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The Future I Took follows fifteen-year-old Mira Hale as she steps into a system where teenagers can borrow traits from their own futures. The story pairs the pull of quick power with the price of later repayment, tracing Mira's first borrow, the fallout, and her growing understanding of consent, pressure, and systemic omission. This compiled edition keeps the full text of all twenty-five chapters together with a clean table of contents and consistent chapter headers for easy reading.
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​Chapter 01
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Mira Hale is already awake when the sun hits her window, the light squeezing past the cheap blackout curtains her mom bought on sale. Her phone alarm is set for an hour later, but sleep refuses to stay. The exam date on her calendar pulses red, a warning dot repeating across screens: in homeroom, in reminders, in the school portal. The exam isn’t life-or-death, but everyone treats it like a door that will slam shut if she missteps.

She swings her legs off the bed and presses her feet to the cold wood floor, letting the chill wake her up properly. The walls of her room hold her life in snapshots: a printout of a nebula she never memorized the name of, a concert poster her best friend Noor gave her, a handwritten list that says “Things I am good at” with two entries crossed out and one left blank because she never decided. The list bothers her, but she won’t throw it away.

Down the hall, her mom hums over the kettle. The sound is soft, almost apologetic. “You’re up early?” her mom calls.

“Couldn’t sleep,” Mira answers, brushing her hair into a low ponytail. Her eyes look too wide in the mirror; she tries a smile. It looks like a sticker.

She gathers her notes for history, the class Mr. Patel says will “teach you to see patterns.” Her notebook margins are full of doodled timelines, arrows connecting cause and effect. She likes the shape of patterns more than the dates themselves. Dates are heavy; patterns are alive.

When she walks to school, the air is damp and cool. She feels average but capable, which feels like walking on a thin ledge: one bad gust and she’ll slip. Outside the building, the usual swarm of students clumps around the entrance. Flyers cover the walls: “Borrowing Support - Confidence Boosts Available,” “Stay Ready for Testing Season,” “Guidance Office Accepting Walk-Ins.”

They look like college brochures, not warnings. Bright colors. Smiling teens. Clip art of a brain with a checkmark.

Mira traces the edge of one flyer. “Confidence Borrow: thirty minutes to apply, effect lasts one to three days. Side effects minimal.” Minimal to whom? she wonders. The poster doesn’t say. It never does.

In homeroom, Mr. Patel hands back essays with the same measured calm he always has. His sleeves are rolled to his elbows. “Solid work, Mira,” he says when she takes her paper. B+ is written in neat green. He lowers his voice. “You’re close. If you want to feel steadier for the exam, Guidance can help. It’s normal. Just a little confidence for the day.”

He says it the way people say, “Try the library printer; it’s free.” Practical. Approved. Not a big deal. His tone carries the weight of institutional backing - not a personal favor, just the system’s quiet nudge.

Mira nods because nodding is easier than saying no. Her stomach flutters, not from fear of the test but from the unease that adults keep offering solutions before she asks for them. She tucks the essay into her folder and walks to her seat.

During the first period, the announcements mention the weather, the basketball game, and, casually, “Remember Guidance has capacity this week for exam support. Appointments recommended, walk-ins welcome.” The announcer’s voice is cheerful and flat, like they’re inviting students to a bake sale.

At lunch, Noor slides into the seat across from Mira, tray clattering. Noor’s eyes are bright and alert, like she slept twelve hours and dreamed of winning. Her nails are painted silver, chipped on the index finger. “I’m doing it,” Noor says without preamble. “Borrowing focus.”

Mira chews her sandwich, watches Noor’s hands move when she talks. “When?”

“Tomorrow. Ms. Avery said it’s standard now. Why should we compete without it?” Noor’s tone is half defiant, half resigned. The phrase “compete without it” sticks in Mira’s head. When did borrowing become a race? When did opting out become self-sabotage?

Mira tries to smile. “What about repayment?”

Noor shrugs. “They say it’s just feeling tired later. Everyone’s tired anyway.” She pops a grape into her mouth like she’s made an airtight argument.

The words land too easily. Mira thinks of her mother yawning over the sink after late shifts, eyes dulled in the mornings. Tired isn’t nothing. Tired is the difference between paying bills on time or not. Between taking a promotion or turning it down.

