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Chapter 1 — Harrowglass
POV: Mara

Calyx era — generations before Meridian

Sol's hair had become a constitutional problem.

“Hold still,” Ysra said.

“I am holding still.”

“You are trying to deliver a speech with your shoulders.”

Ysra pressed two fingers to the hinge of his jaw and turned his face toward the service blister window. Loose hair lifted from the clippers and drifted in the weak ventilation. Some of it caught against Sol's collar seal. The rest crossed the blister with ceremonial slowness and stuck to Eda's repaired kettle.

Eda looked down at it. “You have contaminated the tea.”

“I have done nothing,” Sol said.

“The standard beginning of every constitutional problem.”

Tern came through the inner hatch with a speaker under one arm and a bundle of data wafers under the other. The speaker had once been part of a warning system. He had painted flowers over the hazard stripe without first removing the words PRESSURE LOSS.

“I brought the Harrowglass recordings.”

Eda reached for the mute control.

“Five historically significant compositions,” Tern said.

“So was the last collection.”

“History has moved.”

“Not far enough.”

Mara watched Sol's seal diagnostic turn green. Beyond the glass, Calyx occupied the dock in five dark sections joined by field light. The sensor body carried silver frost. The drive vanes had been folded flat for the last time, making propulsion look like a sleeping animal whose ribs had been tied down. Mara's integration section cupped the service blister against its pilot cell. Four pressurized collars crossed from it to the other bodies.

All four collars would be cut before morning.

She poured the dock tea. The kettle's original handle had burned through above Pelago. Eda had replaced it with a coupling brace meant for a civilian tug and then spent eleven years threatening to prosecute whoever had designed the original.

Five cups went onto the work surface. Mara set Ysra's beside the medical board, where she could reach it without looking away from Sol's scalp. Mara left her own cooling beside the integration console.

The sixth portion was not tea.

She opened the assembly channel and let the blister's small noises enter it: clippers, kettle, Tern's speaker testing one low note, Eda striking mute, Sol beginning an objection and deciding against it. AFTER preferred beginnings it could distinguish from alarms.

Warmth gathered beneath Mara's left hand, placed where the old catch had first kept Calyx from tearing itself apart.

“We're here,” she said.

AFTER held the warmth for one breath, then released it.

Ysra switched off the clippers. Sol's hair now stopped above the seal line. It made him look younger and much less reasonable.

Tern tilted his head. “You have the skull of a minor provincial tyrant.”

“There is no category of skull corresponding to political office.”

“Your shoulders disagree.”

Ysra passed Sol the broom.

“At last,” Eda said. “A transfer of office with adequate preparation.”

Sol swept his own hair into the dustpan. “I am choosing not to dignify that.”

“Your dignity is in the dustpan.”

It was easier while they were irritating one another. Mara had known this for years and never found a respectable way to put it in a paper.

The dock clock crossed the first agreed mark.

Nobody became symbolic. Tern finally found a recording Eda would permit at low volume. Ysra checked every seal twice and her own once. Sol entered the wrong date on the destruction form, swore that the form had changed, and was made to correct it in his own hand. Eda drank Mara's tea by mistake and denied doing so while holding Mara's cup.

Then they put their helmets on.

Sol crossed through the forward collar into propulsion and coupling. Eda took the field component and the liaison core she would burn. Tern carried his contradictory archives into sensors. Ysra went last into anatomy, tapping Mara's untouched cup as she reached the hatch.

“Still planning to drink that?”

“After.”

Ysra looked at her through the open helmet.

“Waste of tea,” she said, and sealed the hatch.

Mara remained in integration with the console, the six portions, and the four green collar lights.

“Ready check,” she said.

“Propulsion ready,” Sol answered.

“Field ready,” said Eda.

“Sensors contain objections to the word ready.” Tern paused. “Sensors ready.”

“Anatomy ready,” Ysra said. “Mara's tea remains a clinical concern.”

Mara placed her hand on the assembly plate.

Peak Concordance arrived without thunder. Calyx opened around her as five complete bodies. Sol's coupling sense became available pressure along her spine. Eda laid the route across the dock, clean and severe. Tern admitted four incompatible skies and one embarrassing song. Ysra placed pain beside load without allowing either to disappear into the other. AFTER moved among them as learned timing, old aversion, present attention.

Mara accepted crown.

“First boundary.”

Sol supplied the coupling tolerances whose derivations he had already destroyed. Mara repeated the release back to him. He corrected one decimal, made her repeat it again, then assented.

The forward collar unlocked.

Dock machinery drew propulsion three metres away. The shared field stretched, trembled, and separated. Sol's presence did not vanish. It became local: one vessel, one pilot, one voice on a channel he could close.

“Still here,” he said.

“Regrettably,” Eda answered.

The joke came half a beat too quickly. Mara let it stand.

Eda burned the liaison core next. The blue-white flare turned the blister glass opaque. She had asked to perform the destruction herself and then spent three meetings objecting to the word destruction. When the glass cleared, her field component floated free with no route by which another office could compel it.

“Still here,” Eda said.

Tern's release took longest. His archives had accumulated copies, mirrors, unofficial annotations, songs misfiled as telemetry, telemetry misfiled as songs, and three contradictory accounts of why. He divided them into packets that no single archive could reconcile without asking the others.

“This one is mine,” he said each time.

“Yes,” Mara answered.

“This one goes to Ysra.”

“If she accepts it.”

“I accept the medical traces,” Ysra said. “I do not accept the opera.”

“They are interleaved.”

“Then suffer.”

When sensors floated clear, Tern played the first bar of the forbidden recording through his private speaker. Eda threatened him over an ordinary radio. It sounded better that way.

Ysra opened every medical record, including her own. Pain histories, drug schedules, the days she had cleared motion and regretted it, the days she had refused and been proved inconvenient. She released each record to the person whose body it described. Shared summaries remained only where every subject had named the need.

Mara's file appeared on her console.

There were more pages than she expected.

“You could have told me.”

“You could have asked better,” Ysra said.

Mara accepted the file. The anatomy collar separated.

Four vessels held station around integration. Five voices remained on open radio because they chose to keep it open.

Only AFTER remained distributed through the body Mara occupied.

The dock archive waited as one option: large, stable, supervised. The stripped integration body waited as another: cramped, mobile, almost empty. Erasure remained physically possible and had been written without euphemism on the selection panel.

Mara opened all three routes.

“You may take time.”

Warmth moved from her palm to her wrist, then stopped. AFTER examined the dock archive first. Its attention touched the custody interfaces and withdrew. It approached erasure and left no mark. Then it entered the stripped-body map, finding the gaps where weapons, mandate systems, and crown relay would be removed.

The selection light appeared beside the smaller body.

Sol spoke first. “Confirm.”

“Don't,” Eda said.

There was silence over the radio.

Sol tried again. “Please confirm.”

The light went dark. Then returned.

Smaller body.

Mara's throat hurt. She did not translate that into a reason to delay.

“Accepted,” she said.

They performed the stripping together. Sol called load. Eda disabled command routes. Tern verified that no archive copy could wake as a counterfeit whole. Ysra watched the substrate temperatures and made Mara stop twice. AFTER moved inward as space disappeared around it.

At the final bridge, Mara put her hand against the plate.

“Last boundary. Integration becomes a vessel under local control. No crown route remains. No automatic assembly remains. Continued contact by request only.”

Each of the four answered separately.

Mara waited for AFTER.

Warmth pressed once against her palm.

She cut the bridge.

The dock changed scale. Calyx did not explode or die. It ceased to be one thing. Five vessels held around a sixth stripped body. Their lights touched one another across distances that had not existed a minute before.

Mara removed her helmet. Her tea was cold.

Tern's music arrived through the radio, thin and badly compressed. Ysra told him to turn it down. Eda asked whether anyone had preserved the kettle's certification. Sol said the haircut had been operationally justified after all.

Mara carried the repaired kettle to the small console. The sixth portion remained warm in a machine with no weapons, no mandate, and barely enough room for memory.

The machine had become small enough to hold.
Movement I — The Manufactured Family
Chapter 2 — The List
POV: Senn

Senn had been back on campus eleven minutes when the wall learned her name.

She was halfway through telling Kessa Vonn that the new east concourse was three minutes slower than the old stairs. Kessa was halfway through telling her that only Senn could come back from summer and complain about improved accessibility. Then every wall panel went white.

The concourse stopped.

FINAL FIST SELECTION, the panels said.

“Oh,” Kessa said.

Senn's portrait appeared nine metres high above the baggage belts.

It was last year's academy portrait. She had a spot on her collar and an expression suggesting the photographer had personally failed to meet a deadline. Beside her appeared Omi Pell, Lio Vask, Tem Rusk, and Iri Sable.

For one stupid second Senn tried to remember whether she had entered a competition.

Then people started clapping.

Her wrist chimed. The route practical, two calibration labs, civic mathematics, and her Tuesday shift at the civilian bench vanished from the schedule. A gold block replaced them.

FINALIST INDUCTION — REPORT NOW.

Kessa caught her sleeve before the crowd could move them apart. “Our route practical is tomorrow.”

“I'll get the brief transferred.”

“That's not what I asked.”

“They can't remove us from an assessed pair twelve hours before—”

Her wrist chimed again. PAIR REASSIGNMENT PENDING.

Kessa looked at it. “Apparently they can.”

Across the concourse, Lio Vask had climbed onto a luggage plinth and was bowing. Her fellow ward stood below with both arms folded. Omi's mouth moved continuously. Senn could not hear the words, but she recognized someone losing an argument to a person who was not listening.

Tem Rusk stared at his portrait as if the wall had made an interesting mistake worth preserving. Iri Sable had come straight from the lower workshops. She was still wearing a rigger's apron, one pocket dark with seal grease.

