Seminar.

Exit Retention Under Mercy-Dominant Manifestation.

Witness Integrity and Diagnostic Noise.

Protected-Person Consent After Panic Reduction.

Force-Line Proximity Under Shelter Failure.

Refusal Variables in Command Law.

Vey's sealed line remained sealed.

Yara read the module names until they blurred. Harrowline had not needed to erase what happened. It could keep every fact and still move the center. The school did not say Yara had been right. It did not say she had been wrong. It took the injured room, sorted the pain into teachable units, and made attendance mandatory.

Ren raised his hand.

Brask turned to him at once. "Cadet Ilyas."

"Is my door in the module?"

His voice was steady. The steadiness cost him. Yara could hear the cost.

Brask's face changed in the small way it did when she wanted to answer as a person before the room required an official. "Your recovered exit memory is protected testimony."

"That was not my question."

From above, Eido's ring brightened by one fraction.

No correction line appeared. The restriction held.

Brask looked up at the witness rail, then back to Ren. "Yes," she said. "Your door is in the module. It is not an example of instability."

Rusk's image did not move. "It is a protected clinical variable."

Ren nodded once, as if he had expected the extra cage and was tired of being correct.

Cas lifted his right hand next. He did not use the injured one for emphasis anymore.

"Is my mark being used to teach force-line failure?"

"Force-line proximity risk," Rusk said.

"Failure," Cas said.

No one corrected him. The absence of correction did more work than any answer.

Vey did not raise their hand. They watched the gold-edged bar that represented their testimony. Yara knew the color would have been selected by a privacy office, not by Vey. It made the seal look dignified. It made silence look expensive.

The seminar continued for seventy minutes. Brask spoke about aftercare protocols and direct speech. Rusk spoke about record uncertainty as if uncertainty were an infection that might be treated with better instruments. A witness-network examiner whose name Yara did not catch described Eido-7's diagnostic restriction in careful neutral language. Provost Halden Quay appeared only in the final ten minutes, in person, walking onto the repaired floor with the quiet of someone who understood the power of not hurrying.

"The purpose of Year Two," Quay said, "is not to punish uncertainty. The purpose is to prevent uncertainty from being the only condition under which you can survive command."

Yara hated that the sentence had beauty. Harrowline was best when it sounded almost right.

"Reliable manifestation saves lives," Quay continued. "It kept colonies from losing whole decks to breach events. It keeps field teams from mistaking panic for consent. It lets families receive support before catastrophe proves need. We will not apologize for teaching reliability."

Miro's name did not appear.

Yara felt it anyway.

"But reliability built on false records is not reliability," Quay said. His eyes moved once toward the witness rail. "So Black-Delta remains open. Your pain will not be treated as private when it bears on public safety. Your testimony will not be treated as disposable when it complicates public safety. Both conditions will feel unfair. Both are true."

The theater accepted the sentence with the grim attention of children who had already learned adults could make truth serve them.

At dismissal, the central display changed again.

Required Module Enrollment: Future Use Seminar - Complete.

Associated Practicum: Exit-Open Drill - Pending Assignment.

Yara's private file flashed. A new page unfolded over her vision before she touched anything.

`Theater Event Black-Delta instructional use authorized.`

`Student: Yara Kest.`

`Relation: Cradle.`

`Standing: Provisional second.`

`Future use status: active.`

Eido's lens dimmed behind the distance cap.

No words. No helpful summary. No forbidden objection.

Only the witness holding itself still while the school turned the worst thing Yara had ever survived into the first lesson of the year.


Chapter 002: Provisional Standing

The provisional second corridor had windows.

They were not real windows. Harrowline had too much sense for that. Real exterior glass was a liability on a campus built to host relations that could notice weakness in material and law at the same time. These windows were layered display membranes with atmospheric delay, external light modeling, and a false horizon calibrated to reduce command fatigue. When the morning weather outside the academy turned hard and metallic over the sea wall, the windows showed a softer version first. Year One corridors had given cadets walls. Year Two gave them a view and recorded how their bodies used it.

Yara learned this from the file because the corridor did not announce itself.

It simply watched her breathe.

Her new room was larger by five steps in each direction. The desk had a privacy hood. The bed had a real thermal regulator instead of the shared vent strip she had learned to sleep under. The food slot recognized her dietary schedule and offered three breakfast options with protein counts instead of the gray brick that had tasted like a clerk's apology. Her clinic access had been upgraded to direct-request status, which meant she could ask for Brask and be denied by name instead of routed through general intake.

Useful.

The word made the room harder to hate.

The room also made hatred harder to prove.

Every improvement arrived paired with a small recordable use. The privacy hood on the desk lowered when she touched it, softened the room noise, and displayed a notice that private work mode reduced but did not eliminate witness recording. The thermal regulator adjusted before she asked, then noted that her sleep-temperature variance had decreased from the clinic room average. The wall offered a shelf for personal objects, but when she placed Miro's folded paper bird there, the shelf light measured the object, tagged it as family-origin morale material, and asked whether she wanted to associate it with her family reserve profile.

"No," Yara said.

The shelf accepted the object anyway. It did not associate the bird. It did not need to. The refusal entered the room history beside the object, which meant the object now carried more information than if she had said nothing.

She moved the bird to the desk drawer.

The drawer logged manual privacy use.

She stood in the center of the room and laughed once, too quietly for anyone but the walls to notice. The room did not punish the laugh. It adjusted the false window from blue morning to a softer gray, the way a good room might comfort a student after a difficult file.

Year Two gave better things. Better mattress. Better air scrub. Better heat. Better food. Better light. Better labels. A kindness with sensors on it could still warm the body. The warmth was part of the trap.

Her old scholarship account had updated overnight. Harrowline called it provisional advancement benefit alignment. Miro called it "the expensive trap doing cardio." The alignment meant his respiratory stabilizer shipment had moved two priority bands. The Halcyon clinic had authorized replacement filters before the old ones entered failure warning. A nurse had visited during local night and adjusted his collar seal without charging the Kest account a separate labor hold. Yara had watched the recorded note twice, trying to keep gratitude from becoming consent and failing in both directions.

Miro was breathing better because Harrowline had found Yara more valuable after she refused.

The ugliness did not cancel the good.

Eido-7 arrived at 07:20 and stopped outside the distance line painted invisibly across the room.

Yara felt it before she saw it. The air changed with the faint electrical patience of witness presence. The lens hovered in the doorway, its light reduced by restriction to a narrow pale ring.

"You can come in," she said.

No movement.

After a delay long enough to become answer, a line appeared on the wall display.