After school, Mira walks past Guidance. The door is open. Inside, it looks like a health clinic crossed with a counseling office. Posters about study skills sit next to laminated sheets on “Safe Borrowing.” A bowl of individually wrapped mints sits on the counter. A soft chime sounds as she steps in, polite and impersonal.

A counselor - badge reads LENA RUIZ, CLINICAL SUPPORT - greets her with a tired smile. Lena’s hair is pulled back; her eyes have faint smudges under them. “Looking for confidence?” she asks. “For the exam?”

Mira hesitates. “Maybe. Just a little.”

“It’s a short-term borrow,” Lena says, sliding a tablet across the desk. “A boost. You’ll feel like yourself but steadier. Repayment is minimal. A week of lower energy, sometime later. Usually summer. Manageable.”

It’s all said like a weather report. Routine. Reasonable. Lena’s voice is patient, soft, but efficient. She has a line to move.

Mira scrolls through the consent form. The text is dense and polite. “Temporary transfer of future affective state,” “actuarial schedule,” “pro-rated repayment.” She doesn’t see numbers, only phrases that smooth over the idea of debt. There’s a checkbox labeled “I understand that future me consents on behalf of present me.” She hovers over it.

There’s a line behind her: two seniors in track jackets, a sophomore biting his thumbnail, Noor now standing at the door with her phone out. Mira feels the pressure of their eyes. The room smells like hand sanitizer and paper.

She taps the checkbox and signs her name with a finger that trembles just enough to notice. The tablet pings softly, satisfied.

Lena presses a smooth patch to Mira’s wrist. Cool, then warm. The sensation is like stepping into sunlight after a shaded street. Mira’s pulse steadies. The room sharpens. The colors of the posters look less childish, more purposeful. The ceiling tiles no longer feel like they’re slowly descending.

“You might feel a slight rush,” Lena says. “Stay hydrated. Don’t overexert.”

Overexert what? Confidence? Mira wants to ask, but the question slides away. Confidence feels like an answer to questions she hasn’t asked yet.

She leaves Guidance with the patch hidden under her sleeve. The hallway hums with noise, but the sound doesn’t pierce her. She walks with a clarity she has never felt. She checks her phone - the exam is in two days - and, for once, her stomach doesn’t flip.

That night, studying is different. The notes in front of her look like her handwriting again, like pieces she can arrange. She highlights, summarizes, quizzes herself. When she gets a question wrong, she corrects it without spiraling into self-criticism. It feels like a new muscle: clean effort without friction.

“Everything okay?” her mom asks when she passes by the doorway.

“Yeah,” Mira says, and it is true in the moment. Confidence wraps around her like a hoodie.

She sleeps with her phone charging on the desk, the red exam dot still pulsing, but its glow looks less like a warning and more like a target she can hit.



The next morning, confidence is a quiet switch still flipped on. Mira wakes before her alarm again, but instead of dread, there is a surety in her chest. The sky outside is pale and washed-out, but the dullness doesn’t seep into her.

On the bus, noise swells. Someone blasts music through a speaker. A freshman argues loudly with a friend about whether a celebrity borrowed for a movie role. “It’s like training wheels,” he says. “Everyone uses them.” The bus jerks. Books slide. Mira holds her seat without bracing.

She scrolls through messages. Noor: “I’m booked for focus after school. Come with?” Another text from Guidance: “Appointment confirmation: Confidence Borrow - completed. Repayment window pending scheduling.” Pending. The word dangles like a footnote she isn’t allowed to read yet.

At school, the hallways feel narrower because she moves faster. She answers questions in class without overthinking; her hand rises and she hears her voice steady and concise. Mr. Patel calls on her, nods, and moves on like this is normal, like she has always been this way. For a fleeting second, she wonders if he will give her credit or the patch.

When someone laughs two rows over, she doesn’t flinch, doesn’t scan for hidden meaning. She just writes. The chatter becomes background static. She feels the difference between outside noise and inside focus.

During lunch, Noor drops her backpack with a thump. “How’s the boost?”

Mira considers. “Like I’m... easier to pilot,” she says.

“Exactly.” Noor’s grin stretches. “It’s not cheating. It’s using what we already have. Future us can spare it, right?”