Two academy ushers entered from opposite doors. Their smiles were identical.

“Finalists, please come forward.”

The title passed through the crowd before any of them moved.

Finalist.

Senn had watched the Plastics introduced the year before. Everybody had. Their induction reel still ran before league matches: five juniors laughing under live fire during a classified placement, though the fire was represented by tasteful gold lines and the scars had been edited into proof of vigor. The Lifers, now seniors, appeared in scholarship brochures helping children into training Figures. The academy loved both teams equally. One showed what excellence could survive. The other showed what excellence was for.

Senn had wanted the jacket.

She had not expected the wanting to count as permission.

“Come on,” she told Kessa. “We can ask at induction.”

Kessa did not move. “We?”

Senn's hand was still around her bag strap. Kessa's was still around Senn's sleeve. The crowd pressed closer, phones rising.

“I mean I'll ask.”

“You mean you'll fix it.”

“Yes.”

“I mean I don't know who I'm flying with tomorrow.”

There was a difference. Senn could hear it. She could not find anything useful to do with it while three hundred people watched her fail to walk twelve metres.

“I'll message you after.”

Kessa let go.

The ushers guided Senn through applause. Somebody touched her shoulder. Somebody else called her mother’s name, which meant a local reporter had arrived offensively fast. Senn saw Tem begin toward the wrong assembly mark and pointed to the gold strip on the floor.

“There.”

He changed direction.

“I did see it,” he said when he reached her.

“You were walking away from it.”

“Also true.”

Iri stopped at the edge of the strip. Grease had transferred from her apron to her hand. She rubbed it with her thumb and made it worse.

“Do we take workshop kit?” she asked.

“No,” Senn said. “Probably not.”

“Those are different answers.”

“Leave it with the usher. They'll inventory it.”

Iri looked at the usher, then at Senn. “It's Sola's apron.”

“Then give it back to Sola.”

“Sola's in the lower bay.”

Senn looked toward the induction doors, which had begun a countdown. “I'll have it sent.”

Iri took off the apron slowly. Under it, her uniform shirt was clean except for one gold fingerprint where she had touched her ribs.

Lio arrived last, still waving.

“Did any of you know?” he asked.

“No,” Omi said.

“I had a feeling.”

“You told me your feeling was food poisoning.”

“Greatness presents in different systems.”

The cameras tightened around them. Senn could see the problem immediately: Lio stood half a head in front of Iri, Tem had left a gap, and Omi had angled himself so the wall displayed only four names behind them.

“Lio, back. Tem, left. Iri, can you—”

Iri moved before Senn finished. Tem moved left. Lio stepped back, then farther back when Senn made a small motion with two fingers.

They made a clean line.

The concourse erupted.

An administrator Senn did not know walked onto the platform. “Meridian Academy is proud to present this year's Final Fist candidates—”

Candidates. Not selected, then. The distinction arrived too late to affect the applause.

The administrator spoke about trust, aptitude, service, and the rare capacity to become more together without becoming less themselves. Senn tried to listen. Her wrist kept filling with messages.

Kessa: THEY MOVED ME TO ORR.

Tavi: SAW THE NEWS. CALL WHEN YOU CAN.

Route Lab: PARTNER CHANGE ACKNOWLEDGEMENT REQUIRED.

Unknown number: HOW DOES IT FEEL TO REPRESENT LONG TURN?

Senn acknowledged the partner change because the icon was flashing red. Kessa's name disappeared from tomorrow's practical. Jalen Orr replaced it.

When the speech ended, the five were sent through the senior gallery toward induction. That was where the lives they had been removed from caught up.

Pax Adur met Omi at the stair landing with a power-budget slate under one arm.

“Who finishes circulation?” Pax asked.

Omi glanced at the induction doors. “We both do. The project didn't evaporate.”

“Your lab access changed.”

“Then I sign you in.”

“That's not permitted.”

“It was permitted yesterday.”

“Yesterday you weren't important.”

Omi blinked. Pax's face changed first.

“I didn't mean—”

“No,” Omi said. “It was accurate.”

Neris Cal caught Lio near the trophy cases. She hugged her hard enough to lift one heel off the floor.

“You bastard. You did it.”

“Apparently I did it without applying.”

“Very efficient.”

She turned her slate outward. Their drive proposal sat open on the last unresolved field.

Lio's grin stayed on her face, but it stopped fitting. “I can finish that tonight.”

“You're moving residences tonight.”

“Tomorrow.”

“Checkout tomorrow.”

“Then after.”

Neris lowered the slate. “Just tell me if you're gone.”

“I'm standing here.”

“Lio.”

One of the ushers called her name. She kissed Neris's forehead, too fast, and backed toward the doors. “I'm not gone.”

Aru Sen did not argue with Tem. He held out two survey wafers.

“Choose.”

“We can copy both.”

“The field notes aren't cleared for Finalist residence.”

“That is a very strange sentence.”

“East drainage or west circulation.”

Tem looked from one wafer to the other. “West circulation has the more interesting lie.”

“East drainage has our grade.”

Tem took east drainage. Aru closed his fingers around the other wafer and put it in his pocket.

Sola Dey came up the service stair at a run, still wearing eye protection. The induction usher tried to stop her. Iri stepped off the gold strip before he could.

Sola took back the apron and inspected the pocket inventory. “Open Bay. Thursday.”

“I know.”

“Are you missing it?”

Iri looked at the administrator, the camera, the door counting down again. “Maybe.”

“That's schedule weather. Are you coming?”

“If they let me.”

Sola's expression went flat. “That was quick.”

“What?”

“Nothing.” She folded the apron over one arm. “Congratulations.”

It sounded sincere. That made Iri look worse.

Senn had the sudden conviction that she ought to say something to all of them. Not a speech. A plan. Plans were smaller and could be repaired.

“We'll meet after induction,” she said. “Twenty hundred in the residence common room. Bring every displaced assignment and contact. We can make one list.”

Omi turned from Pax. “Can we?”

“We need to.”

“Those are different answers,” Iri said again.

Lio laughed. Tem did too, a moment later. Even Omi's mouth twitched.

The administrator heard only the laughter. “There they are,” she told the cameras. “Already finding their rhythm.”

The doors opened.

Above them, on the junior rail, Rhea Mott stood with the rest of her Fist. They wore ordinary training grey. No cameras had turned toward them.

Senn knew Rhea from route mathematics, where Rhea answered only when called and never showed her working unless the answer was wrong. Last term she had lent Senn a compass and then waited six weeks for Senn to remember to return it.

Senn lifted one shoulder in what she hoped was an apology.

Rhea shook her head.

Not cruelly. Worse: as if there was nothing to apologize for yet.
Movement I — The Manufactured Family
Chapter 3 — House Rules
POV: Omi

The Finalist residence had five bedrooms, one common table, and a sixth place setting molded into the table edge.

Omi ran his thumb around the empty curve. It had a cup recess, a warming patch, and no chair.

“That's optimistic,” he said.

Lio dropped onto the best sofa hard enough to wake its posture motors. “That's for snacks.”

“Snacks do not require a dedicated social position.”

“You've never met the right snacks.”

Two residence attendants waited by the door with their luggage. One held Senn's cases. The other held everybody else's, because Senn had brought three.

“Bedroom allocation is open,” the first attendant said. “The household may choose.”

Five door panels lit.

Omi saw the corner room and said, “Lio needs window.”

“Left window,” Lio said.

“There is only one window.”

“Left side of the residence.”

“You're already standing on the left.”

“My left.”

Omi pointed down the corridor. “That one.”

“No, that's bad left.”

They had done this in four ward houses, two temporary dorms, and the flat Vey had found during the water failure. Window meant Lio woke less violently if she could see a horizon. Left meant the bed needed to be positioned so Omi could reach the door without crossing Lio's line of sight. Neither phrase meant what it meant.

Senn stood between them with her schedule open. “Can you label rooms one through five?”

“That won't help,” Omi said.

“It will help me.”

“Fine. Lio gets two.”

“Two has the narrow closet,” Iri said.

It was the first thing she had said since the attendants arrived.

Omi looked at Lio's two uniform bags, flight case, boot case, garment tube, and the ridiculous red coat she had carried by hand. “Correct. Lio cannot have two.”

“I need one,” Lio said.

“One shares a wall with the common room,” Senn said. “You keep late hours.”

“I keep interesting hours.”

Tem had opened room four and was testing the echo by saying different fruit names into the wardrobe.

“Quince,” he called. “Very poor room.”

“What are you doing?” Senn asked.

“Choosing.”

Iri picked up her bag and walked into room five. It had no exterior window, half a closet, and a structural column occupying one corner.

Omi stopped arguing. He became aware that Tem had also stopped.

“You don't have to take that,” Senn said.

“I took it.”

“We haven't allocated.”

Iri set her bag on the bed. “Now you have.”

The attendants watched with the bland faces of people paid not to become evidence.

They solved the rest badly. Lio took room one and promised to use headphones after twenty-three hundred. Omi took two, adjacent to her. Senn chose three because its desk wall accepted three displays. Tem kept four after discovering the wardrobe produced a perfect imitation of Instructor Vale's cough.

The residence issued each of them a gold access band. It also issued a shared inventory: linens, kitchenware, emergency masks, two formal service sets, and a domestic maintenance kit.

Iri opened the kit. “No.”

The attendant paused. “Is something missing?”

“The work order number.”

“The kit is supplied for household convenience.”

“Does convenience count toward workshop hours?”

“I don't believe so.”

“Then facilities can use it.”

The attendant looked at Senn, apparently by instinct.

Senn said, “Put that in the residence notes.”

