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Chapter One: The Ledger






Lira Hart arrived at the administration
building, the nerve center of the school, before the bell. The
courtyard was still quiet, soaked in shadow and unmoved by the hum
of morning announcements. Her boots tapped once against the metal
grate that led to the lower offices, then paused. The hollow clang
echoed back at her, sharp and out of place. She remembered that
sound from the day they removed the last student. It had been
raining. She had looked down those same steps, wondering if the
absence would reach her next. She glanced down the stairwell, hand
tightening on the file strap pressed against her side. A tremor
passed through her grip. It was small, almost imperceptible, but
real.

Her hair, light strawberry blonde, curled all
the way to her waist, shifted as she turned her head. It was heavy,
uncut, and always in the way, a choice she made and kept, even when
the system urged order. This system valued conformity and
uniformity above all else. It moved behind her with a stubborn
weight, not styled but owned. It always did that, moved late,
dragged behind her like it had its own slow memory. The curls
weren’t neat or styled. Just long and heavy, like she hadn’t cut it
in years. Because she hadn’t. She didn’t see the point. It was the
one part of her she refused to tame, no matter the
consequences.

Standing five feet tall, shoulders broader
than most girls in her year, Lira had long since stopped trying to
dress to match anyone around her. Her jacket hung wide through the
arms and bunched at the waist. She didn’t fix it. She didn’t fix
much anymore. The system’s rigid and controlling entity that
dictated every aspect of her life was a suffocating pressure to
which she refused to succumb. Her defiance was evident in her every
move, a silent rebellion that spoke volumes. The system had rules
for posture, uniformity, and precision, but she did not follow any
more.

She stepped down slowly into the stairwell.
Each footfall echoed. The light here was lower, almost absent.
There were no windows in the Records Wing. No photographs on the
walls. No glass cases of student awards or leadership pins. Just
narrow halls and silence. The only decoration was a plaque near the
elevator that read:

NAME, DATE, FILE. MEMORY IS ORDER. ORDER IS
MERCY.

The elevator door opened before she pressed
the button. Ms. Kevlin stood inside, gray uniform tight at the
cuffs, lips pinched in her usual way.

“You are here early,” Ms. Kevlin said.

“Yes,” Lira said.

“Have you prepared your record?” Ms. Kevlin
asked.

Lira nodded and handed over her ledger. It
was bound in dark blue cloth, the corners softened from being held
too long. Her initials had been pressed into the cover by hand.

“It is your final submission,” Ms. Kevlin
said.

“I know,” Lira said.

“It will be sealed after today. You
understand that?” Ms. Kevlin said.

“Yes,” Lira said.

The elevator doors closed. The ride was
silent. There was always silence in these transitions. No music. No
chime. Just a closed space and the thud of descent. Lira didn’t
look at the floor indicator. She counted the seconds instead. It
took fifteen to reach the registrar’s office.

They stepped into the intake hall. Ms. Kevlin
walked with authority, expecting Lira to follow. Lira did. Her
hands remained loose at her sides, and her boots scuffed against
the tile with each step.

The office was sterile, not cold, not warm.
The air carried the faint scent of metal, and the walls made no
sound when her boots brushed past them like they were made to mute
everything alive. Neutral in the way hospitals tried to be, the
office was a single desk beneath the overhead light. Behind it, a
metal shelf lined with locked drawers.

A man stood waiting. He did not give his
name.

“Your ledger will be processed now,” he
said. “Please confirm your ID
number.”

Her number and identity in the system came
out clean and steady. She’d practiced them so many times that they
felt like armor.

“Student Nine-Seven-One-Delta,” Lira
said.

He gestured to the chair. She sat.

He opened the ledger. Turned a page. Then
another.

He paused.

His eyes scanned the third page again and
then the fourth. Lira watched his fingers tighten ever so slightly
against the edge of the paper. The silence between them grew dense.
She leaned forward slightly, searching his expression for
confusion, anger, and alarm. But his face remained unreadable, and
that unreadability pressed against her chest like weight. Her
breath slowed without meaning to. Her pulse beat just under her
jaw.

Lira tilted her head.

“Is there an issue?” Lira asked.

He did not respond at first. Then he looked
up.

“Where did you get this?” he asked.

“It’s mine,” Lira said.

He pressed a button beneath the desk. A light
turned on in the wall. Ms. Kevlin returned.

“Escort her to holding,” he said.

“What’s wrong with my file?” Lira asked.

No answer.

She stood without resisting. She followed Ms.
Kevlin back down the hall through a door marked “Observation” into
a room lined with cold, hard seats and a screen in the ceiling that
seemed to watch her every move.

She sat. The door clicked behind her.

The room stayed quiet for four minutes.

Then the screen flickered on.

Her pulse jumped. She sat up straighter,
barely breathing as her eyes locked onto the screen.

She expected static. Or a warning. Not the
soft click that came next.

Her ledger appeared on the screen. The page
shown was not her writing.

It was neat. Not hers.

The date was five years ago. The name on the
line read:

Calen Hart.

Her brother.

Seeing his name, Calen Hart, in her file was
like a sudden jolt she couldn’t shake off. Her breath caught in her
throat, her chest tightened, and a rush of heat crawled up her
neck, followed by the cold ache of remembering something she had
trained herself to forget. Her body froze, but her mind raced,
unraveling the last five years in fragments she had buried under
silence. No one said his name. Not anymore. She wasn’t even allowed
to think about it in school. Her hands trembled, and she struggled
to keep her composure.