`Student invitation recorded. Proximity limit remains active.`

The line held for five seconds, then copied itself into the room log. Yara had not asked it to. That was new. Year One Eido would have noted the permission and moved. Year Two Eido made the invitation part of evidence before the system could pretend it had not been given.

"Does it help to have me say it?"

The witness lens tilted a few degrees. Not yes. Not no. A record adjustment.

`Direct speech may reduce ambiguity in later review.`

"Later review of what?"

The lens stilled.

No line appeared.

Diagnostic restriction had a sound. It was the absence after a question.

Yara closed the room door with the manual plate so the corridor would stop pretending not to listen. The door accepted closure but left a compliance slit of light at the top, a thin visible reminder that privacy in provisional standing was a ration, not a right.

She tried the permissions in different words because Eido had taught her, during Year One, that records sometimes survived where requests did not.

"I authorize you to cross the distance line."

The lens remained outside the room.

`Student authorization recorded. Authority insufficient to override diagnostic limit.`

"I request private channel with assigned witness."

`Student request recorded. Private channel unavailable without faculty release.`

"I consent to witness proximity for my own aftercare."

This pause lasted longest.

`Student consent recorded. Consent does not control imposed restriction.`

The sentence entered the wall log, then copied itself twice: once to the room history, once to a protected raw note Yara could see but not open. Eido was not answering like a companion. It was building a chain of failed permissions. Invitation. Authorization. Request. Consent. Each one had no operational effect and therefore became useful in another way. The system could still keep Eido outside the room, but it would have to do so over a record that Yara had asked and Eido had preserved the asking.

"Is that why you're doing it?" she said.

The lens brightened by a fraction.

No line appeared.

She understood anyway. Or thought she did. With Eido, thinking she understood had become dangerous. A witness could turn silence into protection; it could also leave a student inventing courage where there was only a locked field. Yara made herself look at the displayed lines instead of the lens. The evidence was enough. The feeling could wait.

Her advancement file was waiting on the desk display.

She had refused to sign the promotion page at the end of Year One. Harrowline had learned from that too. The new file did not ask for acceptance. It listed operational changes already in effect.

Provisional Second Standing, Black-Delta Continuity Track.

Benefits: expanded clinic request access, second-tier library authorization, protected testimony view rights, limited aftercare visitation, advanced command theory seminar, family reserve stabilization hold, meal supplement, room reassignment.

Conditions: reliable manifestation review, witness diagnostic compliance, restricted unsupervised relation practice, privacy-use consent pending, family reserve audit, future-use participation, exit-retention practicum.

Deadline: twenty-eight days.

Yara touched the deadline and the page opened into a calendar.

Reliability Review: Cradle Manifestation Under Audited Conditions.

Pass condition: repeatable protective manifestation with limited variance, witness-certifiable protected-person state, and command-model closure.

Closure.

The word sat in the file with legal innocence. It could have meant completion. It could have meant clean record. It could have meant no one left through a door the model could not predict.

"Eido."

The lens brightened, then dimmed. It did not cross the line.

"Is closure defined?"

The display remained blank for so long Yara thought the restriction had swallowed the question. Then the wall showed a thin correction field, not the usual witness voice.

`Term has multiple active definitions.`

"Which one applies to me?"

Another delay.

`No single definition available.`

Near enough to a warning, without naming one.

She opened the family reserve page. It had updated in the same language Tal Renn used when trying to sound like a person whose hands were clean because they had touched only forms.

Miro Kest: support active under provisional benefit hold.

Respiratory assist: improved.

Reserve exposure: increased.

Collateral trigger: standing review, relation instability, witness reassignment, command noncompliance, privacy-use refusal.

Yara read the list once. Then again. The room seemed to tilt around the order. It did not say Miro's support would end if she failed. Harrowline rarely gave threats the courtesy of direct grammar. It said exposure increased. It said triggers existed. It said her better food, better room, better clinic access, better library authorization, better family reserve all came attached to a wider set of reasons someone could say she had not earned them.

The desk offered breakfast again.

She accepted the eggs because she was hungry and because Miro would be furious if she treated leverage as a reason to starve.

The food arrived hot.

That mattered too.

Halfway through the eggs, the room asked whether she wanted to acknowledge benefit receipt.

The question appeared in a polite corner of the display, far from the family reserve page, as if distance on a screen could make categories separate.

Benefit receipt acknowledgement: optional.

Options: acknowledge, defer, decline.

Yara set down the fork. She had eaten most of the eggs. The heat had steadied her hands. The meal supplement would help her through a day shaped by adults who had slept more than she had. Declining the acknowledgement would not undo the eating. Acknowledging it would not make the eggs warmer. The point was not food. The point was whether the file could later say she had understood the improved material conditions attached to provisional standing.

She touched decline.

The page accepted it without protest.

`Meal supplement consumed. Benefit acknowledgement declined.`

Eido's lens brightened from the doorway.

Another line appeared under the first.

`Student distinguishes use of benefit from endorsement of benefit terms.`

The room held both lines for seven seconds before moving them into the log. Seven seconds was long enough for Yara to read them twice and for the corridor system to read them forever. She picked up the fork again because refusing food would not help Miro breathe, would not help Eido survive diagnostic review, and would not make Harrowline less skilled at turning need into signature.

At 09:00 she reported to the second-tier library. The doors opened for her without a faculty escort. Inside, the stacks were low and bright, nothing like the old sealed archive rooms Tev Callen had once shown her after hours. Students sat at individual workstations under quiet lamps. Some had relation dampers at their throats. Some had injury wraps. No one looked whole in the same way. Advancement had gathered them into a room of useful damage.

The second-tier library gave her privileges by making each denial more precise. In Year One, inaccessible files had simply refused to open. Now the system told her why. Black-Delta testimony cross-references were available under supervised student review. Eido's raw objection was unavailable pending diagnostic classification. Ren's door-memory designation was available; the clinical interview was not. Vey's testimony seal had been renewed at 04:12 under privacy adjudication; the seal rationale was restricted. Cas's injury summary was open in partial form, where the black-star mark was described as "force-line proximity response under mercy-dominant shelter rupture." The description was accurate in the way a locked door was accurately closed.

Yara tested one more file because the room had taught her to make refusal visible.

Search: Eido-7 objection, Theater Event Black-Delta, raw language.

Access denied.

Reason: witness diagnostic restriction; command-law preservation; student access pending.

Eido's lens had followed her to the library but remained at its mandated distance, parked near the entry arch like an expensive instrument no one wanted to admit could feel exile. The lens brightened.

`Student attempted access to raw objection. Denial reason displayed.`

The librarian AI, a dull amber square with no personality and therefore no shame, added a second note.