Iri looked at her.

“The facilities part,” Senn added. “Not that you refused.”

That did not make the look go away.

They unpacked until the residence stopped resembling a showroom and began resembling five separate accidents. Omi placed three bottles in the bathroom and returned to find Lio had moved them because the blue one looked better beside her red soap. Senn printed labels for the pantry. Tem switched SALT and SUGAR while she was watching, then switched them back when she did not laugh. Iri found a loose hinge on the common-room cabinet, photographed it, and filed a facilities ticket instead of tightening the exposed screw.

At nineteen hundred, Headmaster Vey arrived carrying dinner.

Not academy dinner. He had brought dumplings from the little place below South Ring, six paper cartons stacked inside an insulated carrier.

Lio opened the door and yelled, “Dad,” before changing it into, “Doctor Vey,” so violently that it became two different mistakes.

Vey's face barely moved. “Ms Vask.”

Omi took the carrier from him. “You got the wrong greens.”

“You ate these for seven years.”

“Under protest.”

“You traded Lio for them.”

“He was cheaper then.”

The exchange had the old shape. Omi felt himself settle into it before he remembered three people at the table could not see the edges.

Vey greeted each of them by name. He knew Senn's Long Turn scholarship history, Tem's survey distinction, and that Iri's Open Bay hours had been preserved on Thursdays. Iri looked up sharply at that. Omi could not tell whether the look meant relief or inventory.

They sat. Lio took the chair nearest the kitchen. Omi took the one beside her without thinking. Senn sat opposite, slate ready. Tem chose the seat with the best view of everybody else's cartons. Iri remained standing until the only ordinary chair left was beside Vey.

The sixth place setting warmed an empty cup recess.

“Before induction tomorrow,” Vey said, “you need residence rules.”

“We have labels,” Tem said.

Senn looked toward the pantry. “We did.”

“Academy minimums first. Private rooms are private. Medical data is private. Component data belongs to its pilot unless a declared exercise requires sharing.”

Lio bit a dumpling in half. “What if somebody's on fire?”

“Then use judgment. Afterward, accept that judgment can be reviewed.”

Omi wrote it down on the paper carton because his slate was under the food.

Vey saw him. “Concern isn't a master key.”

“That's very polished,” Omi said.

“I've had cause to say it before.”

“To us?” Lio asked.

“Frequently.”

“Did it work?”

Vey took a dumpling. “You are both alive.”

“Not the question,” Omi said.

“No.” Vey looked around the table. “You knock. You ask before touching bodies, rooms, records, or equipment. Emergency exceptions remain exceptions. You don't build ordinary life out of them.”

Senn opened a clean document. “Quiet hours.”

“Twenty-three to six,” Omi said.

“Seven,” Iri said.

“Some of us train at six.”

“Then some of you can be quiet.”

They settled on twenty-three to six-thirty, with headphones after twenty-two. Food labels became names plus dates after Lio argued that ownership labels alone turned the refrigerator into a burial chamber. Tools required permission. Components required permission twice: once to touch, once to alter. Tem proposed a rule against asking why someone had declined a song. Nobody knew why he proposed it. They adopted it anyway.

Then Senn reached chores.

“Rotating kitchen, common room, waste, supply, and—”

“You are assigning,” Omi said.

“I am listing.”

“Your listing has our names beside it.”

“For discussion.”

“Did discussion happen while I was chewing?” Tem asked.

Senn deleted the names with visible force.

Iri tapped the domestic maintenance line. “Facilities.”

“For everything?” Lio asked. “Even a loose hinge?”

“If you want to fix it, fix it. It doesn't become mine because I know how.”

“I wasn't saying yours.”

“The attendant did.”

Lio glanced at Omi, asking for a translation with her eyebrows. Omi did not have one that would improve things.

Vey folded the top of his empty carton. “Care ends when the care ends.”

The table went quiet.

Senn frowned. “What does that mean?”

“It means helping with one thing does not purchase access to the next thing. Skill does not create a standing duty. Gratitude does not create a standing permission.”

Omi looked at the clinic contact still pinned at the top of his messages, arranged by Vey that afternoon. Lio was looking at the same place on Omi's slate.

“Very polished,” Omi said again.

Vey accepted the hit without showing where it landed.

After he left, they discovered he had brought six cartons.

The sixth held plain rice. No name. No note.

“Snacks,” Lio said, and put it in the refrigerator.

Omi added a label.

HOUSE.
Movement I — The Manufactured Family
Chapter 4 — Gold Finish
POV: Iri

The fitting hall smelled of hot polymer and somebody else's breakfast.

Iri arrived seven minutes early. Fourteen names disappeared from the appointment board while she watched.

FINALIST PRIORITY, the board said.

A boy in a civilian engineering coat stared at his vanished slot. His mother asked the desk clerk whether they could still make the shuttle home. The clerk found them a place on Friday. The mother said Friday twice, not louder the second time.

Sola Dey leaned against the tool cage with her arms folded. “Congratulations. You stole Tuesday.”

“I didn't move them.”

“Good. Tell their shuttle.”

Iri checked the message that had ordered her here. Mandatory. No alternate slot. She put it away.

The fitter waved her onto the platform. “Pilot Sable. Arms out.”

“Cadet.”

“Finalist supersedes cadet in fitting protocol.”

“Not on my uniform.”

He gave her the patient smile adults used when they had decided precision was personality. “Arms out, please.”

The scan built a pale wire body around her. Shoulder width, reach, joint limits, old breaks. Her right wrist appeared amber because the school clinic had marked it at twelve. The fitter enlarged the warning.

“Historic?”

“Current when loaded sideways.”

“Your intake says resolved.”

“My wrist doesn't read intake.”

Sola made a sound like a dropped washer.

The fitter corrected the field. “We'll preserve six degrees.”

“Eight.”

“Six is standard.”

Iri held out her hand. “Load it.”

He did. At six degrees, the old ache pulled from thumb to elbow. Iri let it happen long enough for the sensor to record, then withdrew.

The field changed to eight.

They moved to the cabin mock-up. It was only a seat, harness, two armatures, and the forward shell of a Figure suspended over a maintenance pit. Iri climbed in. The academy expected pilots to admire the first fit. Lio had sent three messages describing hers as a religious experience.

Iri noticed the left lock ring was cracked.

She touched nothing.

“Cycle restraint,” the fitter said.

“No.”

His hand stopped over the control. “Pain?”

“Lock ring.”

He leaned into the cabin. “Where?”

Iri pointed. The crack ran under the finish, visible only where the ring met the emergency release.

Sola came off the cage wall. “Don't cycle that.”

“I wasn't going to.”

“You were touching cycle.”

The fitter called a technician. The technician called a supervisor. For twelve minutes, Iri sat in the uncoupled harness while three adults discussed whether the ring had passed inspection. The boy and his mother walked past on their way out. He looked at the open cabin, then at Iri's gold Finalist band.

Iri looked down at her hands.

The supervisor replaced the ring and thanked her for the catch.

“Credit Sola,” Iri said.

Sola's head turned. “I didn't see it.”

“You taught the inspection.”

“You saw it.”

The fitter entered both names. That was close enough.

With the restraint live, the cabin learned her posture. The armatures met her hands, backed away when she pulled, and returned when she called them. She ran the emergency release five times. On the fourth, the new ring stuck half a millimetre.

“Within tolerance,” the fitter said.

Iri ran it a sixth time. It seated cleanly.

Afterward he showed her the cabin maintenance panel. “Your residence includes a compact assembly. Given your background, you may prefer to maintain pilot-side hardware yourself.”

“No.”

He waited.

“That's facilities work.”

“Most technical-track pilots enjoy personal control.”

“Then they can have it.”

“The work is trivial.”

“Then facilities won't mind.”

Sola coughed into her fist. She was bad at hiding smiles.

The last station offered finish samples. Grey resisted heat. Black hid scoring. Cheap blue could be replaced from stores anywhere in Meridian space.

The gold ceramic showed fingerprints, cost two weeks of discretionary credit, and had no operational advantage.

Iri held it under the hall light.

“Decorative finishes are nonrefundable,” the clerk said.

“I know.”

“Replacement panels may not match.”

“I know.”

Sola picked up the grey. “This one's sensible.”

“Yes.”

Iri selected gold.

Sola waited until they were outside. “You're going to spend every day polishing that.”

“No.”

“It'll look awful.”

“Then it'll look used.”

They crossed the lower quad toward the workshops. Ordinary students moved around them in pairs, comparing schedules and complaining about instructors. Iri's gold band opened a service gate before Sola could badge it. Sola stepped through after her and did not say thank you.

At the Open Bay door, she handed Iri the autumn rota.

“Thursday. You still coming?”

“If they let me.”

Sola did not open the door. “Wrong answer.”

Iri looked through the glass. Daro was setting up the civilian repair bench. Two apprentices were arguing over a bent ornamental vane. Her place at the shared tool wall remained empty.

The fitting hall had moved fourteen people because a board had learned her title. It would be easy to let the same board answer every smaller question until there were no questions left.

She disliked the thought. She disliked even more that it sounded like Sola.

“Yes,” Iri said.

Sola badged the door. “Good. Bring clothes that can survive Tuesday.”
Movement I — The Manufactured Family
Chapter 5 — Checkout
POV: Lio

Lio's Figure loved her.

That was the only reasonable account of the acceleration curve.

She felt the training body take her first control pressure and answer with interest. Not obedience. Interest. The cradle tilted around her, the bay floor fell away on the external feed, and the Figure's four limb pods opened their maneuvering vanes like it had been waiting all summer for somebody with taste.

“Vask,” Instructor Vale said over comms, “this is a checkout, not an audition.”

“Then why is there a gallery?”

