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  For my brother. If the men in white suits come knocking early, just remember: I’m the favorite, so they’re probably here for me anyway.
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ACT ONE

THE DOOR - The system arrives. Tyren runs.
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The man at the door was not knocking.

That was the first thing I noticed. Not his coat, not the city-grey badge clipped to his chest, not the second man standing half a step behind him like a shadow that forgot to detach. The knocking. The absence of it.

He was simply there, standing in the frame of our front door like he had always been there, like the door had been built around him specifically, and he was waiting for us to understand that the waiting was a formality. That the decision had already been made somewhere above us, in a room we would never see, by people who had never learned our names and did not need to.

I was sitting at the kitchen table when the door opened. I had been eating breakfast. Grain porridge, the kind that comes in the grey packets with the green stripe, the kind that tastes like warm nothing. I had eaten eleven bites. I know because I had been counting them, not for any reason, just because counting is something my hands do when my brain needs somewhere to put itself.

I put the spoon down.

My mother had answered the door. I heard the sound of the bolt, the specific two-click sound our door makes, and then I heard nothing, which was worse than any sound she could have made.

I stood up.

The kitchen is seven steps from the front door. I know the exact number because our apartment is not large and I have had twelve years to learn every measurement of it. The ceiling in the hallway is lower than in the kitchen by four inches. There is a scuff on the left wall at shoulder height where Cavel threw a book two years ago and we never repainted because paint costs points and points are not something we spend on walls.

I took the seven steps.

The man was looking at my mother the way the teachers at school look at a problem written on the board. Not at her face. At the space just above her eyes. Like he was reading something there.

He was mid-thirties, maybe older. His hair was the kind of brown that is almost grey without committing to either. His coat was long, well-made, the colour of the Provision buildings, and it had no wrinkles in it despite the fact that it was early, barely past first bell, and he had been walking through a city that was cold and damp and indifferent. He held a case at his side. Dark material, rectangular, the kind of case that closes with a sound like a whisper deciding to stop.

The second man I cataloged in my peripheral vision without looking directly at him. Shorter. Younger. Standing with his hands behind his back in a way that was almost relaxed, which meant it was practiced. He was looking at the compliance panel beside our door.

I made myself look at the panel too.

Red.

I had never seen our panel red before. In twelve years of living in this apartment, in this building, in the Median ring of Draven, our panel had been green every single morning, the same flat, functional green that meant nothing except that we existed within acceptable parameters, that we were current, that we were not a problem. My mother kept it green the way some people keep a wound clean. Carefully, consistently, without ever discussing the alternative.

The panel was red.

I looked back at the man.

He had not looked at me yet.

“You received the score report,” he said. It was not a question. His voice was level in the way that water is level, the way it fills whatever space it’s given and sits there without apology.

My mother said, “Yes.”

One word. She said it the way she says most things, in a register slightly lower than the conversation requires, like she is always adjusting her volume for a room that is smaller than the one she is standing in.

“Then you understand why we’re here,” the man said.

My mother said, “Yes.”

The same word. The same volume.

I was counting things again. Two buttons on his coat collar, both fastened. Three steps between him and my mother. Four ceiling tiles visible from where I was standing. The spoon I had left in the porridge bowl, the way it was slowly tilting as the grain thickened around it.

He had not looked at me.

I thought: he knows exactly where I am.

“I’m Assessor Drex,” the man said. “From the Provision’s Collection and Refinement Office. This is my associate, Wrent.” He did not gesture to the shorter man. He did not need to. “We’re here to initiate the contact protocol for your daughter’s case.”

My case.

I had been a case before he finished saying my name, which he had not said, which meant I was a case and not a name, which was a thing I filed and kept.

My mother nodded.

“May we come in,” Drex said.

It was structured like a question. It was not a question.

My mother stepped back.

I did not step back. I was standing in the entrance to the kitchen, seven steps from the door, and I stayed where I was, and for the first time since he arrived, Drex looked at me. Not at my face. At the space just above my eyes.

I looked directly at his.

He blinked, which was small but there, and then he walked past my mother into our hallway, and his associate followed, and the door stayed open behind them, and the red panel pulsed once, gently, and I thought: that is new. I have never seen it pulse before. I do not know what pulsing means.

I filed it and kept moving.