Future me can spare it. Mira pictures a version of herself in a dim room, handing over a jar of confidence, smiling because she has more. The image feels constructed, like a stock photo, but it calms the guilt that bubbles up.

Noor leans in. “I booked us study time tonight. Ms. Avery is hosting a group session. She said borrowing is part of ‘practical preparation.’”

“Group session for what?”

“For staying on track. She says colleges like to see resilience. Borrowing counts as resourcefulness.”

Mira tilts her head. “Isn’t resilience about getting through things without extra?”

Noor waves a fry. “It’s about outcomes. Besides, why struggle when there’s a tool?”

Mira bites her lip. The word “tool” echoes Mr. Patel’s earlier comment. The right tools. Borrowed, not earned. The thought feels cynical, but she can’t shake it.



After school, Mira heads to the library to study. The tables are packed. Students hunch over laptops and books; some have faint patch outlines on their wrists. A boy across from her yawns too wide, like his body is reminding him of something he owes.

Noor arrives twenty minutes late, breathless. “Sorry. Guidance ran long.” She slides into a chair and starts typing. Her fingers move too quickly, almost clattering.

“You okay?” Mira asks.

“Great,” Noor says, but her eyes flick to her wrist where a fresh patch mark lingers. “Focus boost feels like wind in my head. I can do so much.”

For a while, they study together. The quiet is companionable. Mira’s confidence keeps her from drifting; she answers practice questions without spiraling. Noor completes a whole outline in half the time it usually takes. She hums under her breath, off-key but energetic.

When they take a break, Noor talks about track tryouts and choir auditions and how she might borrow pitch next week. “Just to nail the solo,” Noor says. “It’s not permanent. It’s like renting better Wi-Fi for a day.”

“What about the bill?” Mira asks.

Noor shrugs. “They said repayment is scheduled for low-demand times. I trust they know what they’re doing.”

Mira wants to challenge that trust, but the words tangle. Adults designed this. Adults say it’s fine. Who is she to push back? The confidence she borrowed is not righteous anger; it’s calm steadiness, not rebellion.

When she gets home, her mom is already asleep on the couch, TV murmuring. The house feels like it runs on borrowed energy too, each lamp casting light on unpaid hours. Mira drapes a blanket over her mom and stares at the patch mark on her own wrist.

She imagines the repayment timeline: summer, maybe. After finals. She’ll sleep in, feel tired for a week. That’s the promise. She wants to believe in scheduled fatigue. She wants to believe the debt is small and contained.

She falls asleep with her notes still open, the words “Causes of the Industrial Revolution” blurring into “Causes of Repayment.” Her dreams are uneventful, which feels like a luxury.



Exam day. The hallway outside the testing room is a mix of nerves and practiced calm. Students compare study guides and patches. Some hide their wrists; others flaunt them like sports tape.

“You ready?” Noor asks, bouncing on her toes.

“Yeah,” Mira says, and this time she believes it. The confidence sits in her like a solid stone, steadying her.

Inside, desks are spaced out. The proctor reads instructions in a monotone. “No phones, no notes, you may begin.” The rustle of paper is almost soothing.

Mira reads the first essay prompt. It’s about cause and effect, about how small policy changes reshape societies over time. She almost laughs. The irony is too neat.

Her pen moves. Sentences flow. The answers feel close, not elusive. She doesn’t overthink; she just reaches and the words are there. The patch’s effect isn’t wild energy; it’s absence of doubt. There is space between thought and fear, and she fills it with focus.

Halfway through, someone coughs. Someone else drops a pencil. The room remains a gentle hum. Mira feels like she’s in a bubble, protected by the borrowed trait. She knows this isn’t her baseline, but for now, it is hers to use.

When time is called, she sets her pen down gently. She’s not wrung out. She’s alert. She hands in her paper and meets Noor’s eyes; Noor grins, teeth bright.

Outside, the air smells like rain even though the sky is clear. Noor grabs her arm. “That felt amazing. We crushed it.”

“Maybe,” Mira says, smiling despite herself.

Mr. Patel stands by the doorway, arms crossed, nodding at students as they pass. When he sees Mira, he gives a small approving nod. “The right tools,” he says again, as if confirming his earlier thesis.