Behind the observation glass, the other four Finalists sat with their individual component briefings. Senn had hers arranged in a perfect row. Omi was reading Vale's rubric instead of watching. Tem watched the maintenance crew. Iri watched Lio's left thrust plot.

Vale said, “Gate one on declared profile.”

Lio declared the safe profile.

Then she beat it by nine percent.

The Figure passed the first gate sideways, rolled through the second, and converted the third into a braking turn so clean the cradle barely touched her shoulder. She heard somebody in the gallery slap the glass. Probably Tem. Senn did not slap glass.

“Declared profile,” Vale repeated.

“Profile was conservative.”

“Profile was yours.”

“I've learned since then.”

Gate four opened high. Lio drove the lower pods, let the upper body lag, then snapped the whole frame through. The maneuver put a bright stitch under her right ribs.

She knew that stitch.

It had started during summer conditioning and gone away whenever nobody pressed it. The clinic scan had found nothing dramatic. Nothing dramatic was the same as nothing, if you were busy.

Gate five appeared.

The approved route went over. Lio saw room underneath.

“Vask,” Vale said.

She dumped height, folded both upper pods, and rolled under the gate with six centimetres to spare. The Figure came upright beyond it on a pulse of braking thrust. For one perfect instant Lio hung weightless inside the harness while the body balanced around her.

Then gravity returned.

The stitch became a blade.

She landed on one knee because that looked intentional. The bay speakers carried applause from the gallery. Lio lifted one arm.

“Checkout complete,” Vale said. She did not sound impressed. Vale could watch a moon hatch and ask whether it had filed the correct thermal plan. “Power down.”

Lio walked the Figure to its rack. That was harder than the gates. Her right leg had begun to shake, so she gave the left leg an exaggerated swagger and made both sides look stupid together.

When the cradle opened, Senn was waiting with the rubric.

“You violated profile on every gate.”

“Improved.”

“Violated.”

“Nine percent.”

“Gate five was not scored.”

“It is now spiritually scored.”

Tem leaned around her. “I slapped the glass.”

“I knew it.”

“Omi said you would confuse that with approval.”

Omi arrived carrying Lio's water. “And here we are.”

Lio reached for it with her right hand. The pain caught. She changed hands in the middle and turned the movement into a flourish.

Iri's eyes dropped to her ribs.

She said nothing until Vale sent them toward mixed somatics.

The lab occupied a colder bay below flight checkout. Five diagnostic couches faced a wall model of the eventual Concord body. It had no skin and too many possible limbs. Each of their Figures appeared as a colored section: propulsion, perception, rescue, separation, transmission. Lines joined the sections through a bright central shape labeled CROWN.

“A Figure is one pilot and one flight body,” the somatics technician said. “A Fist is five pilots operating five bodies under coordinated doctrine. Concordance is a temporary joined state in which compatible functions may be shared.”

“May?” Omi asked.

“Subject to training stage.”

“The brochure says are.”

“The brochure is not a somatics instrument.”

“Good answer,” Tem whispered.

The technician continued. “Seats are functional assignments. They are not rank.”

Senn looked at the central shape. “Who takes crown?”

“Crown is assigned by exercise.”

“Based on what?”

“Readiness.”

“Measured how?” Omi asked.

“You will receive the protocol.”

Lio lay down before either of them could turn checkout into a court case. The couch closed soft restraints over her wrists and ankles. Sensor pads settled along her spine. She liked machines that announced what they wanted.

The first sequence mapped reflex. Lights appeared, Lio moved, numbers rose. The second introduced borrowed timing from the others. Iri's grip signal entered her left hand. Tem's visual response flashed against her eyes. Omi's reserve decision arrived as a pressure to wait. Senn's sequence marker cut the whole mess into beats.

Lio wanted more.

“Increase.”

“This is baseline,” the technician said.

“My baseline's bored.”

“Your baseline is sweating.”

The technician ended the sequence and released the restraints. When Lio sat up, the room folded white at the edges.

She stood anyway.

“Table,” the technician said.

“I'm up.”

“That is not a counterargument.”

The others had moved to their component stations. Lio crossed the floor because stopping would make the pain catch her in public. It caught her beside Iri's console instead.

She put one hand down.

Iri looked at the hand, then at her. “Sit.”

“You and Vale should form a social club.”

“Sit or fall. Don't fall on my board.”

She sat on the edge of the equipment case. The technician pressed beneath her right ribs. White light ate half the room.

“Pain, zero to ten?”

“Three.”

Iri was close enough to hear. “Out of?”

“A number.”

The technician pressed again. Lio's breath stopped.

“Seven,” Iri said.

“I did not ask Pilot Sable.”

“Cadet,” Iri said.

“Nobody asked either of you,” Lio managed.

The scan still found nothing dramatic: intercostal strain, mild inflammation, no fracture. The technician ordered a support patch and restricted high-torque roll for forty-eight hours.

“That was a low-torque roll,” Lio said.

Vale had entered without her noticing. “Then your technique is worse than your score.”

She signed the restriction.

The technician handed Iri the patch because she was nearest. She did not apply it. She held it where Lio could see.

“Can I?”

The question was quiet enough that Senn stopped reading. Omi looked away too deliberately.

Lio wanted to say she could do it. The patch went around the back. She could do it badly in a mirror after they left, which was not the same thing and ought to have been.

She nodded.

Iri waited for her to lift her shirt. She placed the patch, smoothed only the adhesive edges, and stepped back before it warmed. No praise. No warning. No expression that asked her to become a better person because she had touched her carefully.

“Thanks,” she said.

“Yes.”

Her component checkout began after Lio's. The gold panels had arrived already marked by hands. Iri's Figure did not love her. It behaved because she had inspected every joint and learned exactly where behavior stopped.

On her third lateral pulse, the left thruster answered late.

Lio saw it before the console flagged it.

She was off the case and at the calibration rail while Vale was still calling power-down.

“Delay in feed three,” she said. “I can trim it.”

Iri's cabin opened. “Maintenance can trim it.”

“It'll take thirty seconds.”

“You're restricted.”

“From rolling. I plan to remain tragically upright.”

She pulled the diagnostic lead. Iri put one hand over the access port before she could connect it.

Lio stopped.

The room held still around the small obstruction.

“Can I?” she asked.

Iri moved her hand.

She recalibrated the feed in twenty-eight seconds. The second pulse landed flat on the line.

That evening the academy feed posted her under-gate roll from three angles. By dinner it had forty thousand views and a caption about instinctive propulsion talent. The medical restriction did not appear.

Lio replayed it at the common table. The shot cut away before she landed on one knee.

“See?” she said. “Loved me.”

Omi read the restriction over her shoulder. Senn added the forty-eight hours to the household schedule. Tem asked whether spiritual scoring transferred to civic mathematics.

Iri ate plain rice from the sixth carton and said nothing.

Lio's ribs hurt when she laughed. She laughed anyway, because the video was excellent, because she had wanted this life, and because wanting it had finally produced something everybody else could see.
Movement I — The Manufactured Family
Chapter 6 — Until Stability
POV: Sol

The emergency mandate expired at noon.

At eleven forty-six, Sol was still correcting the return instrument because the chamber clerk had described Calyx as a unified civil authority.

“Coordinating flight body,” he dictated.

The clerk changed the phrase. “The legal schedule uses authority.”

“The legal schedule can be wrong in public.”

Across the preparation room, Eda had both boots on the table. She was reading the insurer annex with the concentrated dislike she reserved for documents that were competent at harm.

“They've tied route coverage to continuity,” she said.

“For twelve days.”

“Renewable.”

“Everything is renewable if you write badly enough.”

“You should put that in the speech.”

The winter emergencies had ended. The route settlements had survived four field collapses, the Pelago debris season, and a fuel shortage made worse by three governments denying it simultaneously. Their councils were seated. Their own pilots could fly. The last temporary shelters had stopped serving breakfast two mornings ago.

Sol had counted each condition because noon was supposed to mean something.

At eleven fifty-three, Ysra entered with the revised medical clearance. “No joined patrol beyond six hours.”

“There is no joined patrol after noon,” Sol said.

“Then the restriction should be easy to obey.”

Tern came behind her carrying two recorders. “The chamber archive has requested a clean feed.”

“It has a feed.”

“It has my feed.”

“What did you do to it?” Eda asked.

“Preserved context.”

“What did you do?”

“There may be a secondary channel containing gallery remarks.”

Mara arrived last. She checked the clock and held out her hand. Sol gave her the return instrument. She read the first page, then the last.

“You kept the availability clause.”

“For weather response and the remaining evacuation lists.”

“It doesn't say those things.”

“They're in the schedule.”

Eda dropped the insurer annex onto the table. “Schedules are where promises go to become optional.”

The chamber bell sounded.

The chamber bell sounded again. Sol took the instrument back.

The public chamber had been built for six hundred and held nearly two thousand. Settlement delegates occupied the floor. Pilots in local colors stood along the side aisles. The upper galleries held insurers, route contractors, relief offices, and families who had learned enough procedural language to know when a door was closing.

Calyx entered as five people.

The assembly body remained in the dock. Sol had insisted on that. Nobody returning authority should arrive wearing the machine that had exercised it.

At eleven fifty-eight, he placed the crown seal on the clerk's table.

“The emergency coordinating mandate is discharged,” he said.

The clerk authenticated his hand, voice, and live assent. Mara did the same. Then Eda, Tern, and Ysra, separately and on record.

Applause began in the lower gallery. It spread uncertainly. Some delegates stood. Others kept their hands on their desks.

The chair called Sol to the lectern.