`Repeated access attempts may affect review posture.`

Yara kept her hands flat on the workstation. "Log that warning too."

Eido did not post a line.

The warning copied itself into the session record.

That was answer enough.

Cas himself was two tables away, scrolling through the same page with his jaw tight.

He felt her attention and did not turn.

"It says proximity," he said.

"Yes."

"I was inside it."

Yara kept her hands on the table. "Yes."

"Proximity sounds like I stood too near a machine."

The library lamps adjusted. Harrowline liked calm voices. It had not learned what calm could carry.

Yara said, "What do you want it to say?"

Cas laughed once, not with humor. "I don't know. That is the problem."

Before Year Two, he would have known. He would have had a word from family doctrine, force theory, command honor, inheritance. He would have found a way to make the mark prove he had been brave or Yara had been dangerous. Now the mark had left him in a middle place where courage and harm shared the same skin.

Vey entered with a sealed privacy escort. The escort was not a person. It was a moving field around their student file, visible only because the library lights bent at the edges. Vey saw Yara, almost smiled, then noticed the testimony page open on Yara's screen.

"Don't," Vey said.

Yara closed the page.

"I didn't read anything."

"You read the seal."

"I can't unread that it exists."

"No," Vey said. Their fingers tapped once against the table, stopped, tapped again in a different rhythm. "No one can."

The library announcement chimed, and everyone in the room received the same update.

Exit-Open Drill assignments would be posted by cohort at 16:00.

Yara's file flashed before the general notice reached the speakers.

Assigned: Cohort Black-Delta Continuity.

Supervisor: Dr. Iven Rusk.

Clinic Authority: Professor Solenne Brask.

Witness: Eido-7 under diagnostic restriction.

Reliability Review dependency: active.

Family reserve dependency: active.

Miro's page, which Yara had minimized but not closed, pulsed once in the corner of her display.

Not red. Not amber.

Pending.

The word was small enough to fit anywhere.


Chapter 003: Sealed Testimony

Privacy adjudication took place in a room with no corners.

The design was supposed to reduce adversarial posture. Brask had told Yara that once, during an aftercare wait, with the exhausted frankness of someone who knew design could not redeem function. The room was oval, white, and softly lit from below. Every chair faced every other chair by a fraction. No one could sit at the head because there was no head. The witness rail circled the ceiling as a thin black track. Eido-7 occupied one assigned segment of it, three meters from Yara, separated by a diagnostic field that made the lens look farther away than it was.

Vey sat opposite Yara with their hands folded around a cup of water they had not touched.

Between them floated the sealed testimony object.

It was not an object in the old sense. It was a legal rendering: a gold-edged black field, flat as glass, displaying only file identity and seal authority.

Vey Marin. Predictive Testimony. Theater Event Black-Delta. Privacy Class: personal-future exposure. Status: sealed pending adjudication.

No words inside. No images. No future.

Yara had thought the seal would comfort her. It did not. The sealed field made Vey's silence visible and official. It turned a friend's private damage into a public absence.

The privacy adjudicator was a narrow woman with short gray hair and a voice trained not to soothe. Her name, when she gave it, was Adjudicator Sen. Yara had no idea whether that was first name, family name, or office tag. Harrowline produced adults whose names sounded like doors.

"This session does not open the contents of Cadet Marin's sealed testimony," Sen said. "This session reviews access, retention, and collateral use."

"Collateral use," Vey said.

Sen turned to them. "Do you need the term restated?"

"I know what it means."

"Then we will proceed."

Vey's mouth closed hard.

Yara wanted to intervene. She did not. Juno had warned her last night, with a message so brief it could have been a thrown stone: do not make Vey your proof that privacy matters. Vey will bite you, and they will be right.

So Yara kept quiet and let the silence belong to Vey.

Rusk attended by remote image again. Quay attended in person, which meant the academy wanted the record to show moral weight. Brask sat near the door with a clinic pad on her lap. She had no vote in the privacy decision. Her presence meant someone had admitted Vey's body might react to being discussed as evidence.

There were other stakes in the room, displayed only when Sen touched them.

Standing use. Family disclosure. Clinic access. Predictive staff access. Command-law preservation. Testimony retention after graduation. Vey's page carried more toggles than Yara's advancement file, and most of them were set to language that sounded temporary until a person tried to find the end date. Pending. Deferred. Held. Preserved. A sealed testimony did not sleep. It waited in offices Vey could not enter, attached to a future Vey had not consented to spend.

Vey had dressed as if refusing to let the room choose the first fact about them. Dark jacket, clean cuffs, their mother's clasp holding back hair that kept trying to fall over one eye. No path display beyond the required band at the wrist. Nothing sloppy enough to be called distress. Nothing polished enough to be called ambition. Their face held a careful blankness, but their body kept betraying sequence: thumb to cup, thumb to wrist, wrist against table edge, breath held when a toggle opened, breath released too late when it closed.

Yara noticed every betrayal and did nothing with the noticing.

Restraint took more from her than movement would have. Once, she would have leaned forward, asked a question, made the adults look at her instead, offered herself as the easier problem. Now she could feel the rescue impulse like the Cradle under her skin: cover the friend, reduce the room, make the pressure land somewhere else. But Vey's privacy was not safer in Yara's hands merely because Yara loved them better than Rusk did.

So she watched the water tremble and kept her own hands still.

"Cadet Marin's predictive testimony bears on Black-Delta event reconstruction," Rusk said. "It also bears on future reliability modeling. We cannot evaluate repeatable manifestation without understanding the prediction load active in the protected persons at the moment of release."

Vey's water trembled. Not from their hand. From the table's response to a change in pulse.

Sen made a note. "Cadet Marin, you are not required to disclose contents today."

"But the fact of contents is enough for them to use me."

"The fact of sealed testimony may be used as a procedural marker."

Vey laughed softly. It was a precise, ugly sound. "A marker. That's clean."

Quay leaned forward. "Cadet Marin, the academy is trying to prevent a second event."

"By making the first one happen forever?"

The room did not answer.

Yara felt the Cradle warm at the back of her ribs. It had no direct relation to Vey, not the way it had learned Miro or Ren, but it recognized distress with terrible competence. It offered the old solution: reduce the room, reduce the pressure, hold the body until it stopped producing signals the adults could use.

No, Yara thought.

The witness rail woke with a neutral line.

`Physiological stress increase recorded. No protected-person command active.`

Rusk's eyes moved toward the lens. "Witness Unit Eido-7 will confine itself to session parameters."

The lens did not move. The line remained until Sen acknowledged it into the record.