He had disappeared when she was twelve. The
file said he had never existed.

His name, Calen Hart, was in her file, a
mystery she couldn’t unravel. It was as if the past, which she had
trained herself to forget, was now staring back at her, demanding
acknowledgment.

Her hands curled slowly against the arms of
the chair.

She leaned forward. Her voice stayed level,
but her body felt taut, stretched across the silence that followed.
She took one breath, then another. Her eyes didn’t leave the
screen. Her thoughts looped, wondering if this was a test, a trick,
or worse. Only after the weight of those thoughts settled did she
speak.

“That page wasn’t in my ledger.”

Silence.

The screen flicked to a second page.

More writing. Still not hers.

It began:

“If you’re reading this, they let you get
this far. That means something went wrong.”

Lira didn’t move.

The room was still.

She stared at the screen until the image went
black.

Then she leaned back and whispered aloud:

“Calen,” Lira said.

The name tasted unfamiliar and intimate at
once. She could see his handwriting on the kitchen wall again,
crooked but proud, from when he used to copy words he liked. She
remembered how he would cover her eyes during thunderstorms and
whisper countdowns until it passed. Saying his name now didn’t
bring him back, but it made the absence sharper, more honest.

The lights above her turned red. The color
bled through the room like an alarm, but it didn’t scare her. It
felt more like confirmation, a signal that her voice had been
heard, that the system had registered her refusal to forget.

She didn’t flinch.

“Calen,” Lira said. This time, not with
hesitation but with quiet defiance. She straightened in the chair,
spine tall. The silence didn’t shrink her anymore. Her voice didn’t
shake. It steadied. She felt the grief, but it didn’t hollow her
out. It grounded her. She wanted the walls to hear it, record it,
and remember it as clearly as she did.







Chapter Two: The Silence


The red light above the door, a symbol of
impending revelation, remained lit for seventeen minutes. Its dull
glow, too faint to warm but too persistent to ignore, cast an eerie
shadow across her face. Her eyes strained from not blinking, her
shoulders stiff from immobility, and the wait, a slow drumbeat in
her chest, all bore witness to the moment’s weight. The color of
the light etched itself into her memory, a brand just beneath the
surface of her thoughts.

Lira didn’t speak again. She sat still, arms
tucked in tight against her sides. Her legs began to ache from
staying in the same position. A dull pressure formed at the base of
her spine. For a moment, she imagined the last time she had waited
this long for something she didn’t understand, the morning after
Calen vanished when the silence in the house had felt just as
solid, just as heavy. The chair beneath her creaked once when she
shifted her weight, but no one came. No voice from the speaker. No
further images on the screen. Just the steady, unblinking red.

She counted her breaths in sets of ten,
trying to keep her mind from drifting. But by the fourth set,
memories of the day Calen vanished flooded her mind. The ticking of
the wall clock, her hands wouldn’t stop shaking, and the sound of
her mother setting a glass down too hard on the counter. The
breaths steadied her body, but the memories slid between the
numbers. When she reached two hundred, she stopped. The silence had
started to press back, curling around the edges of her
thoughts.

Her heartbeat had slowed back to normal. Her
thoughts hadn’t. The image of Calen’s handwriting hovered in her
mind, each letter shaped like a voice trying to find its way back.
She couldn’t shake the echo of his name or the questions that clung
to it, why now, why her, and what the system expected her to do
with it. She shifted slightly in her seat, her hands briefly
curling around the edge of the chair.

They had put Calen’s name in her ledger.

They had put Calen’s words in her ledger.

And they had sent her to holding without
explanation.

She looked up when the light finally clicked
off. The red faded so suddenly that it left a ghosted shape in her
vision, and her neck ached from how long she had kept her head
down. The shift in light felt like a breath she hadn’t realized she
was holding had just been let go. Her muscles remained tense, even
in the absence of light.

The door didn’t open.

Instead, the screen lowered again,
displaying a static gray prompt: DO YOU
RECOGNIZE THIS NAME?

Beneath it, Calen’s name. Again.

This time, typed in bold black:
CALEN HART

Below are two buttons.
YES and NO

Lira stared at the screen for a full
minute. The word pulsed in her mind like a bruise: Calen. She
imagined the last time she’d heard his name out loud. Her voice was
whispered in the dark under a blanket when she was twelve. She knew
what pressing YES meant. It
wasn’t just the truth. It was exposure. It was a
consequence.

Her throat felt tight. Not from fear but from
the pressure of words she’d swallowed for years. The rule was
clear: saying the name of a removed citizen was a violation. A
cause for reassignment. Or worse. She hadn’t publicly said Calen’s
name since the day after he disappeared. Her thumb twitched toward
the screen.

Her fingers hovered in the air for a
second longer, her breath tight behind her teeth. Then, she reached
up slowly and pressed YES.

The screen blanked.

The lights flickered.

Then, finally, the door opened.

Ms. Kevlin stood outside, arms folded.

“You will report to Interview Room Seven,”
she said.

Lira nodded.

“Speak only when asked,” Ms. Kevlin
added.

They walked silently down a corridor that
turned left, then left again...until Lira lost count of how far
they’d gone. It reminded her of the walk after Calen vanished when
no hallway seemed to lead out. The walls were the same pale gray.
The floor is the same tile. Nothing marked the doors except small
metal numbers above the handles. The quiet between each step was
unbroken.

Room Seven was empty when they entered
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