He had written four paragraphs. He abandoned three of them when he saw Delegate Rian from the outer settlements gripping the rail. Rian's district had lost two clinics. Their replacement supply route still existed only because Calyx flew it manually through a field nobody would insure.

“The councils now hold their own routes,” Sol said. “Local pilots hold local safety authority. Calyx returns every emergency office placed in its custody.”

That was the sentence he had come to deliver.

Rian raised a hand before the chair opened questions. “And the Narrows?”

“The local flight office assumes the Narrows at the next weather turn.”

“Their second pilot is still in rehabilitation.”

“Calyx will remain available,” Sol said, “until stability is established.”

The room changed.

It was not applause. Shoulders lowered. Pens moved.

Questions followed. Would availability include medical transport? Only when requested through local authority. Could Calyx override a closure? No. Would insurers recognize emergency continuity? That question belonged to the insurers. Could the mandate be reactivated? Only by a new instrument.

The insurer representative stood. “For clarity, Commander: Calyx remains the guarantor of route stability during transition?”

“No. Calyx remains available to the authorities who own those routes.”

“Until stability.”

“Yes.”

The representative sat down smiling.

By evening, the return had become six different documents.

The councils published the transfer of authority. Relief offices published continuity of service. The insurers published provisional Calyx guarantee. Route contractors published no change to operating conditions. The chamber archive titled Tern's feed A STABLE TRANSITION.

Every version quoted Sol's qualifier. Four omitted the return.

Eda found him in the dock reviewing the next day's weather.

She put a patrol order on his console.

“We don't hold patrol authority.”

“Read the header.”

It was a request from the Narrows flight office. Lawful. Local. Necessary. It asked Calyx to cover the rehabilitation gap for one day under the availability clause.

“One day,” Sol said.

“Of course.”

“People could die if the weather turns before their second pilot is cleared.”

“Yes.”

“Then what do you want me to do?”

Eda leaned against the console. She looked tired enough to be kind, which was worse than anger.

“I want you to know what you did.”

“I gave them time.”

“You left them a handle.”

“I left twelve days.”

“Then write twelve days next time.”

Sol signed the patrol. The order entered Calyx's schedule. Insurer coverage confirmed before his hand left the plate.

Across the dock, the assembly body woke its running lights for tomorrow.

He began the readiness check.

The signature made the next day easier to require.
Movement I — The Manufactured Family
Chapter 7 — Disciplined Dissent
POV: Omi

The Calyx seminar met in a room designed to make disagreement photogenic.

The tables formed an open circle. The walls displayed archival stills in generous proportions: Calyx carrying an evacuation spindle; Calyx above a cheering settlement; five pilots at the chamber rail under the words VOLUNTARY SERVICE, SHARED STRENGTH.

Omi sat where the camera boom would have to cross Instructor Vale to reach him.

It crossed her anyway.

“Today's seminar is ordinarily closed,” Vale said. “Our sponsors have requested a limited observational record. Your assessment remains academic.”

“Who owns the recording?” Omi asked.

“Meridian Academy.”

“Who may use it?”

“The sponsor compact, under the student publicity agreement.”

“Which we signed when?”

Lio leaned over. “Orientation. You made a joke about my signature.”

“Your signature looked injured.”

“It was tired.”

Vale waited. Omi opened the assigned text.

It was called Calyx and the Ethics of Continuity. The chapter described five pilots accepting temporary emergency coordination, then remaining together through a prolonged recovery. It contained three photographs of grateful civilians, two diagrams of route stabilization, and no copy of the authority instrument.

Vale assigned positions around the circle. Senn was to argue that continuity protected vulnerable settlements. Tem was to identify evidentiary limits. Iri was to assess bodily risk. Lio received operational necessity. Omi received legitimacy.

“That's rude,” Lio said.

“It's random,” Vale said.

“Random can be rude.”

Senn began well. She had marked every supply interruption in the case and could say exactly how many clinics depended on the Narrows route. Lio followed with a pilot's account of the handoff problem. Her argument was mostly that changing crews during field season would be stupid, but she supplied enough burn numbers to make stupid sound technical.

Tem found three dates that did not agree. He seemed delighted.

Iri tapped the image of the five pilots. “No medical appendix.”

“The chapter concerns public authority,” Vale said.

“They used bodies.”

“Yes.”

“Then it concerns bodies.”

Vale wrote MEDICAL RECORD on the board, where it became a respectable observation instead of a disruption.

Then it was Omi's turn.

He had underlined one sentence hard enough to scar the page beneath it.

“The mandate continued through voluntary continuity under provisional necessity,” he read.

Vale nodded. “And?”

“Which part is voluntary?”

“You tell us.”

Omi read it again. Slower. “Voluntary continuity. Under provisional necessity.”

Nobody answered.

He looked at Lio. “Which part is voluntary?”

Lio shrugged. “They stayed.”

“That is the event. The sentence is supposed to explain the event.”

Senn said, “They could have refused individual missions.”

“Could they refuse continuity?”

“The text says voluntary.”

“Yes. It says it right next to necessity so we don't have to pick.”

The first laugh came from the back row, where ordinary second-years had been seated outside the camera circle.

Omi read the phrase a third time. “‘Voluntary continuity under provisional necessity.’ Which. Part. Is. Voluntary?”

The room laughed properly.

Even Vale's mouth moved.

Omi felt the small hot lift of having landed something exactly. He hated that the camera boom had found him. He liked it too.

Vale let the laughter end. “Good. Now answer your own question without assuming the document is stupid.”

Omi looked down at the page.

That was unfair. The document was clearly stupid. It had built a sentence with two exits and then bricked both up.

“The pilots can volunteer for acts inside a condition they did not choose,” he said. “The text adds the acts together and calls the condition chosen.”

Vale wrote that on the board too.

“Better,” she said.

Omi received ninety-six. Tem received ninety-two and wrote a formal objection because one of his contradictions had not been credited. Lio received eighty-seven and told everybody it was the highest mark achieved without reading the footnotes. Iri received ninety and no comment beyond DEVELOP.

At lunch, the sponsor compact occupied the raised dining alcove. Its representative, Marae Dho, wore a suit the same deep red as Lio's coat and recognized Omi before he introduced himself.

That should not have pleased him. It did.

The Finalists were seated among route officials, academy governors, and two former Lifers whose classified placements were described only as service abroad. Ordinary students ate below. Pax Adur caught Omi's eye from the power-systems table and pointed at their project slate.

Omi held up five fingers: later.

Pax held up three: deadline.

Marae Dho touched the table control. The seminar recording appeared on the dining wall.

Omi's own face, much larger than necessary, read the phrase a third time. The sponsor table laughed. On the wall, the classroom laughed with them.

“This,” Dho said, “is why Meridian Finalists are trusted. They question from inside discipline.”

Omi looked at Vale. Vale was cutting her lunch into equal pieces and gave no sign that she had heard.

“I was questioning the discipline,” Omi said.

Dho smiled. “Exactly.”

“No, not exactly.”

Lio stole a sugared orange from the sponsor tray. “You looked great.”

“I was being rude.”

“You looked great doing it.”

Dho replayed the clip with sound muted. “People trust dissent when it demonstrates command of the institution being challenged. Anger from outside is easy to dismiss. You made the objection legible.”

It was almost a good answer. Omi felt himself reaching for it.

Below the alcove, Pax closed the project slate and left lunch early.

“The clip ends before my answer,” Omi said.

“We can include it.”

“And the ownership question at the beginning?”

Dho's smile changed by less than a degree. “The public segment needs focus.”

“Its focus is me behaving well.”

“Its focus is a gifted student refusing an easy reading.”

Lio peeled another orange. “Both can happen.”

Tem looked up from the dessert menu. “Frequently.”

After lunch, a media technician found Omi outside civic mathematics.

“The room audio clipped on your first sentence. Could we record a clean version?”

“Will you include my answer?”

“I don't control edit.”

“Then find who does.”

The technician messaged someone. Omi waited while students moved around them. His seminar mark had already posted. Two first-years whispered his phrase as they passed, then laughed when he looked over.

Dho answered through the technician: answer included in extended academic cut; short promotional cut remained at editor's discretion.

It was not what Omi had asked for.

It was also more than he had possessed ten minutes before.

He stood on the corridor mark and repeated the sentence. His voice came out too flat. The technician asked for more energy.

“It's an objection, not a festival greeting.”

“Just as you did it in class.”

Omi remembered the room laughing. He remembered the camera finding him. He put the heat back into the line.

“Which part is voluntary?”

“Excellent.”

When he reached power systems, Pax had completed the circulation budget alone.

“I said later,” Omi said.

“It became later.”

Omi opened the numbers. Pax had used the conservative pump model, which would pass and waste eleven percent over the life of the habitat.

“This is ugly.”

“This exists.”

They spent the rest of the period rebuilding it. Omi missed Finalist dinner call and received three messages from Senn. He answered none until the power curve flattened.

That evening, his clean objection played before the academy news.

The clip ended on the laugh.

Pax watched it from the common table. “You looked great.”

Omi threw a cushion at him.
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Chapter 8 — Recovery League
POV: Tem

The recovery drone lay at the bottom of a flooded conduit with one locator light blinking.

It was not a real flood. The league bay had borrowed six hundred tonnes of clean water, a broken tram spine, and enough concrete wreckage to model one convincingly. The smell was wrong. Tem wrote that down on his wrist.

“Why?” Lio asked.

“Real drainage failures smell alive.”

“Please never say that again.”

Across the bay, Rhea Mott's Fist checked ordinary school Figures from the open racks. Their paint was scarred. One rescue pod still carried a faded first-year inventory number.

The Finalists' bodies had arrived polished that morning. Iri's gold cabin panel caught every work light. Lio had already buffed one fingerprint off it with her sleeve and been told, with economy, to stop.