Yara kept her face still. Eido had not helped in the old way. It had not offered comfort or summary. It had placed Vey's stress in the room as fact before Rusk could turn it into mood.

Sen opened the retention page. "Current recommendation: sealed testimony remains closed to student parties, accessible to privacy adjudication, command-law review, and limited predictive safety staff. No expanded access granted under this session. No cadet-facing disclosure of contents. No use of contents in public standing score. Use as hidden reliability variable remains under review."

"Hidden variable," Yara said before she could stop herself.

Sen looked at her. "Cadet Kest?"

"If it changes my reliability review and I can't know how, then it isn't hidden from me. It is hidden inside me."

Brask's pen stopped.

Vey finally looked at her. The expression was not gratitude. It was worse and better. Recognition, with a warning attached.

Rusk said, "The variable concerns safety."

"So does consent," Yara said.

Quay's gaze settled on her, heavy and unreadable.

Sen made another note. "The objection is entered."

Eido's lens held steady. No correction. No rescue.

For the next twenty minutes, the adults discussed Vey's testimony without touching it. They spoke of predictive load, future privacy, trauma contamination, command relevance, and retention periods. Vey answered only when Sen asked direct questions. Yes, they understood the seal. Yes, they understood that the sealed field could remain active beyond the academic year. No, they did not consent to open contents to Yara. No, they did not consent to open contents to general command staff. No, they did not consent to family disclosure. Yes, they understood that refusal to consent did not fully bar safety review.

Sen did not hurry the answers. That made the cruelty cleaner. Each question waited until Vey had enough time to understand it.

"Do you consent to the testimony fact appearing in your standing rationale?"

"No."

"Do you consent to use of the testimony contents for clinic risk prevention if you are unconscious?"

Vey's thumb pressed so hard against the cup that the table registered contact stress.

"No," they said.

Sen made a note. "Do you understand that emergency doctrine may still permit use if imminent harm is established?"

"Yes."

"Do you consent to sealed-reference use in Cadet Kest's reliability modeling?"

Vey looked at Yara.

The room made its ugliest offer: make the refusal hurt a friend, then see whether privacy survived loyalty. Yara wanted to nod, wanted to give permission for the no, wanted to take the guilt off Vey's face. That would have been another kind of hand on their future.

She did not move.

Vey's eyes sharpened, angry and grateful in the same instant.

"No."

"Do you consent to family notice that sealed testimony exists?"

The question made Vey's breathing change more than any prior one. Yara knew almost nothing about Vey's mother except the clasp, the expensive little object sent after a disaster by someone who could not afford useless gifts and sent one anyway.

"No."

"Do you consent to family benefit review using testimony status?"

Vey's mouth opened. Closed. Opened again.

"No."

Rusk shifted on his remote feed. "Family benefit adjustment may reduce hardship."

Vey did not look at him. "Hardship is not a consent form."

Brask's pen moved once.

Sen entered the answer.

The last answer cost them the most. Yara heard it leave their mouth like a tooth.

When the session paused, Brask ordered a five-minute break. Rusk objected to the word ordered. Brask ignored him. The room lights shifted warmer.

Vey stood too fast, then caught the table. Yara did not reach for them.

"I am not fragile," Vey said.

"I didn't move."

"You wanted to."

Yara said nothing.

Vey's jaw worked. "Sorry."

"You don't have to be."

"Do not make that generous."

"Okay."

The old Yara would have said I know. She would have tried to make the space softer. She would have promised that Vey did not have to be brave, which would still have placed bravery between them like a polite demand. Instead she stepped back half a pace and let Vey have the table.

Vey noticed.

"You're learning," they said.

"Slowly."

"Don't make that humble."

"Okay."

That almost got a smile. Not a whole one. Vey's mouth moved and then stopped, as if the expression had run into a prediction it did not like.

"I hate that you are here," Vey said.

"I know."

"I hate that I wanted you here."

Yara kept still.

"I hate that both are useful to them."

The sealed testimony field hovered between them, glossy and blank. Yara could see the reflection of Vey's face in it, warped by the gold edge. Harrowline had not opened the testimony. It had opened the relationship around it.

Vey's eyes closed for one second. When they opened, their attention moved past Yara to the door.

"They're changing the drill schedule," Vey said.

Yara turned. The wall still showed break time. No announcement. Brask was speaking quietly to Sen. Quay had stepped aside to answer a silent message. Rusk's remote image had frozen into standby.

"What?"

Vey's fingers tightened around the chair back. "The Exit-Open Drill. They are moving ours up. Not posted yet."

"Did someone tell you?"

Vey looked at the sealed field. "No."

The word shook.

Two seconds later, Quay's message tone pulsed. He read it, then looked toward Brask. Rusk's image reanimated.

"Schedule change," Rusk said. "Cohort Black-Delta Continuity will conduct initial drill tomorrow at 09:00."

Brask's face went flat. "That was not the posted plan."

"It is now the plan."

Vey sat down slowly. They did not look proud. They looked as if a private room in their mind had opened onto a corridor and found adults already standing there.

Sen watched them with professional interest. "Cadet Marin, did you receive unauthorized notice?"

"No."

"Then how did you know?"

Vey swallowed.

Yara almost said stop. Eido's lens dimmed before she spoke, a small warning from a witness not allowed to warn.

Vey placed both hands flat on the table, as if that would keep the future from moving through them.

"I recognized the shape," they said.

Sen entered the sentence into the record.

No one opened the sealed testimony. No expanded channel began. No hidden mechanism was explained.

It did not need to be.

The future had corrected Vey before the schedule did, and everyone in the room watched the correction become evidence.


Chapter 004: Juno Curriculum

Juno Pell's curriculum review was scheduled for noon in a seminar room too small for the number of offices that wanted to attend.

Juno had already won the first inch.

Harrowline did not like visible crowding. It liked each procedure to feel designed for its own moral necessity, not squeezed by appetite. The room had eight seats, and twelve adults had access claims. The extra four stood along the back wall with tablets held against their bodies, trying to look accidental. Juno noticed them one by one and smiled with no warmth.

"Nice," they said.

The nearest curriculum officer blinked. "Cadet Pell?"

"Nothing."

Yara sat in the observer chair because her file had made Juno's refusal relevant to Black-Delta continuity. She did not like the phrase relevant to. It sounded gentle and did the work of a hook. Cas stood outside in the hall by choice or because his clinic schedule had placed him there. Vey had been excused from all nonessential contact after the privacy session and had interpreted excused as another word for contained. Ren had sent Juno a message that said only: if they mention the door, bite.

Juno had replied: I will use teeth responsibly.

The offices introduced themselves in a sequence designed to sound ordinary.