* * *

Our table seats four. There are only three of us in this apartment, four when my father’s brother visits, which he has not done in two years. The fourth chair has a wobble in its left front leg. My mother always puts her bag on it so no one sits in it accidentally and notices the wobble, which would mean explaining it, which would mean a conversation she does not want to have.

Drex sat in my chair.

I sat in Cavel’s chair, across from him. My mother sat between us, at the end of the table, the way she sits when she is trying to belong to two conversations at once.

Wrent stayed standing near the window. He had taken a small device from his coat pocket and was making notes on it. I watched his stylus for a moment. It moved in a pattern that was not writing, exactly. More like tracing. Like he was mapping the room.

“Your daughter sat the Measure four days ago,” Drex said to my mother, and then he looked at me. “Tyren.”

So he did know my name. He had simply chosen when to use it.

“Yes,” I said.

“The Measure takes a reading of cognitive and associative density,” he said. He said it the way you say something you have said hundreds of times, where the words have worn smooth from repetition and no longer carry any specific weight. “It is not an evaluation of intelligence or character. It is a measurement of internal resource capacity. You understand this.”

“I understand what we were told,” I said.

Something shifted in his expression. Not much. A small tightening around his eyes that was not quite assessment and not quite surprise. He folded his hands on the table. His knuckles were very clean.

“Your reading came back,” he said, “with a result that places you in a category requiring follow-up.”

I waited.

“The follow-up is standard procedure for any reading above a certain threshold,” he said. “It involves a secondary appointment at the Provision, where one of our specialists will walk you and your family through the next steps.”

I said, “What threshold.”

He said, “I’m not at liberty to discuss specific scores.”

I said, “Then discuss it in general terms.”

My mother made a small sound. Not a word. Just the sound of someone pressing something down before it can surface.

Drex looked at me. His eyes were a pale sort of grey-brown, the kind of colour that is difficult to remember after you look away.

“Readings above the eightieth percentile are reviewed as a matter of policy,” he said. “It ensures that resources are appropriately distributed and that no individual carries more than they can sustain. It’s a welfare provision.”

Welfare.

I looked at the word he had used and I turned it over. It had a specific shape, that word. It was the shape of a lid.

“When is the appointment,” my mother said.

Drex reached into his coat and produced a card. Not from the rectangular case, which he had placed on the floor beside his chair and had not opened. From his interior breast pocket. A single card, white, with the Provision emblem in the upper left corner and a number printed in the centre.

He placed it on the table, facing my mother.

She looked at it.

He said, “The figure represents the hours remaining in your contact window. Beginning from this morning’s first bell.”

I looked at the card.

Seventy-two.

My mother picked it up.

Her hands did not shake.

I watched her hands specifically for that. I had been watching them from the moment Drex sat down, because my mother’s hands are the one part of her that she does not manage as carefully as the rest. When she is frightened, her fingers find each other. When she is very frightened, they go still in a particular way, held slightly away from each other, like she is trying not to let them communicate what the rest of her won’t.

Her hands did not shake.

She held the card in both of them, with her fingers flat against its edges, and she looked at it with an expression that was not surprise and was not grief and was not relief. It was an expression I did not have a name for, and that absence of a name sat in my chest like something I had swallowed wrong.

“Seventy-two hours,” she said.

“From first bell,” Drex confirmed. “The appointment can be scheduled at any point within that window. Walk-in is also acceptable, though scheduled appointments are processed more efficiently.”

Efficiently.

There was that shape again. The lid shape.

“What happens,” I said, “at seventy-three hours.”

Drex looked at me. He took a moment before he answered, which was the first time he had taken a moment. Every other response had come without pause, smooth and sequential, like a recording.

“Failure to present within the contact window results in a flag on the household record,” he said. “A flagged household record affects the legal standing of all registered residents.”

All registered residents.

I looked at the wall behind his head. On the other side of that wall was the room Cavel slept in. I had checked on him before breakfast. He was still asleep, his blanket twisted around his legs the way it always was, his face turned toward the window even though the window in his room gets no direct light.

He was nine years old.

He had nothing to do with my score.

I looked back at Drex.

“Is that all,” I said.

“For now,” he said. He pushed his chair back and stood, and Wrent stopped tracing and pocketed his device, and both of them moved toward the door with the efficiency of people who do this daily, who have measured the precise number of words needed and do not use more.