Instructor Vale stood between the teams. “One disabled survey drone. Recovery with intact data core. Structural loads are live. Water is cold enough to impair exposed actuators. You may use any mapped route.”

The bay display showed two.

Route A followed the flooded conduit. Short, narrow, poor visibility.

Route B crossed the broken tram spine above the water. Longer, unstable, clear approach.

Tem saw a third route immediately: follow the conduit, climb through a maintenance breach, and enter the spine behind the collapse.

He did not mention it yet. Third routes improved when allowed to feel neglected.

“Planning, two minutes,” Vale said.

Senn opened a shared board. “Conduit is thirty-eight seconds faster before visibility loss.”

“Spine gives propulsion room,” Lio said.

“Conduit walls will reflect sensor pulses,” Tem said. “Which is bad unless it tells us where the walls think they are.”

Omi looked at him. “Do walls think often in your work?”

“More reliably than committees.”

Iri enlarged the drone cradle. “Spine entry loads the damaged side. Conduit lets us lift straight.”

“Conduit,” Senn said.

Tem looked at the maintenance breach. “With an alternate.”

“Declare it.”

“Not ready.”

“Then it isn't an alternate.”

The start tone sounded before they finished disagreeing.

Their five Figures entered separately. Joined operation remained locked at their training stage, but the academy had assigned Seats. Senn held crown coordination. Lio held propulsion. Omi managed reserve and transmission. Iri owned rescue contact. Tem owned perception.

The water hit Tem's lower pods and turned the world into noise.

He pulsed short-range. The conduit returned three shapes: the physical wall, the training field's structural estimate, and a moving ghost caused by Rhea's team entering the parallel access.

“Visibility nine metres,” Tem said. “Wall disagreement at twelve.”

“Give one route,” Senn said.

“Conduit remains faster. Spine remains less likely to crush us.”

“One route.”

Tem could make the pictures agree by discarding the reflection. He could also preserve the reflection and use it to find the maintenance breach.

“Hold current.”

Lio's Figure bumped the ceiling. “Current is trying to put me in architecture.”

“Eight seconds.”

On the parallel feed, Rhea's team entered the conduit without stopping. Their perception pilot, Aru's classmate Vika Tern, passed local navigation to Rhea at the first blind turn. Rhea passed propulsion to Jalen Orr at the current seam. Nobody argued over what the handoffs meant. They had done them all last year.

Tem found the breach.

“Alternate confirmed. Up two metres, cut right, enter spine rear.”

Senn's silence lasted only one beat. “We stay conduit.”

“Alternate avoids wall disagreement.”

“You said conduit remains faster.”

“It did nine seconds ago.”

“Does it now?”

Tem looked at both routes. The conduit was still faster if the reflection was harmless. The spine was now faster if it was not.

“Yes and no.”

Lio groaned over comms. “My favorite speed.”

Senn called the conduit.

They reached the drone first.

Iri anchored beside it. The concrete around the cradle had split under the simulated collapse. Her first lift moved the drone and the wall together.

“Stop,” she said.

Lio stopped. Omi stopped. Tem stopped.

Senn said, “Status?”

“Cradle pinned below left. Need another angle.”

“Spine rear,” Tem said.

This time Senn took it. They backed through the current, climbed through the maintenance breach, and entered above the drone. The route was elegant. Tem felt the whole Fist turn around the picture he had preserved.

Then Rhea's rescue line tightened below them.

Her Fist had passed the drone on the first approach, anchored from both sides, and transferred lift to the pilot with the cleanest load. The cradle came free.

“Data core secured,” Vale announced.

Tem's team was still halfway through the beautiful route.

They finished anyway. League rules required all bodies out of the hazard zone. Lio drove too hard on exit and soaked the gallery glass. Omi reserved enough power to keep Iri's damaged actuator warm. Senn called each turn cleanly after the outcome no longer depended on it.

Rhea's time beat them by forty-three seconds.

On the deck, the Plastics watched from the junior rail. One mimed indecision with both hands and received laughter. The senior Lifers applauded Rhea's handoffs, then applauded the Finalists' alternate route with exactly the same grave approval.

Vale did neither.

“Why did you lose?” she asked.

“We selected the wrong route,” Senn said.

“No,” Tem said.

Senn looked at him.

Tem pulled the three sensor accounts onto the board. “Both routes remained workable. We kept selection at crown after the information split. Rhea's Fist moved the decision to whoever could answer the next part.”

Rhea, toweling water from her hair, glanced over.

“We didn't move the decision,” she said. “Vika gave me the turn because she couldn't see through my body. I gave Jalen propulsion because I was bad at it.”

“That is moving the decision,” Omi said.

“That's not what it feels like.”

Senn's jaw tightened. “Our assigned Seats were clear.”

“So were ours,” Rhea said. “We know each other's too.”

Vale finally nodded. “That is the lesson. Not that intact teams are virtuous. Not that uncertainty is failure. Familiarity purchased forty-three seconds. You have been given hardware instead.”

Lio looked at her polished Figure. “Can we trade?”

“No.”

“Then this lesson lacks actionable compassion.”

After equipment return, Aru Sen waited outside the bay with their habitat survey open on his slate. His boots were still muddy from the lower-ring drainage walk Tem had missed.

“Did prestige finish the western map?” Aru asked.

Tem stripped off his wet gloves. “Prestige found three additional ways to drown.”

“The proposal is due at nine.”

“I remember nine.”

“You remembered training at seven.”

“Seven arrived first.”

Aru turned the slate around. Half the circulation layer remained blank. Tem had kept his old files and gained Finalist access. Aru had kept the field walks, the partner meetings, and the deadline.

They took the work to a vending alcove because Tem was due at residence debrief and Aru refused to cross campus for somebody else's better chairs.

Tem overlaid the league-bay reflections on the habitat scan by accident. For a moment the drainage map contained a drowned tram spine.

“Improvement,” he said.

Aru did not laugh.

Tem removed it. “Sorry.”

They worked through dinner. Aru supplied the smell notes Tem had missed: algae at the western sump, hot insulation near the nursery return, cooking oil where a pipe diagram claimed sealed wall. Tem used them to separate three sensor accounts that had looked identical from academy data.

At eight forty-seven, the western circulation layer resolved.

Aru checked the source labels. “You kept my field notes attached.”

“You made the field.”

“You usually rewrite them.”

“Usually they contain insults.”

“Those are observations.”

Tem handed over the corrected section. “Three additional ways to drown. Two are yours.”

Aru laughed despite himself.

Tem counted that as a narrow victory. He did not ask whether it made up for the field walk, because the answer could be both and he had already lost once that day by keeping two answers too long.
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Chapter 9 — Table Tax
POV: Senn

Senn scheduled dinner for nineteen hundred.

At nineteen twelve, she was alone with a pan of grain, three contradictory cooking instructions, and a facilities notice saying the kitchen temperature fault had been resolved remotely.

The cooker remained cold.

She opened a fourth instruction set.

Omi entered carrying a paper bag. “Why does the house smell theoretical?”

“The heating element is delayed.”

“It is off.”

“That's a form of delay.”

He put the bag on the counter. Sugared oranges rolled out.

“Those are for sponsor seminar,” Senn said.

“They were left after sponsor seminar.”

“That doesn't make them ours.”

Omi selected the clean pan. “It makes their custody unclear.”

“I need that.”

“For the cold grain?”

By the time Iri came home from Open Bay, the clean pan held orange syrup and Senn had moved the grain to the cheap pot. Iri set her tool roll inside the door, took off her boots, and looked at the cooker.

“Ticket says fixed,” Senn said.

Iri pressed the control. Nothing happened.

“Can you—”

Iri looked at her.

Senn changed course. “Do you want to look at it?”

“No.”

The answer left a clean hole in the room.

“Right,” Senn said. “Facilities.”

“Facilities.”

Tem arrived with a jar of purple paste from the survey-student cooperative. It had no label, only a drawing of a smiling animal with too many teeth.

“This solves dinner,” he said.

“What is it?” Omi asked.

“The person selling it said root.”

“Which root?”

“They seemed surprised by the question.”

Senn messaged Lio. No answer. She called. Music and cheering filled the channel.

“Dinner,” she said.

“We're doing propulsion review.”

Somebody behind her shouted, “Again, Vask!”

“That is not review.”

“It's peer feedback.”

“Residence. Now.”

She ended the call and noticed four people looking at her.

“What?”

Omi stirred the oranges. “Nothing, Crown.”

Senn went to fetch Lio before she could answer in a way that cost dessert under rules not yet invented.

Propulsion review occupied the fountain court. Six students were trying to skip training gyros across the shallow water. Lio's had made it to the third basin and was attempting to climb a sculpture.

“We have a kitchen fault,” Senn said.

“I believe in you.”

“The food is burning.”

“Then why are you here?”

They ran back.

The grain had burned.

Tem had added the purple paste in an effort to save it. Omi had moved the oranges into a bowl and used the syrup pan to heat water over an emergency ration flame. Iri sat at the table doing mechanics problems and taking no responsibility for any of them.

Lio leaned over the pot. “Excellent color.”

“It was beige,” Senn said.

“Beige is cowardice.”

They ate at nineteen fifty-eight. The grain had a black lower layer, a soft middle, and a purple upper region with the taste of sweet metal. Omi added orange syrup to his portion out of spite. It improved nothing.

Lio finished one bowl and served herself another.

“You don't have to,” Senn said.

“I know. It's terrible.”

“Then stop.”

“No. I want to see if it changes.”

Tem scraped a black sheet from the bottom of the pot and held it up. “Table tax.”

“What does that mean?” Iri asked.

“This is what the table charges when someone issues an order during dinner.”