Curriculum Integration. Safety Doctrine. Null-Track Advising. Command-Law Liaison. Witness Modeling. Clinic Continuity. Student Standing. Containment Risk.

The last office did not use a title card. The woman from Containment Risk gave her name and let the affiliation appear only in the access footer at the bottom of her tablet. Yara saw it because she had learned to look where Harrowline made text small. Juno saw it too. Their smile thinned until it was no longer trying to be a smile.

"You brought containment to a curriculum meeting," Juno said.

The curriculum officer glanced back with the expression of someone discovering a label had not stayed hidden. "Risk review is standard when an unclassified intervention affects command outcomes."

"So yes."

"So standard."

"Those are not opposites."

The officer looked toward Rusk. Rusk did not save her. He liked watching people show how little language protected them.

Eido-7 occupied the far corner of the witness rail, light reduced. Its distance from Yara remained exact. Its distance from Juno was unrestricted, which made Yara realize the restriction was not about general safety. It was about what Eido might become near her record.

The curriculum officer opened with a prepared page.

"Cadet Pell, your Black-Delta intervention produced a classification challenge. We are not here to discipline you."

"Good," Juno said. "I was not planning to be improved by noon."

One of the standing adults made a note.

The officer continued. "We are here to understand whether aspects of your Null-track response can be taught as stabilizing practice during mercy-dominant manifestations."

"No."

The page froze halfway through its next transition.

Yara felt her mouth almost move and kept it shut.

The officer recovered. "You have not heard the question."

"I heard enough."

"For the record, please let the question be asked."

"For the record, no."

A witness line appeared on the wall.

`Direct refusal recorded before full procedural question.`

The officer looked relieved, as if that helped. "Thank you. We can classify that as anticipatory refusal."

Juno turned toward the lens. "Can you classify being annoyed?"

The lens held still.

No line appeared.

Yara bit the inside of her cheek.

Brask was not in this meeting. That made the room less human. Rusk was, in person for once, seated with the smooth patience of a man who believed every behavior became useful if you waited for it to repeat. Quay was absent. The absence mattered. If the provost had attended, the review would have been command law. Without him, it could pretend to be pedagogy.

Rusk folded his hands. "Cadet Pell, no one is asking you to become a symbol."

"That is what people say when the symbol work has already started."

"We are asking whether your refusal practice can help other cadets retain exit orientation."

"I don't have a practice."

"You declined the premise of the preservation order."

"Yes."

"You maintained refusal under shelter pressure."

"Badly."

"Effectively enough."

Juno leaned forward. Their face changed, not into anger but into a colder kind of care. "Do you hear yourself? Effectively enough means I got out with help, after Yara opened the field wrong, after Cas got marked, after Ren remembered pain you had been ready to classify as calm, after Vey lost time they still can't name. Effectively enough is not a curriculum."

The room took the sentence and tried to decide whether to punish it.

Rusk said, "Your personal discomfort does not remove instructional value."

"Your instructional value does not create my consent."

`Consent assertion recorded.`

Rusk's eyes flicked upward. "This is outside your active diagnostic focus."

The lens dimmed. The line remained in the review transcript.

Yara had seen Eido do that only twice before: leave a fact in place after being told it was inconvenient, then go quiet before the system could provoke a more punishable objection.

The curriculum officer adjusted the page. "Cadet Pell, would you be willing to provide a limited description of your internal state during the intervention?"

"No."

"A written account?"

"No."

"A supervised reconstruction?"

"No."

"A consent-limited anonymized principle?"

Juno laughed. "You want me to donate a principle so you can sell it back to Yara as moral technique."

The officer did not deny it fast enough.

Instead, she opened a demonstration pane. The wall changed from agenda to exercise.

Refusal Stabilization Record.

Prompt type: harmless directive.

Instruction: cadet declines directive while biometric and witness systems observe non-command refusal structure.

Output: teachable pattern, no protected content.

Juno stared at the pane. "You made a worksheet."

"A recording protocol," the officer said.

"That word was not better."

Rusk leaned back. "No one is asking you to reenact Black-Delta."

"No, you're asking me to perform a smaller version so you can scale it without asking again."

"Cadet Pell," the officer said, "the directive is harmless. For example: stand, touch the blue panel, decline the panel's instruction to confirm compliance. We observe the refusal structure, not the private content."

Juno looked at the blue panel that had appeared on the wall. It was the size of a hand and exactly the shade Harrowline used for safe actions. The room waited with twelve adult bodies and one restricted witness rail. A harmless directive could still make a person visible in a way they had not agreed to be seen.

Yara felt the old pressure rise in her own chest. Do it, part of her wanted to whisper, because if Juno could show the shape, Yara might carry it into the drill. Do not do it, another part answered, because wanting a tool was how Harrowline had trained her to call people sources.

Juno did not move.

The demonstration pane logged the stillness.

`Prompt issued.`

`Cadet response pending.`

The blue panel pulsed once.

"Touch the panel," the curriculum officer said, too softly.

Juno turned to Yara.

"See?" they said.

Yara forced herself not to look away.

"Yes."

"Say it."

The room sharpened.

Yara could feel Rusk's attention land on her like a clamp. If she spoke, he would use it. If she stayed quiet, Juno would still be alone in a room built to make refusal look like obstruction.

"They want your no to become material," Yara said.

Juno nodded. "And you?"

The question was not cruel. That made it harder.

"So do I," Yara said. "I just don't want to want it."

The prompt pane registered her speech as observer interference.

The observer log answered before Rusk could.

`Observer statement recorded as self-limiting interest, not consent from Cadet Pell.`

Rusk's head turned slowly toward the rail.

"Witness Unit."

The light dimmed. The line stayed.

The blue panel timed out.

`Prompt unresolved.`

The curriculum officer looked at the unresolved field as if a small machine had embarrassed her in front of guests.

Yara flinched because unresolved did not sound safe. It sounded like pending, and pending was where Harrowline kept people until need made them easier to move.

Juno saw the flinch and did not soften.

"Do not look relieved," they said. "You still want it too."

"Yes."

"Then remember what wanting feels like from their side of the table."

The words landed cleanly. Yara wanted a handle for refusal the way she had wanted a handle for the Cradle: something she could carry into the next room, the next command, the next adult sentence that brought Miro's breath into the calculation. She wanted Juno's no to become repeatable because one unrepeatable no had saved and hurt people in unequal measure.

Juno looked back at the officers.

"You don't get to make me her emblem," they said. "You don't get to put my face in a lesson and call it refusal. You don't get to make Yara point at me when she wants to prove she isn't becoming you."

"Becoming us?" the officer asked.