At the door, Drex stopped.

He turned back, not fully, just enough to address the room.

“The Refinement process preserves functionality,” he said. “That’s not incidental. It’s the design. What’s removed is what creates excess load, not what creates capacity. Your daughter will retain her ability to learn, to reason, to contribute.” He paused. “She will not be diminished.”

I thought: he practiced that one.

He said it like someone who has learned that will not be diminished lands better than will be changed, and both of them land better than the true version, which no one in a Provision coat had ever said out loud in any apartment in the Median.

Then he left.

The door closed behind him with its two-click sound.

* * *

The compliance panel pulsed again.

I counted six seconds before either of us spoke.

My mother put the card down on the table. She set it in the centre, precisely, parallel to the table’s edge. She smoothed the surface of it with her thumb even though there was nothing on it to smooth.

Then she stood up and went to the sink and turned on the water and began washing the breakfast bowls, and the sound of it filled the apartment, the running water and the soft knock of ceramic against ceramic, and I sat at the table and looked at the number on the card and thought about the way she had picked it up.

The way her hands had not shaken.

That was the thing I kept returning to. Not the card. Not the number. Not Drex and his smooth voice and his lid-shaped words. Her hands.

I have lived with my mother for my entire life. I know how she moves when she is managing something. I know the way her jaw shifts, the way her breath gets shallow and then corrects, the way she finds tasks to perform when standing still would require feeling something she has decided not to feel. I know all of it. I have been cataloging her the way I catalog everything, quietly, without announcement, since I was young enough to understand that she was a system with patterns I could read.

She had picked up the card like she recognized it.

Not the card specifically. The situation. The weight of it. The shape.

Like she had held something like this before.

I looked at the card.

Seventy-two.

In the bedroom, I heard Cavel shift, the small sounds of him waking, the creak of his bed frame and then his feet on the floor, uneven, because he always leads with his left foot and his right takes a moment to catch up.

I put my hand flat on the table beside the card and pressed down until I could feel my pulse in my fingertips.

Seventy-two hours.

I turned the number over in my mind and looked at its edges.

In seventy-two hours, if we complied, I would go to a clean white room in the Provision and a specialist would walk us through the next steps, and I would come back to this apartment lighter, which was the word Drex had not used but which lived in the negative space of everything he had said.

I would come back lighter.

I would still know Cavel’s name. I would still know how to set the table and answer questions in school and navigate the seven steps from the kitchen to the front door. I would know all the functional things.

I just would not remember why the functional things mattered.

I would not remember the specific green of the beetle Cavel told me about last spring, the one he found in the drainage gap behind the building, the one he described for twenty minutes while I pretended to be reading and was actually listening to every word because the way he talked about it, with his whole face involved, was one of the sharpest things I owned.

I would not remember that I had pretended to be reading.

I would not remember what it felt like to know, two months before anyone else, that Solen Varry had been refined, because I had noticed the way he walked differently on the first day back, the way his pauses landed in the wrong places, the way his eyes moved to the middle distance mid-sentence like something had gone out. I had not been surprised. I had seen it coming. I had cataloged it.

I would not remember the cataloging.

I would be, as Drex had said, functional.

The water at the sink stopped.

My mother stood with her back to me, both hands resting on the edge of the basin, and she did not turn around.

“Tyren,” she said.

“Yes.”

“Go and help your brother get ready for school.”

I looked at the back of her head. Her hair was pulled back the way it always was in the morning, tight and neat, not a strand displaced, managed like everything else she managed.

“Mum,” I said.

“Please,” she said. Just that.

I got up.

I left the card on the table.

I walked down the hall toward Cavel’s room, and I passed the kitchen window, and I looked out at the building opposite, at the row of compliance panels beside each front door, all of them green, green, green, all the way down the line, and then I looked at ours from the outside angle and it was red, still red, pulsing its slow pulse against the grey of the morning.

I had never seen our panel red before today.

I thought: my mother has.

I did not know yet how I knew that. I filed it anyway, in the part of my mind where I keep the things that do not have explanations yet, the things I am waiting to understand, the things I will not give up until I do.

I knocked on Cavel’s door.

“I’m awake,” he said, from inside.

“I know,” I said. “Get dressed.”