Senn put down her spoon. “Nobody issued an order.”

Four hands pointed at her.

“I said dinner was burning.”

“You said residence now,” Lio said.

“Because dinner was burning.”

“Causal orders remain orders,” Omi said.

“That isn't a thing.”

Tem broke the black sheet into five pieces. “New rule. Anyone who orders at dinner owes dessert.”

“What counts as an order?” Iri asked.

They spent twenty minutes defining it. Omi wanted grammatical tests. Tem argued that tone could turn questions into orders and demonstrated until Senn threw a napkin at him. Lio proposed rank exemptions for anybody in possession of actual dessert. Iri said the person receiving the sentence decided whether it counted.

“That's impossible to schedule,” Senn said.

Everyone looked at her.

She heard it after the words left.

Lio laughed so hard her ribs hurt. She tried to hide the catch by bending farther over the table, which fooled nobody. Iri did not ask. She slid her water closer and left it there.

They had no dessert. Omi cut the sugared oranges into five unequal shares and made Senn choose last.

After dinner, the cooker remained broken. Facilities asked whether they had restarted the residence. Iri typed NO into the ticket and attached a photograph of the dead element. She did not touch a screw.

The others washed dishes in water heated one pan at a time over the ration flame. Tem sang the academy hymn with lyrics about plumbing. Omi corrected his rhyme scheme. Lio tried to juggle wet bowls and lost the privilege after one. Senn scraped the pot until the black layer came free in satisfying plates.

No hidden channel opened. No old telemetry appeared in the cooker. The sixth setting did nothing except collect an orange peel somebody had missed.

At twenty-three thirty, Senn found the four of them still at the table arguing whether a demand ceased to be an order if delivered in song.

Quiet hours had begun.

She opened her mouth.

Tem raised one finger. “Careful.”

Senn closed it again.

Their laughter had to be muffled into sleeves. It was worse that way. For the first time the residence made a sound that belonged only to them.
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Chapter 10 — The Rescue
POV: Eda

The route was closing with twenty-seven workers beyond it.

Eda saw the number on the settlement board, then saw the access term hidden under the field estimate.

The term was old. Older than the settlement and probably older than the company that had sold them the route. If Calyx struck the closure at its narrow frequency, the field might reopen for ninety seconds.

Or the harmonic could pass straight through coupling and shear the rescue body at the waist.

“What have you got?” Sol asked.

He was already in propulsion. Mara held crown. Tern's sensors had lost the worker transponders behind the folding field. Ysra was counting the load they could take if the route opened cleanly.

Eda split the term on her board.

ACCESS OPPORTUNITY, she sent to Calyx.

SHEAR CONDITION, she retained in her local field core.

“A harmonic opening,” she said. “Ninety seconds, probable.”

“Probability?” Mara asked.

“Sixty-one.”

The complete estimate was sixty-one percent chance of opening, seventeen percent chance of catastrophic coupling failure. Eda supplied the first number.

Sol readied thrust. “I need a clean commitment on the timing.”

“You have it.”

He would refuse if she sent the second term. Eda watched his thrust line settle and did not send it.

“Strike,” Mara said.

Eda drove the harmonic into the closure.

The field opened like a mouth.

Calyx went through.

For half a second, load vanished from Eda's lower body. The shear term lit white. Sol held coupling. Ysra shouted a number. Tern reacquired twenty-six transponders and one small thermal shape beneath the worker shelter.

“Child,” he said.

“Not on manifest,” Sol answered.

“Still a child.”

The workers had lashed themselves to cargo rails. Some cheered when Calyx entered. Others climbed before instructed and nearly rolled the rescue platform. Eda opened the field body into a brace. Ysra took triage. Mara divided loading decisions. Sol kept the closing route against his spine.

The child was under the shelter because her father had brought her to the shift rather than leave her alone during the evacuation alarm.

“Twenty-seven workers,” Mara said. “We have twenty-six.”

“Last transponder moved east before closure,” Tern said.

“Search.”

“Route closes in thirty-eight.” Sol's voice had flattened. “We leave at twenty.”

The shear term climbed again. Thirty-eight seconds remained. She kept it local.

They loaded the child. At twenty-three seconds, one worker refused to release the cargo rail until his equipment case came with him. Ysra cut the case tether. He struck her helmet. She loaded him anyway.

At twenty, Sol drove them out.

The route closed across Calyx's trailing field. Coupling rang. The rescue body bent far enough for Eda to see stars through a seam that should not have opened.

Then they were clear.

On the settlement side, people ran toward them before the body had settled. Mara ordered the external speakers muted. The cheering came through the hull instead.

“Count,” Sol said.

“Twenty-six workers,” Ysra answered. “One unmanifested minor. No deaths in carriage.”

“The twenty-seventh?”

Tern found the transponder an hour later. The worker had left by an unregistered service route before the closure. He was alive. He also claimed Calyx's harmonic strike had collapsed that service route behind him and trapped two independent salvagers for six hours.

Both accounts survived the first inquiry.

Sol found Eda's retained term before the formal debrief. She was still in the field component, shutting down emitters one by one, when his local call opened.

“Seventeen percent.”

Eda closed her eyes.

“Yes.”

“You gave me sixty-one.”

“The opening estimate was sixty-one.”

“You knew what I was asking.”

“Yes.”

He came across the dock in person. His hands were shaking from coupling load.

“You used me.”

“I used the opening.”

“My commitment was the opening.”

“Your commitment got them home.”

“You don't get to turn the outcome into my consent.”

Eda looked through the blister at the families crowding the medical rail. The unmanifested child sat on her father's shoulders, holding a foil blanket like a cape.

“No,” Eda said. “I don't.”

Sol waited.

Instead she said, “You would have refused.”

“Yes.”

“They would still be there.”

“Possibly.”

“Twenty-seven bodies against a seventeen-percent term.”

“Twenty-eight,” Sol said. “You didn't count mine.”

He left.

The next morning, the rescue became doctrine.

The public report called it an innovative harmonic access under unified command. The child appeared in every feed. The worker's complaint entered a pending annex. The shear condition entered a restricted technical appendix because publishing it might expose a route vulnerability.

Eda submitted a correction stating that field access had depended on a locally retained risk term and could not be treated as repeatable without pilot-specific assent.

The doctrine office accepted the correction.

It appeared on page eighty-seven.
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Chapter 11 — Eighty-Two
POV: Lio

At eighty-two percent, Iri's arm stopped.

Not slowed. Stopped.

One moment Lio had five bodies around her and the next she had a dead weight where separation control should have been. Senn called the next sequence anyway.

“Beat four. Propulsion commit.”

The gallery was full. The Plastics had taken the front rail. The Lifers sat together above them in formal grey. Ordinary second-years packed the side benches because eighty percent was where a first Concord attempt stopped being laboratory work and began looking like flight.

Lio could feel them watching through the external cameras.

Eighty-two was close enough to taste.

She drove harder.

The joined training body accelerated with Iri's left separation vane still locked. Senn's sequence pulled crown toward correction. Tem supplied two pictures of the bay wall. Omi's reserve pressure said wait.

Lio did not wait.

Phase shear screamed through her teeth.

The body twisted. Her own Figure tried to continue while the joined frame tried to become four other decisions. The harness caught her ribs exactly where the support patch had come off that morning.

Somebody shouted stop.

It might have been Iri. It might have been the alarm.

Then something caught them.

Reserve power fired through Omi's hardware by a route Lio had never practiced. The locked vane released without moving Iri's hand. Tem's two wall pictures collapsed into one landing line. Crown slipped—Senn, Omi, nowhere, Lio—and the entire body came down on one knee instead of opening across the floor.

Silence held for less than a second.

The gallery erupted.

Lio was still alive. The body was still one body. A score appeared over the bay.

82% INTEGRATION — RECOVERED

She looked toward the instructor glass and heard herself shout, “Did you see that?”

Instructor Vale hit emergency separation.

The five Figures released from the Concord frame. Lio's cradle swung wide. Pain climbed her side, hot and private. She laughed because the alternative noise would travel farther.

“Hands visible,” the somatics technician ordered.

Lio put both hands up.

Across the opened frame, Iri did not.

Her right hand remained on the separation control. Her left lay against the armature as if it belonged to the machine. She looked at it with no expression Lio could use.

“Iri?” Senn said over the local channel.

Iri removed her fingers one at a time.

The medical deck entered the bay. A technician climbed onto her Figure before asking. Iri recoiled hard enough to strike the cabin wall.

“Back,” Vale said.

The technician backed.

“Cadet Sable, may we access the cabin?”

Iri looked at the open hatch. “Yes.”

Lio unlatched her own restraints.

“Remain seated,” another technician said.

“I'm fine.”

“Your load trace disagrees.”

“It's shy.”

Omi's Figure had opened beside her. Omi leaned across the gap, white-faced and furious.

“Sit down.”

“Everybody has one sentence today.”

“Your reserve route,” Senn said. Her voice came through all five channels. “Did you call it?”

Omi looked at his controls. “No.”

“Tem?”

“I supplied landing possibilities. I did not select one.”

“Lio?”

“I was busy being excellent.”

Nobody laughed.

The announcer filled the silence.

“An extraordinary recovery from Meridian's newest Finalists, demonstrating the resilience built by cross-trained command—”

Vale cut the bay speakers. The gallery could still hear its own feed. Applause continued behind the glass with no sound reaching the floor.

Rhea stood at the front of the junior section. She was not clapping.

The Plastics were. One raised both hands in a crown gesture. The Lifers had gathered around their medical-track pilot, speaking too quietly to lip-read.

Vale ordered the gallery cleared.

It took nine minutes. During all nine, the score remained over the bay.