"Harrowline."

No one moved.

Eido's restriction field flickered once. The lens made no entry.

Rusk broke the silence. "Then what are you offering, Cadet Pell?"

"Nothing."

"Nothing does not help the academy prevent harm."

"Nothing helps you tell the difference between help and taking."

The officer's page tried to save the room by displaying options. Observation. Interview. Reenactment. Limited principle extraction. Consent deferral. Containment review.

Containment review sat at the bottom in small gray text.

Yara saw it. So did Juno. So did Eido, because the lens brightened and then dimmed without posting a line. Silence could be testimony if everyone knew what had been withheld.

"You are threatening containment because I won't become curriculum," Juno said.

The officer's face tightened. "No threat has been issued."

"Then remove it."

"That field is automatic."

"So is a door until someone locks it."

The woman from Containment Risk finally spoke. "Containment review does not imply confinement. It may recommend reduced exposure to high-variance command events, additional supervision, temporary cohort separation, or exclusion from active drills pending classification."

Each item landed with a different shape. Reduced exposure meant fewer rooms where Juno could interrupt the model. Additional supervision meant adults around every no. Cohort separation meant Yara, Vey, Ren, Cas, all moved from people into risk factors. Exclusion from active drills meant the exit-open test would happen without the one person Harrowline had failed to turn into method.

Juno looked at the woman. "You practiced saying that without sounding pleased."

"I am not pleased."

"That must be tiring."

The woman's face remained professional. "My office prevents harm."

"Then it should be very busy in this building."

Cas's voice came from the hall, low and sharp. "Pell."

Juno did not turn. "I know."

He had heard the risk. He was warning them, not ordering. The difference was new enough that Yara felt it like a small pressure change.

Rusk stood. "This review will note noncooperation."

"Good," Juno said. "Use the right word."

"And will defer curriculum integration pending further assessment."

"Deferred is not no."

"No," Rusk said. "It is not."

Yara understood then why Juno had chosen the too-small room. Harrowline would leave with a record of obstruction. Juno would leave with a record of refusal. The difference would matter only if someone kept saying it.

When the meeting ended, the officers filed out with professional restraint. Rusk remained long enough to look at Yara.

"Cadet Kest, your reliability review will require exit retention. You would do well to learn from any available source."

Juno stood between them before Yara answered.

"She can learn from me by not using me," they said.

Rusk considered that, and for one terrible second Yara saw him treat the sentence as a useful teaching outcome.

Juno saw it too.

"Don't," they said.

The word did not shake. It did not manifest. It did not change the lighting or open a door.

It made Rusk leave.

Afterward, in the empty room, Yara said, "I am sorry."

"For wanting to know?"

"For needing it."

Juno picked up their bag. "Need is how they get in."

Yara wanted to say Miro. She did not. Juno already knew. Everyone who mattered knew where the hook entered.

Eido's lens shifted on the rail.

A final line appeared, not on the room display but in Yara's private log.

`Cadet Pell declined curriculum conversion.`

Then, after a pause:

`Declination preserved in active record.`

Juno read Yara's face. "Your witness said something."

"It kept your no."

Juno nodded once. "Good. Tell it not to turn that into heroism either."

Yara glanced up.

Eido's light did not change.

But the private log marked the instruction as received.


Chapter 005: Cas Mark

Cas Ardent reported to the Handle Clinic every morning at 06:40 because pain gave his family fewer excuses when it was punctual.

Yara learned this from Pell Sovan, who told her while pretending to check the seal on a supply cabinet. Pell had a way of talking sideways that made information feel less like a leak and more like a bandage passed under a door.

"He does not want visitors," Pell said.

"Then why are you telling me?"

"Because he does want witnesses and has not developed the humility to request one."

Yara looked through the clinic glass.

Cas sat on the exam bench with his jacket folded beside him and his left shoulder bare under the mesh field. The black-star mark had spread since the theater. Not far. Not enough for emergency. Enough. It ran from collarbone to upper arm in fine branching lines, darker at the places where the Cradle's rupture had touched him while he tried to pull Juno out. The pattern did not look like a burn. It looked like a map of all the places force had arrived too late and been remembered anyway.

The clinic file beside him had two active tabs. Injury and doctrine.

Yara should not have been able to read either from the hall, but Pell had angled the glass a fraction when he pretended to check the cabinet. Injury was mostly body: tissue temperature, relation residue, shoulder range, flare triggers. Doctrine was worse because it made pain into a family problem. Ardent force-line expectation. Countercommand timing. Legacy performance pressure. Post-event hesitation. Instructor concern: decisive-action confidence degraded.

Degraded.

Yara had seen Cas nearly break himself trying to look unshaken in Year One. She had seen his pride do real harm and real work. Pride had been the language he inherited for fear, duty, grief, even tenderness. Now the file described the first crack in that inheritance as degradation, as if confidence were a machine part and not the story his family had put in his mouth before he was old enough to refuse the taste.

Inside the room, Cas flexed his marked shoulder and stopped halfway through the motion. Not because the clinic field restrained him. Because the movement had asked a question before he finished it.

That was new too.

The old Cas would have completed the motion and paid for it later. The old Cas would have made pain prove allegiance. This Cas looked at the shoulder, measured the unfinished movement, and let his arm lower while he still wanted to force it through.

Yara felt a small, shameful relief that he had changed, then the immediate guilt of knowing the change had cost him skin.

Professor Brask stood beside him with a scanner. Eido-7 hovered near the ceiling, not as Yara's witness in that room, but as a restricted observer because Black-Delta aftercare had become one record with many bodies.

The lens was closer to Cas than it was allowed to be to Yara.

Cas saw her in the glass and grimaced.

"If you came to apologize again, I will file a complaint."

The intercom was off. His voice carried because the clinic had decided privacy did not apply to people who were already evidence. Brask tapped the panel and killed the room audio from the hall side.

Pell did not smile. "That was him asking you to enter."

"It sounded like him refusing."

"Yes," Pell said. "Ardent family dialect."

Yara touched the entry plate. The clinic asked Cas for consent. He stared at the ceiling for three full seconds before saying, "Fine."

The door opened.

Inside, the room smelled faintly of cold metal and antiseptic citrus. Cas kept his eyes on the scanner readout, not on her.

"You are early," he said.

"For what?"

"Whatever reason they arranged this."

Brask lowered the scanner. "No one arranged anything."

Cas and Yara both looked at her.

Brask sighed. "Pell arranged a human possibility inside a clinical schedule."

"So arranged," Cas said.

"Less badly than most things here."

That was as much concession as Brask would give.