Mira pockets the phrase. She wonders if, years from now, she’ll remember this nod more than any lecture. She wonders what tools she’ll have then - and which ones will have been repossessed.



That afternoon, the confidence doesn’t evaporate. It lingers like a pleasant aftertaste. Mira walks home and notices details she usually skips: the cracked sidewalk where weeds push through, the way a neighbor’s wind chime sounds like a clock out of rhythm, the faded loan office ad on a bus bench that reads, “Your Future Today.”

The irony doesn’t feel funny anymore.

At home, her mom is chopping vegetables for dinner. “How was it?” she asks.

“Good. I think.” Mira hesitates, then lifts her sleeve to show the fading patch mark. “I borrowed confidence.”

Her mom stills, knife hovering. “Oh.”

Mira rushes to fill the silence. “It was for the exam. Mr. Patel suggested. Guidance said repayment would be small.”

Her mom sets the knife down. “They said small to me, too,” she says quietly. “When I borrowed for a job interview.”

Mira blinks. “You did?”

Her mom nods. “Years ago. I got the job. Later I missed out on a promotion. Didn’t have the same spark. Thought it was bad luck. Maybe it was repayment. Maybe not. Hard to prove.”

“Why didn’t you tell me?”

Her mom wipes her hands on a towel. “I didn’t want to scare you. And I wanted you to have every chance. They say it’s more precise now.”

“Is it?”

Her mom doesn’t answer. Her silence is thick as the stew simmering on the stove.

Mira feels the confidence tremble, a hairline crack forming. She realizes the system didn’t hide from her - it just told her enough to feel safe. Omission masquerading as reassurance.



That night, a notification pings on her phone. “Repayment window: tentatively scheduled mid-summer. Thank you for your participation.”

Participation. As if she joined a club.

Mira taps for details. A loading icon spins, then an error: “Details restricted until scheduling finalized.” She clicks again. Same message. The system lets her know a bill is coming but won’t show the amount.

She sits on her bed, phone warm in her hand. The confidence is still there, but now it feels like borrowed money, crisp bills she shouldn’t spend. She looks at the calendar. Summer is months away. What will she be doing then? Maybe a camp. Maybe working. The algorithm already penciled in her fatigue without asking her what she wanted her summer to be.

In her notebook, she writes a new header: “Things I notice.” Under it: “Borrowing offered before asked. Repayment vague. Adults tired.” She adds: “Consent form: future me agreeing without voice.” She doesn’t know what she’ll do with these notes yet. Patterns start as lists.

Before sleep, she stares at the poster on her wall with the empty line. “Things I am good at.” She writes, finally, in tiny letters: “Seeing what feels off.”

It’s not confidence. It’s not borrowed. It’s hers.

She turns off the light. The room is dark, but her thoughts are sharp. She doesn’t know yet that this will make her dangerous - not in strength, not in power, but in seeing connections others ignore. For now, she only knows she wants to keep looking.

She lies awake longer than she expects. The confidence keeps her steady, but steadiness makes room for questions. She replays the day: the ease of the exam, the way Noor’s eyes flashed with certainty, the way Lena’s smile never reached her eyes, the pause when her mom mentioned her own borrow. None of it fits neatly, but patterns rarely do at first.

The house creaks as pipes cool. A car passes outside, headlights slicing through the curtains, a brief bar of light across the ceiling. Mira thinks about the phrase “future me consents.” Who wrote that? Who decided her older self would agree to debts she doesn’t understand now? Would future Mira be okay with being volunteered?

She flips to a clean page in her notebook and writes one more line: “What if repayment comes when I need myself most?” The question hangs there, stark. No emoji, no softening. She closes the notebook gently as if the words might spill out.

Eventually, sleep drags her under. Her last thought before it wins: if the system counts on them not asking, maybe the most radical thing is to keep asking.
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​Chapter 02
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Confidence is not a trumpet blast. It is a quiet switch flipped on, a hum under the skin. The morning after the exam, Mira feels it still. She steps into school and the hallway noise parts around her. She is not invisible, but she is not shaken by the sound. She answers a teacher's question before doubt can interfere. She writes in clear lines, pen gliding like it knows where to go.