I stood in the hallway with my back against the wall and I listened to him moving around his room, the familiar small sounds of him, and I looked at the ceiling above me, the exact off-white of it, the thin line of a crack running six inches from the light fitting, a crack that had been there since last winter and had not grown.

Seventy-two hours.

I counted the seconds of silence between Cavel’s movements.

I thought: the man did not knock.

I thought: her hands did not shake.

I thought about those two things and the space between them, and I thought about the shape of the number on the card, and I thought about what my mother had said and what she had not said and which one of those told me more.

Then Cavel opened his door and looked at me, his hair still sideways from sleep, his left sock on and his right one in his hand, and he said, “Is something wrong?”

I looked at him.

I said, “No.”

He looked at me the way he sometimes does, with his head at a slight angle, like he is deciding whether to believe something.

He put his sock on.

I watched him and I thought: not yet.

I thought: not yet, and I filed that too.
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The school day was eight hours long.

I know because I counted them. Not the way I usually count things, as background noise, as the part of my brain that runs underneath everything else like water under floorboards. I counted them deliberately, each period, each transition bell, each meal break, marking them off against the number on the card the way you mark distances on a map to understand how far you still have to go.

Seventy-two hours from first bell.

By the time Cavel and I got home, it was sixty-one.

* * *

The apartment was clean.

That was the first thing I noticed when I opened the door. Not clean in the way it usually was, which was functional, orderly, everything in its designated place because my mother believed that objects out of place were a form of announcement and she did not make announcements. This was different. This was the kind of clean that happens when someone has moved through a space and touched every surface in it, when the wiping down of counters and the straightening of chairs has been used as a method of getting through several hours that would otherwise have been unbearable.

The kitchen smelled like the grey-green soap we kept under the sink. The chairs were pushed in at identical angles. The compliance card was gone from the table.

Cavel dropped his bag by the door.

“Don’t leave that there,” I said.

He picked it up and hung it on his hook, the second hook on the left side of the door, the one with his name written on a strip of paper underneath it in my mother’s handwriting. My hook was above his. The third hook, the one to the right, had nothing on it. It had been empty for three years and neither of us had put anything on it and neither of us had talked about why.

“Where’s Mum,” Cavel said.

“I don’t know.”

He went to the kitchen and I heard him open the cold unit and stand in front of it in the way he does, not taking anything, just looking at the contents like they might rearrange themselves into something more interesting if he waited long enough. I hung up my coat and stood in the hallway and listened to the apartment.

It had a specific quality of silence, the kind that means someone is in it but being still on purpose.

“Cavel,” I said, “do your reading.”

“I did it at school.”

“Do it again.”

He appeared in the kitchen doorway and looked at me with an expression that was not quite complaint and not quite question. He had my mother’s eyes, dark and set wide, but he used them differently. My mother’s eyes were always slightly guarded, calibrated, giving away only what she had decided in advance to give. Cavel’s eyes gave everything immediately and completely, all of it, with no sense that this was something he should be managing.

“Something happened,” he said.

“Your reading,” I said.

He looked at me for another moment, then went to his room. I heard his bag unzip, the rustle of his school things. He was not doing his reading. He was sitting in there thinking, which was what he did when he was unsatisfied with an answer, which was frequently.

I went to find my mother.

* * *

She was in her room.

The door was not fully closed, which was how I knew she wanted to be found. My mother did not leave doors accidentally ajar. Everything she did was a decision, including the things that looked like accidents.

I pushed the door open.

She was sitting on the edge of the bed with her hands in her lap, her back straight, her face doing the thing I had seen it do this morning when Drex put the card on the table. The expression I did not have a name for. It was not grief, exactly. It was more like the face of someone standing in a room they have stood in before, in a different version, a long time ago, and recognising the walls.

She looked up when I came in.

“How was school,” she said.

“The same,” I said.

I sat down in the chair beside her wardrobe, the wooden one with the curved back that had come from her mother’s apartment and that she had kept through three moves because she was not sentimental about most things but she was about that chair. I sat in it and I looked at her and I waited.

She looked back at me for a moment, then looked at her hands.

“I’ve made a list,” she said.

“Of what.”

“Of what you need to bring. To the appointment.” She said appointment the way Drex had said it, without inflection, the word stripped of what it was actually describing. “They recommend comfortable clothing. Something with no buttons at the collar because of the equipment. They recommend that you eat beforehand.”