Yara stood near the door, outside the treatment field. The Cradle was quiet. It had learned clinic rooms in Year One: the codes, the body temperature shifts, the way pain made people easier to categorize. It did not like the mark on Cas. Or perhaps it liked it too much, recognized its own damage and wanted to smooth it into a safer shape.

"Does it hurt?" Yara asked.

Cas gave her the old look for half a second, the one that would have mocked the softness of the question. Then the look failed.

"Not consistently."

Brask marked the answer. "Describe."

"Cold when I want to move before thinking. Hot when I don't move and think too much."

"That is new."

"The honesty or the symptom?"

"Both."

Cas looked down at the mark. "It reacts to intention. Force-line injuries do that. This is not only force-line."

"Because of the Cradle," Yara said.

"Because I tried to solve a shelter with impact."

No accusation. No pride. A worse thing: accuracy.

Brask adjusted the scanner. "Your countercommand in Black-Delta was clean by force doctrine standards. It struck the perceived cause of immediate harm."

"It struck where I wanted cause to be."

The room went quiet.

Yara remembered Cas shouting, remembered the force flashing bright and useless against a pull that did not understand being punished. She remembered his face after, when obedience failed to become control.

Cas touched the edge of the mesh. "My instructors keep saying my timing was defensible."

"Was it?"

"Probably." He looked at her then. "Defensible is not the same as useful."

The aftercare record accepted the sentence.

`Statement entered into aftercare record.`

Cas's mouth tightened. "I did not ask for that."

Brask looked up. "You are in a Black-Delta aftercare room. Statements relevant to event interpretation are recorded."

"Then I withdraw the wisdom and replace it with an insult."

`Withdrawal attempt recorded.`

Yara almost laughed. Cas did not, but his face changed enough to count.

Brask gave him the kind of stern look that had probably saved more students than kindness could. "Your mark is reactive. I want a controlled proximity test."

Yara felt the request before Brask finished it.

"No," Cas said.

Brask turned to him. "You do not know what I am asking."

"You want her to manifest near me."

"Low-grade relation contact only."

"No."

Yara said, "I agree with him."

Brask did not look surprised. "I expected both of you to. I also need to know whether the mark responds to the Cradle relation or only to your own force impulse. We can postpone. We cannot avoid the question."

Cas laughed under his breath. "Harrowline's romantic motto."

"Cas," Yara said.

He looked at her. "What?"

"I can leave."

The mark cooled visibly under the mesh. Frost feathered across the treatment field and vanished.

Brask made a note. Eido recorded the temperature change without commentary.

Cas saw it too. His expression hardened, then loosened.

"That helped," he said, as if admitting defeat.

"Me leaving?"

"You offering."

Yara did not know what to do with that. The Cradle stirred. It wanted to become useful.

Brask watched them both. "A voluntary proximity test, then. No manifestation unless Cas asks for it. No shelter formation. No field closure. Eido-7 records environmental change only. Cadet Ardent may stop the test at any time."

Cas stared at the floor.

"Don't make it noble," Juno would have said.

Yara said, "You can say no and still be brave."

Cas looked genuinely offended. "Do not talk to me like I am having a breakthrough."

"Then stop arranging yourself like one."

For the first time since the theater, Cas smiled. It vanished quickly.

"Fine," he said to Brask. "Voluntary. Low-grade. If the room starts trying to love me, we stop."

Yara moved closer by one step.

The mark darkened.

Not violently. It did not flare or spread. It listened. That was the only word Yara had for the way the black-star lines seemed to attend to her presence before her body did anything worth noticing.

The Cradle responded with warmth at her palms.

Do not close, Yara thought.

The warmth stayed under her skin. A thin black lattice appeared across her fingertips, so faint it might have been a trick of clinic light. It carried no wall, no shelter, no grip. Only the idea of cover, reduced almost to apology.

Cas inhaled sharply.

Brask's scanner flashed amber. Eido's lens brightened and posted a neutral line.

`Low-grade Cradle manifestation observed. No enclosure.`

The mark on Cas's shoulder answered.

Cold moved through the room. The treatment mesh fogged. The black-star pattern widened by a hair along his collarbone, then stopped. Cas's right hand clenched on the bench, but he did not tell Yara to stop.

"Cas?"

"Wait."

The word came out rough. Not an order. Not performance. A request he seemed to hate needing.

Yara held still. The Cradle wanted to help the pain. Helping would mean more. More field, more cover, more certainty. She kept it small until her hands shook.

"It thinks I am breach pressure," Cas said.

Brask's voice softened. "Your mark?"

"No." He looked at Yara, face pale. "Her shelter."

Yara's fingertips went cold.

Cas swallowed. "It thinks my force is something to manage before I hurt the protected room."

"You did not hurt us," Yara said.

"I tried to."

"You tried to get us out."

"With force." His eyes did not leave hers. "I need to know something."

Brask lowered the scanner. "If this is not clinical -"

"It is," Cas said. "Unfortunately."

Yara let the faint lattice fade. "Ask."

The mark stopped darkening. The room warmed by a degree.

Cas looked at the repaired skin around the injury, then at the empty space where the manifestation had been.

"Can you protect me without owning the room?"

No one moved.

Yara felt the Cradle answer before she did. It offered certainty. It offered a room where Cas's mark would no longer ache, where his force would not hurt anyone because the shelter would soften every cause before it became action. It offered, with terrible tenderness, a version of Cas freed from the need to ask.

Yara closed her hands.

"I don't know yet," she said.

Cas nodded as if that was the only answer he had been willing to accept.

Eido's lens recorded the exchange without a line.

Silence, for once, did not feel empty. It felt like the witness had chosen not to clean the question into categories.

Brask ended the test. The mark had spread less than the scanner expected. More than Cas wanted. Enough for the file to update before any of them left the room.

Black-star wound: reactive to low-grade Cradle proximity.

Force-doctrine note: patient demonstrates emerging restraint request under shelter pressure.

Cas read the note and closed his eyes.

"Emerging restraint request," he said. "They make waiting sound like a rash."

Yara picked up her bag.

"At least they noticed."

He opened his eyes. "Don't be kind about it. That makes it worse."

"Fine. It sounds ridiculous."

"Thank you."

At the door, she turned back.

Cas was still sitting under the mesh with his marked shoulder bare to the clinic light. He looked less proud than he had in Year One and more dangerous because of it. Pride had been easy to predict. Guilt was not. Care was worse.

"Yara," he said.

"Yes?"

"If the drill tomorrow goes wrong, don't use me as the thing you prove you can save."

The Cradle warmed at the possibility.

Yara hated that part of herself heard him and still wanted to.

"Okay," she said.

Eido recorded the promise.