She notices how her body reacts differently. When someone laughs two rows over, she does not scan for hidden meaning. When a student bumps her backpack, she does not snap; she just shifts. The borrowed trait creates space between stimulus and reaction. The space feels priceless.

Noor watches her in math. "You are cruising," Noor whispers when the teacher's back is turned.

"Feels easier," Mira admits. The words feel weightless. She does not apologize for being competent.

At lunch, Noor unwraps her sandwich with precise motions. Her eyes are dilated in a way that reads alert, not scared. "I get why people do this," Noor says. "It's like playing on a field that was tilted and now someone leveled it."

"Leveled how?" Mira asks.

"We spend years being told to be resilient, to push through. Borrowing is just... the scaffolding they finally let us use," Noor says. "Adults love the word resilience. Borrowing makes resilience measurable. Ms. Avery said colleges notice it on applications."

Mira frowns. "Borrowing is on applications?"

"Apparently there is a section for 'approved future resource utilization'," Noor says, the term rolling off her tongue. "Sounds ridiculous, but everyone is doing it."

The idea of listing a borrow next to grades makes Mira's stomach twist. It sounds like financial aid except she pays later with pieces of herself.

After lunch, rumors ripple. Jax, the track captain, borrowed speed for trials and shattered his previous time. Someone says the music department is offering a group pitch session for the choir. It sounds like a shopping list. Traits to try on, returns handled by unseen schedules.

Mira files the information under "Normalization." It is a pattern forming in real time. Borrowing is not a secret; it is expected. Language shifts to accommodate it. "Did you borrow?" replaces "Did you study?" The question carries judgment.



The effect is intoxicating and subtle. Mira answers questions out loud in history, and Mr. Patel's approval is not a guess; she reads it in his slight nod. The feedback loop spins: she speaks, gets positive response, speaks again. The borrowed confidence greases the gears.

She wonders what would happen if she had not borrowed. Would she have waited, doubted, let someone else answer? She thinks about how many moments hinge on the ability to act without hesitating.

Between classes, she passes the Guidance bulletin board. A new handwritten note is taped up: "Slots filling fast. Plan ahead." The urgency is casual, but it shifts the tone. Borrow now or fall behind. Scarcity is manufactured to create demand. Mira sees the pattern from supply-and-demand charts, now applied to feelings.

Noor catches up, breathless. "I booked another slot next week," she says.

"Already?"

"Focus," Noor says. "It felt incredible last time. Why stop? We have finals, then track, then choir. If I do not keep up, someone else will outpace me. I cannot be classic mode."

"Classic mode?" Mira repeats.

"No borrows," Noor says with a small laugh. "Retro."

The joke lands soft but leaves a bruise. Mira imagines a badge on her profile: Classic Mode. It would read like a disadvantage.



During study hall, Mira notices Jamie from algebra sitting on the floor outside the library, head between her knees. Jamie is usually the loudest in group projects, making jokes to cover gaps in knowledge. Today she is pale and silent.

"You okay?" Mira asks, crouching.

Jamie forces a thin smile. "Just tired. Did a strength borrow for soccer tryouts. Maybe overdid it."

"Did you talk to Guidance?"

"They said it's adjustment. Normal." Jamie's hand flutters in a dismissal that looks more like surrender. Her wrist shows a faint patch outline. Her fingers shake.

"Want me to get you water?"

"No, no, I'm fine," Jamie says, but her voice is a whisper. She leans back against the wall like gravity increased.

Mira returns to her table and writes in her notebook: "Jamie—early crash." She underlines it twice. The pattern she is tracking gains another datapoint.



After school, the group session in Ms. Avery's room is packed. Desks are rearranged in a circle. A large poster reads "Future-Ready Habits." Ms. Avery stands at the front, blazer pressed, smile warm.

"Thanks for coming," Ms. Avery begins. "We want you ready for the world you're entering. Borrowing is a resource, like tutoring or internships. It is not cheating. It is strategic."

Mira glances around. Students nod. Noor sits forward, eager.

"We have to be practical," Ms. Avery continues. "We cannot control every factor. But we can leverage the tools available. Employers and colleges want to see adaptability. Using Guidance shows you can manage resources and responsibilities."

The words are reasonable. They are the most frightening kind. Ms. Avery is not a villain. She believes what she says. Mira can tell from the earnest tilt of her voice.