I said, “Who recommends.”

She said, “The Provision.”

I said, “You’ve read their materials.”

She said, “I looked them up today.”

I sat with that.

There was nothing unusual about looking up Provision materials. They were publicly available on the information network, filed under Public Health and Cognitive Welfare, presented in clean language with diagrams that showed the process as a series of gentle steps, each one illustrated with a drawing of a child who appeared comfortable and whose parents appeared reassured. My class had been shown a version of those materials in school three years ago, when the Measure cohort ahead of us went through their assessments.

Looking up Provision materials was exactly what a sensible, compliant parent would do after receiving a contact window card.

I said, “What did the materials say.”

“That the Refinement takes approximately forty minutes,” she said. “That there may be some mild disorientation in the days afterward, which resolves on its own. That cognitive function is not impaired.”

“Not impaired,” I said.

“That’s what it says.”

“What does impaired mean to them.”

My mother’s jaw shifted, the small movement I knew.

“Tyren,” she said.

“I’m asking a specific question,” I said. “The word impaired has a definition. I want to know if their definition matches mine.”

She stood up. She went to the wardrobe and opened it and began straightening things inside it that did not need straightening, her hands moving over folded clothes with the same thorough, purposeless efficiency they had moved over the kitchen surfaces.

“You’ll feel like yourself,” she said, to the inside of the wardrobe. “That’s what the materials say. You’ll still feel like yourself.”

“Like,” I said.

She stopped moving.

“They use the word like,” I said. “Not will be. Like.”

She closed the wardrobe.

She turned around and looked at me, and for a moment her expression was not managed at all, it was just her face, all of it, without the calibration, and I saw something in it that I had not seen before and that I recognized anyway the way you recognize a word in a language you haven’t spoken since you were very small.

Then it was gone. The management came back. She straightened her collar.

“I’ll make dinner,” she said. “Cavel hasn’t eaten.”

She walked past me into the hall.

I sat in the curved wooden chair and listened to her go.

* * *

Dinner was vegetable broth and the brown bread that came in the rectangular loaves, dense and slightly sweet, the kind that lasted a long time because it was designed to last a long time, not because it was made with any care.

Cavel ate with focused attention, which was how he ate everything, like the act of eating required the same level of engagement as a complex problem. He held his spoon correctly, which my mother had spent considerable effort teaching him, because she believed that small correctnesses accumulated into a kind of armor.

“We had assessment preparation today,” he said.

My mother looked up. “For the Measure?”

“For the pre-reading. The one they do in third tier.” He dipped his bread into the broth. “Assessor Vellin says it isn’t the real Measure, it’s just a practice so we know what the questions feel like.”

“That’s right,” my mother said. “It’s just a practice.”

Cavel said, “Reve scored highest in practice last year and this year she’s gone to a different school. A better one, Assessor Vellin said.”

My mother said, “That’s good for Reve.”

Cavel looked at his broth. “Tyren,” he said.

“Yes.”

“What did you score.”

The table went quiet.

I looked at my mother. Her hand was around her spoon and she was looking at the centre of the table, at the grain of the wood there, the place where two planks joined.

“Scores aren’t for discussing,” I said.

Cavel said, “I know that’s the rule. I’m not asking because of the rule. I’m asking because the man was here this morning and you both went quiet in a way you only go quiet when something actually happened.”

My mother said, “Cavel.”

He looked at her. Then at me. His face was entirely open, entirely present, with no artifice in it at all, and I thought: he is nine years old and he can read a room better than most adults I know, and the system is going to notice that eventually, and I could not finish the thought because the direction it was going was not somewhere I was willing to go at the dinner table.

“I scored well,” I said.

“How well.”

“Well enough that some people want to discuss it.”

He thought about that. He ate a piece of bread. He said, “Solen Varry scored well and now he’s different.”

My mother put her spoon down.

“Solen Varry is fine,” she said. “He’s adjusting.”

“He forgot my name,” Cavel said. “He’s known my name since I was six. He used to let me sit with him on the building steps. He forgot it.”

My mother picked her spoon back up. “People forget names.”

“He forgot that he used to let me sit with him,” Cavel said. “He looked at the steps like he didn’t know why he would ever sit there.”

Nobody said anything.

The broth was cooling. I could see the
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