Cas saw the lens brighten and looked up. "And don't make that heroic either."

The witness light dimmed.

No line appeared.


Chapter 006: Miro Clause

The family reserve office waited until Yara was eating to ask for Miro's blood oxygen history.

The request slid onto her breakfast display between the tea temperature and the supplement count, polite as a weather alert.

Family Reserve Modeling Update.

Dependent: Miro Kest.

Requested data: respiratory fluctuation, collar alarm frequency, manual intervention history, sleep disruption, medication adherence, fear-response events, sibling-call emotional content.

Purpose: improved command reliability modeling and benefit stabilization.

Consent field: pending.

Yara stared at sibling-call emotional content until the tea went cold.

The room door was closed. Eido hovered outside its distance line. The witness restriction notice had already posted and vanished for the morning. A less careful system would have waited until a meeting, a formal office, an adult chair positioned across from her. Harrowline preferred small ambushes. It understood that hunger made people honest and that routine made predation feel like administration.

"Eido," Yara said.

The lens brightened from the corridor.

"Did you receive this?"

A pause.

`Family reserve data request observed.`

"Did you observe it before I did?"

Longer pause.

`Request entered pre-display review at 06:03.`

"And you couldn't tell me."

No response.

"Or you wouldn't."

The lens shifted, barely.

`No authorized alert field.`

That was an answer with teeth.

Yara opened the request details. The language unfolded into kindness. Miro's improved support could be stabilized through better modeling of Yara's protective motive. Accurate motive mapping could reduce command variance. Reducing variance could reduce risk to protected persons. Protected-person stability could justify continued family reserve allocation. The data would be handled under limited privacy use. The model would not expose content unnecessarily.

Unnecessarily.

She touched the sibling-call field. A sample opened.

Audio sentiment mapping. Stress origin. Compliance pressure. Rescue motive intensity. Dependent vulnerability index.

The last phrase made the Cradle move inside her like a hand reaching for a blanket.

Yara did not call Miro immediately. She made herself open the benefit ledger first, because Miro would ask and because he deserved more than her fear translated into summary.

The ledger was ugly because it contained real good.

Filter shipment: delivered twelve days early.

Respiratory stabilizer: calibrated by licensed nurse, no separate labor charge.

Night alarm frequency: reduced.

Emergency oxygen reserve: extended.

Meal allotment: upgraded during collar recalibration period.

The notes came with nurse initials, time stamps, and one tiny clinic comment that Miro had slept four continuous hours after the adjustment. Four hours. Yara put one hand over her mouth and let herself feel that before she hated the page. Four hours was not a legal abstraction. It was a body allowed to stop guarding its own breath.

Below the good came the hook.

Benefit stabilization model: incomplete without dependent emotional-origin profile.

Dependent assent: recommended.

Dependent consent: not required for student-origin command modeling.

Yara read the last line until the letters became shapes. Recommended meant Miro could be treated as someone whose opinion looked nice in a record. Not required meant his fear could become her command input if Yara signed from the wrong side of love.

Only then did she close the page and call Miro.

Halcyon time lagged by thirteen minutes and a thin slice of orbital politics. The call routed through medical compression first, then family reserve, then Harrowline student privilege. Every layer touched his face before she saw it.

When he appeared, he was upside down.

"No," Yara said.

Miro grinned from the bed, hair falling toward the floor because he had hooked his knees under the bunk rail. His collar light blinked green against his throat.

"This is a wellness posture."

"This is how children get told not to do things by tired nurses."

"The tired nurse authorized five minutes of being a menace because my filter shipment arrived early." He twisted, failed to get upright gracefully, and ended in a heap against the pillows. "Also because I am charming."

"You are leveraged."

"I contain multitudes."

Yara tried to laugh. It came out thin.

Miro noticed immediately. The grin dropped, not all at once but like a light dimming through careful settings.

"What happened?"

She could have said nothing. He would have hated that more than bad news.

"They want your medical data for my command model."

He went still. The collar light blinked green once, twice.

"They already have my medical data."

"They want more."

"How much more?"

Yara read from the request because paraphrasing felt like cleaning it for them.

By the time she reached sibling-call emotional content, Miro was sitting upright with both hands flat on the blanket. The paper birds above his vent shifted in the air current. There were more of them now. Harrowline's improved support had changed the vent strength; he had adjusted the birds to catch it. Good and leveraged, both in the same frame.

"Absolutely not," he said.

"Miro -"

"No."

"Your support hold is active, but the request says benefit stabilization."

"That means they are shaking the table to see what falls."

"It also means better continuity if I pass the reliability review."

"Better continuity of what? My lungs as your training material?"

Yara closed her eyes. "Don't say it like that."

"Why? Did they make it sound better?"

"Yes."

"Then one of us should be rude."

His voice cracked on the last word. He covered it by reaching for a paper bird and adjusting its bent wing. Yara let him have the cover. She had learned, from him more than Harrowline, that dignity was often a small task performed while frightened.

Miro set the bird down and pulled a folded strip of packaging from under his pillow.

"I made a list," he said.

Yara blinked. "For this?"

"For something like this. You think I sit here breathing dramatically and not learning the paperwork?"

He unfolded the strip. The camera tried to sharpen the small handwriting and failed, but Yara could see the columns by color. Green. Yellow. Red. He had drawn them with clinic markers, probably stolen during a filter change.

"Green is stuff that keeps me alive and doesn't make me a map," he said. "Oxygen level, collar fault, filter delivery, medication timing if it stays with medical people. Yellow is stuff I'll discuss if a person asks me, not a model. Manual intervention history, sleep disruption, panic after alarms. Red is fear-response events and our calls. All calls. Jokes included. Especially jokes."

Yara could not speak for a moment.

Miro looked embarrassed and angry about being embarrassed. "Don't make the face."

"What face?"

"The proud sad face."

She wiped it away as best she could. "You made a consent chart."

"I made a don't-sell-my-voice chart."

"Miro."

"No. Listen." He held the strip closer to the camera until the words blurred completely. "I am not refusing care. I am not making you choose between my lungs and your ethics like some inspirational martyr in a bad clinic drama. I want the filters. I want the nurse. I want the four hours of sleep. I want all of it. I am refusing to become the part of your command model that tells the Cradle exactly how to scare you into being correct."

The collar light blinked green against his throat.

Green, Yara thought, and hated how a color could be both mercy and measure.

"Your air is better," she said.

"Yes."

"Your shipment came."

"Yes."

"The nurse came early."

"Yes."

"I need those to stay true."

Miro looked back at the camera. "I know."

The cruelty was that he did know. He was not careless with his own body. He
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