During Q and A, someone asks about repayment. Ms. Avery's answer is polished. "Micro-borrows are scheduled for low-demand times. You might feel tired. You plan around it. Think of it like muscle soreness after a workout."

Muscle soreness implies growth. Mira is not sure that is true here.

Another student asks if refusing to borrow will affect recommendations. Ms. Avery hesitates a fraction, then smiles. "We recommend students use all available supports. Resilience is important, but so is performance."

The answer is a no wrapped in a yes. Mira writes: "Recommendation pressure."

Noor texts under the desk: "See? Normal." Mira does not reply.



The next days blur. The borrowed confidence remains, though it fades at the edges. Without it, Mira suspects she would feel the slump of exhaustion, but the patch's afterglow props her up. She is productive, sharper, calmer. The success is addictive even as she starts to fear the bill.

On Friday, grades post for the exam. Mira's score is higher than any practice test she took. Noor scores high too. The hallway buzzes with comparisons.

"You killed it," Noor says, hugging Mira briefly. Noor's arms are tense; excitement or borrowed focus, Mira cannot tell.

Mira smiles, genuine but complicated. Pride sparks and sputters, smothered by a thought she cannot shake: was it me or the patch? The question loops, unanswered.

In history, Mr. Patel congratulates the class. "Best scores we've had on this benchmark," he says. "I know you worked hard. I'm proud of you."

He pauses. "Also proud that you used resources. The world rewards people who take what's offered. Don't romanticize struggle."

The class laughs softly. The comment sits in Mira's chest like a stone. She thinks about her mom, how struggle is not romantic for her; it is a rent payment. But she also thinks about fairness. If everyone borrows, maybe it is fair. But what if repayment hits unevenly? She has too few facts to draw conclusions, but enough to worry.



Saturday, Mira decides to see the Repayment Office. She tells her mom she is going to the library. It is partly true; the building stands near the library anyway. She puts on a hoodie and walks across town.

The Repayment Office sits between a dentist and a tax preparer, bland enough to be ignored. The sign is small, the font simple: "Repayment Services." No logo. The door is unlocked. Inside, the chairs are gray and easy to wipe down. The lighting is soft but not warm.

A sign reads: "Repayment consults by appointment." Another: "Please have your Borrow ID ready." There is no art on the walls, only pamphlet racks. The pamphlets say "Understanding Your Schedule" and "Coping With Adjustment" in muted colors. Nothing says "Cost."

The receptionist looks up briefly. Her badge reads MELISSA. Her smile is thin, not unfriendly, just worn. "Appointment?" she asks.

"No," Mira says. "I had a micro-borrow. Confidence. I wanted to understand repayment schedules."

Melissa blinks, surprised, then gestures to a stack of forms. "You can submit a request for a schedule overview. Usually adults request those. For minors, we provide general guidance."

"Can I see mine?"

"Not until it's finalized," Melissa says, voice soft, apologetic by habit. "The system schedules based on projected life events."

"Projected by who?" Mira asks.

"The scheduling algorithms," Melissa says. "They factor your school calendar, family data if shared, health records if provided, extracurriculars. Optimized to minimize impact."

"Optimized for who?" Mira wants to ask, but her throat tightens. She settles for, "Can I talk to someone?"

Melissa points at the screen on the desk. "Next consult opening is in three weeks. We are backed up."

Mira glances at the waiting area. A woman in her thirties exits a back room, rubbing her temples. Her wrist shows the faded rectangle of an old patch. Her shoulders slump, but she smiles at someone waiting. It is not an evil place. It is just exhausted.

Mira fills out a request form anyway, printing her name carefully. The form asks for Borrow ID, date of borrow, consent acknowledgement. There is a line: "I understand schedules may change based on institutional priorities." She underlines that twice.

When she leaves, the air outside feels too sharp. She texts Noor: "Went to Repayment Office. It's full." Noor replies with a string of shocked faces and then: "Why??"

"Curious," Mira writes back. Noor sends a question mark and then, "Overthinking. Enjoy the weekend." Mira stares at the screen. Maybe she is overthinking. Or maybe no one is thinking enough.



Sunday night, Mira sits at the kitchen table with her mom. Bills are spread out like a puzzle. Her mom rubs her forehead. "My shift changed," her mom says. "They cut hours this week."

"I'm sorry," Mira says, automatic.

"Not your fault." Her mom sighs. "I might pick up temp work. Maybe another borrow." She says it like someone deciding to take another payday loan to cover the last one.

Mira's stomach drops. "Do you have to?"

"It would help with interview confidence," her mom says. "Last time I felt sharp. I need that back."

"But repayment," Mira says.

Her mom's eyes flick to Mira's wrist. "You already know the trade."

They sit in silence, the hum of the refrigerator filling the gaps. Mira thinks about the patch, the scheduled fatigue, the way adults call it manageable. She thinks about how debt accumulates quietly until it is loud.

She opens her notebook and writes: "Adults still borrow. They know cost. Do it anyway." She does not judge her mom; she judges the system that calls this choice.



Monday, the high remains, but the first hairline crack widens. During biology, the teacher calls on Mira. She answers, but her voice wavers. The class moves on. Mira's heart pounds in a way it did not before. Maybe the patch is wearing off. Maybe her body is reminding her it cannot run on borrowed fuel forever.

In the hallway, Marcus from group project days, who always pushes for A grades, corners her. "You keeping up?" he asks, eyes sharp.

"Yes," Mira says.

"You do not look like you are on anything," he says. It is half insult, half observation.

"Not today."

"You should schedule. We have a presentation. Do not drag us down."

The entitlement in his tone makes Mira's jaw clench. "I am fine," she says.

He scoffs. "Fine is not enough anymore."

Mira walks away before she says something she cannot retract. Fine used to be acceptable. Now fine reads like neglect.



After school, Noor drags Mira to the track to watch practice. The bleachers are half full. Parents clap; students shout. Jax sprints, a blur. He borrowed speed again, someone whispers. He looks unbeatable, legs pumping, face serene. When he crosses the line, the timer shows a time that makes the crowd gasp.

The coach smiles, satisfied. "See? Using resources works," the coach calls to the team. "Do not leave tools unused."

Mira claps with everyone else, but her stomach twists. She writes mentally: "Coaches encourage. Performance proof." The pattern tightens: encouragement, normalization, expectation.

As the sun dips, Jax sits on the grass, breathing hard. For a second, his face pinches, a flicker of pain. It could be exhaustion. It could be repayment. The moment passes; he stands, shakes it off. The crowd did not notice. Mira did.

Noor waves at him. "You crushed it!"

Jax grins. "Guidance knows what to pick. Worth it."

Worth it is subjective. Worth it for whom? Mira cannot ask that out loud without sounding ungrateful.



That night, Mira gets another notification from the Repayment Office app: "Thank you for visiting. Your request is in queue." The words are friendly, the timeline unspecified. The app icon sits on her home screen like an unpaid invoice.

She scrolls social media. A viral post from another school shows a student with a stack of textbooks and a caption: "Borrowed focus, finished in half the time. Why didn't we do this sooner?" Comments are full of praise and joking jealousy. A few dissenting replies mention "selling your future," but they are drowned by likes on the original post.

Mira bookmarks an article someone shares: "The Hidden Costs of Youth Borrowing." She tries to read it, but the link is paywalled. The preview mentions "long-term emotional dullness" and "opportunity reduction." She wonders if those phrases translate to her mom's missed promotion.

She is tired but not exhausted. The confidence hum is softer. She wonders how she will feel when it is gone. Will she miss the steadiness so much that she reaches for another patch? Is that how it starts? Normalized access becomes dependence.

Before bed, she writes in her notebook: "If borrowing is resourcefulness, why does it require secrecy in repayment? If it is safe, why hide numbers?" She circles the questions. She does not have answers. She is fifteen. Adults say she will understand later. The system relies on later. Later is where repayment lives.



Tuesday brings a mandatory advisory session. The homeroom screen displays a video from the district. A narrator with a calm voice explains "Responsible Borrowing Practices." The animation shows a cartoon student placing colorful blocks labeled "Confidence," "Focus," and "Calm" onto a shelf. Later, the same student removes blocks labeled "Fatigue" and "Rest Day" from a future shelf. The music is upbeat. The message: exchange now, adjust later.

Mira watches classmates nod. The video ends with a tagline: "Invest in yourself. Future you will thank you." The class claps once, automatically. Mr. Patel clicks the screen off. "Questions?" he asks. No one raises a hand.

Mira wants to ask why the future student has fewer blocks afterward, why the shelf looks emptier, but the metaphor moves too quickly. She writes: "District messaging: repayment framed as gratitude."

After advisory, she overhears a conversation near the lockers. A senior named Priya is telling a freshman, "My brother's in college. He says they have advanced borrows there. You can rent whole weeks of focus before finals. He said everyone does it. If you do not, professors assume you are slacking."

The freshman swallows. "That sounds intense."

"It is," Priya says. "Better to get used to it now."

Normalization trickles downward. Mira notes the angle: make freshmen feel behind before they start.



In English class, the discussion is about a novel with a protagonist who refuses a magic shortcut. Mr. Gaines asks, "Is refusal brave or foolish?"

Hands shoot up. Marcus says, "Foolish. If the shortcut is available, refusing is prideful. Pride is wasted."

Noor says, "It depends on the cost. If you do not know the cost, maybe refusing is smart."

Mr. Gaines smiles at Noor. "Interesting. What if everyone else takes it?"

The room quiets. Mira feels eyes flick to her. She has not hidden that she borrowed once. She has also not signed up again. She keeps her gaze on her notebook. She writes: "Group pressure framed as efficiency." She underlines it.

After class, Mr. Gaines stops Mira. "You have been quiet lately. Everything okay?"

Mira shrugs. "Thinking."

"Thinking is good," he says. "But do not let thinking turn into paralysis. The world moves. You have to move with it."

It sounds like advice. It also sounds like a warning. Move with the system or be left behind.



On Wednesday, Mira passes Guidance and sees a new poster taped to the door: "Early repayment adjustments are normal. Report symptoms promptly." Beneath it, a smaller paper says, handwritten, "If tired, we can help with calm." The cycle is self-sustaining: borrow, crash, borrow calm to cope.

Inside, the waiting area is full. Lena Ruiz still smiles tiredly, but her voice is brisk. "Next," she calls. A boy leaves rubbing his eyes; a girl enters clutching a form. The line snakes to the hallway.

Mira does not go in. She stands for a minute, just to feel the air of the place. It smells like antiseptic and printer ink. The chime keeps ringing as the door opens and closes. Support, support, support.

She imagines the Repayment Office waiting room she saw. The chairs are the same gray. The exhaustion is the same. The two buildings feel like bookends on a shelf labeled "Managed Futures."



Wednesday night, Noor invites Mira to her house. Noor's parents are out. The living room is cozy, blankets everywhere, a half-assembled puzzle on the coffee table. Noor sets up a playlist and tosses Mira a can of sparkling water.

"We should celebrate," Noor says. "We killed that exam. Let's plan the next."

"Do we have to plan the next borrow already?" Mira asks.

Noor flops onto the couch. "It is like training. You keep in shape. If we let it lapse, it will be harder later. Ms. Avery said consistent small borrows are better than sporadic big ones. Less strain."

"Less strain for who?" Mira mutters.

Noor sits up. "You are being weird about this. You borrowed. You liked it. Why make it a moral crisis?"

Mira exhales. "Because I saw Jamie on the floor. Because the Repayment Office was full. Because my mom borrowed and regrets it."

Noor's face softens. "Your mom's experience does not have to be yours. The system improved. They say micro-borrows are safer now."

"Who is 'they'?" Mira asks.

"Guidance. The district. The people who study this. You think they're lying?"

Mira does not know. "I think they are not telling everything."

Noor leans back, folding her arms. "You always see patterns. That is your thing. But sometimes a pattern is just a straight line. Maybe this is simple."

Mira shakes her head. "Simple systems do not need four forms of consent and an app that hides details."

They sit in a thick quiet. The puzzle pieces on the table look like borrowed fragments of a picture they cannot see yet.

Finally, Noor sighs. "Look, I care about you. I want us to go to the same college, or at least both get where we want. If the system offers a ladder, I am taking it. I do not want you stuck on the ground out of principle."

Mira wants to say that principle is a ladder too, but she knows how that will sound. Instead, she says, "I will think about it."

"Thinking does not get you points," Noor says gently. "Action does."
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