The medical technician tested Iri's hand. “Move index.”

It moved.

“Thumb.”

It moved.

“Raise the arm.”

Nothing.

Iri's jaw tightened.

“Pain?”

“No.”

“Numbness?”

“No.”

“Then try again.”

“She did,” Lio said.

The technician looked across the frame. “Cadet Vask, remain with your examiner.”

“She did try.”

Iri looked at her. It was not gratitude. It might have been a request to stop making the room larger.

Lio sat back.

Her examiner pressed her ribs. She saw white and called it four.

They were separated for individual scans. Lio hated the curtain around her couch because it removed the only useful thing she could do, which was watch everybody else. She opened the academy feed instead.

The clip was already live.

It began at seventy-nine percent. It showed the joined body accelerating, twisting, and catching itself on one knee. It did not show Iri's hand. It did not carry the stop call. The caption read FINALISTS TURN INSTABILITY INTO FORM.

Comments multiplied below it.

INSTINCT.

THAT'S WHY THEY'RE FINALISTS.

WHO TOOK THE CATCH?

Lio replayed the landing. From the external angle it looked deliberate. Her knee touched exactly under center mass. The upper pods opened symmetrically. Even the phase flare made a gold ring around them.

It was beautiful.

She saved the clip before she could decide whether doing so was bad.

Vale found her dressed and trying to leave medical.

“You're restricted from flight pending scan review.”

“Again?”

“Still.”

“The landing reduced load.”

“Your decision increased it.”

Lio glanced toward the other curtains. “Is Iri flying?”

“Not your information.”

“We're a Fist.”

“You are five patients.”

That sounded temporary and insulting.

In the corridor, Senn had assembled a debrief despite the clinic ban. Her slate showed the sequence frozen at eighty-two.

“We need to identify the catch before official review,” she said.

Omi stood with both hands in his pockets. “My reserve fired.”

“By whose authority?”

“I just said I don't know.”

“The route had to originate somewhere.”

Tem enlarged the control trace. “Crown is Senn until here. Then Omi for eleven milliseconds. Then Lio. Then no named source.”

“Hardware doesn't make choices,” Senn said.

“It made a route,” Omi said.

“That is not the same thing.”

“It moved Iri's vane,” Lio said.

The clinic door opened. Iri came out wearing her coat with her left sleeve empty. The arm was in a support sling under it.

Everyone stopped.

Senn lowered the slate. “What did they say?”

“No forced range.”

“For how long?”

“They don't know.”

“Did you feel the catch?” Tem asked.

Iri looked at him.

“Not now,” Omi said.

Tem's mouth closed.

The academy news began on the corridor wall. Their landing filled the screen. A commentator praised the household's emerging multi-mind coordination.

Iri watched until the caption appeared.

“I said stop,” she said.

Senn looked at the trace. “The stop arrives after beat four.”

“I said it.”

“I'm not saying you didn't. I'm saying the timing—”

Iri walked away.

Lio started after her. Her ribs caught on the first step. Omi grabbed her jacket, not her body, and held her in place.

“Let her go.”

“She's going alone.”

“Yes.”

On the wall, Lio's recorded voice shouted, Did you see that?

The commentator answered as if she had asked the academy.

Everyone had seen.

They had not seen the same thing.
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Chapter 12 — Limits
POV: Iri

The clinic wrote NO FORCED RANGE across the top of Iri's record.

Doctor Raal turned the slate so Iri could read it before signing. “This means no instructor, training system, or linked control may move the arm beyond a range you initiate.”

“Can I fly?”

“Not today.”

“Tomorrow?”

“The restriction doesn't answer that.”

The answer belonged to another office. Flight readiness would consider the scan, the exercise trace, and whether Iri could perform her Seat. The clinic could protect her arm. The same line gave readiness a clean reason to remove the rest of her.

Raal showed her where to acknowledge receipt.

“Not agreement,” Raal said. “Receipt.”

Iri signed.

Her first mechanics practical after the attempt involved a manual separation linkage. She arrived with her left arm under her coat and found Sola, Daro, and two apprentices around the bench.

Sola had reassigned the torque work.

“I can do the inspection,” Iri said.

“You can observe.”

“Inspection isn't forced range.”

“The assessment requires both hands.”

“Then change the assessment.”

Sola's mouth tightened. “I don't own the course.”

Daro held out the gauge. “I can read. You can call.”

The instructor refused the arrangement because it did not demonstrate individual competence. Iri's partners inherited her practical and the risk of finishing late. One of them said it was fine. The other did not say anything and had to cancel a paid shift.

Iri stood beside the bench while they worked. Her left hand remained warm and useless against her ribs.

Sola messaged her after class from two metres away.

YOUR BENCH IS NOT A MEMORIAL.

Iri typed: I AM HERE.

Sola read it, looked up, and said, “Then act like here can change shape.”

At lunch, Iri carried her tray to the far end of the ordinary mechanics table. Finalist seating was available on the raised side of the hall. She did not use it. Daro asked whether she wanted help cutting the bread packet.

“No.”

He nodded and continued eating.

Three minutes later the packet tore badly and sauce went over her sleeve. Nobody helped. It was almost a relief.

At the residence that evening, Lio knocked on her open doorframe.

“Can I bring food into the room?”

She held a bowl with both hands. Her support patch showed above her collar.

“Yes.”

“Can I put it on the desk?”

“Yes.”

She did. Then she remained standing with the expression of somebody who had completed half an emergency procedure and misplaced the rest.

“Anything else?” Iri asked.

“No.”

She looked at the empty water glass.

Iri watched her look.

“Bring water,” she said.

Her face brightened before she hid it. “Right.”

She brought water. She did not touch Iri's sling, ask about the arm, or explain the food. The effort of doing only what Iri had asked seemed to use her whole body.

After she left, Senn arrived with a debrief grid.

She knocked. Iri said yes. Senn entered and put the grid on the desk beside the bowl.

“Official review is tomorrow. We should get ahead of the report.”

The trace opened at eighty-two percent. Five colored lines entered the catch. Iri's line stopped. The joined body's did not.

“I said stop,” Iri said.

“I know.”

“You kept going.”

Senn's hand moved toward the timing controls. “The channel records your voice after my beat-four call. I need to know whether you tried before that.”

“My arm stopped.”

“I know, but the panel may ask what the others could observe.”

“They could observe my arm stopped.”

“Not from every Seat.”

Senn was trying to help. That made each sentence arrive with tools in it.

“We can request a somatic channel on future attempts,” she said. “And a clearer stop protocol. If we make one account before tomorrow—”

Iri put on her coat.

Senn stopped. “Where are you going?”

“Class.”

“Your evening class was excused.”

“I didn't ask.”

“Iri, we need—”

Iri took her slate with her good hand and walked out.

The corridor lights opened ahead of the gold band. At the lift, she heard Senn come to the doorway and stop there.

Senn did not follow.

In evening materials, Iri sat beside the partner whose paid shift had been cancelled. She gave him her completed theory notes without saying they balanced anything.

He took them without saying they did.
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Chapter 13 — Occupied Spindle
POV: Iri

The response call reached Open Bay during Daro's paid recovery slot.

He had already signed out the deck, fitted his tether, and logged the first fifteen minutes. The disabled spindle hung in the academy's outer training field with families still inside its habitable drum. Its operator had asked Meridian for technical assistance, not Finalist assistance.

Quill arrived with three security staff and changed that.

“Cadet Sable takes deck authority,” he said.

Daro looked at the timer. “I'm certified for occupied recovery.”

“Finalist compatibility is required.”

“That was not in the call.”

“It is now.”

The deck released Daro's badge. His paid clock stopped at nineteen minutes, below the minimum claim.

Iri stood beside him with her coat still on. “Use him.”

Quill held out the command plate. “You are the requested operator.”

“I didn't request.”

“The spindle did.”

He meant its compatible control frame had answered Iri's Figure handshake. That was not the same sentence. The families inside did not care which sentence won.

Daro unclipped his deck tether and handed it to her. “Left reel sticks under cold load.”

“Stay on rail.”

Quill said, “Observers remain behind the marked line.”

Iri looked at him.

Quill moved the marked line forward one metre.

The response began as a school exercise with real voices inside it. The spindle's outer drum rotated too slowly for stable gravity and too fast for an easy dock. Iri brought her Figure alongside the service gantry. Daro called reel tension from the rail. Quill owned the deck, the approach window, and every trace leaving the bay.

The approved rescue ended at the gantry cradle. Families were meant to cross the drum by hand and enter it in groups of six.

The first group included an old man who could not release his chair brakes. The second included two children tied together with a luggage strap. The third never reached the hatch.

“Internal cradle jam,” the spindle operator said. “We can't move the nursery section.”

Iri looked through the gantry map. Its service frame continued beyond the approved limit. The geometry was old Daedal work: modular, ugly, compatible with anything carrying the right field handshake.

Her controls warmed under her good hand.

The frame offered another joint.

“Extension available,” she said.

Quill checked the map. “Not certified for occupied transfer.”

“People are occupied.”

“The frame is not certified.”

Daro leaned over the rail. “It'll take load if the left reel stays below forty.”

“You are observing,” Quill said.

Iri extended through the gantry.

Quill could have cut deck authority. He did not. He began recording a separate incident trace.

The Figure's field moved down the old service frame, joint by joint. Iri could feel each section only when it answered. The sensation resembled the eighty-two-percent catch without the crowd, without Senn's beat, without anybody asking her arm to move.

At the nursery cradle, the frame divided.

One branch held the cradle. The other ran to a maintenance winch above Daro's rail.

“Third timing in twenty seconds,” Quill said.

The rescue assessment required three marked events: dock, first transfer, complete withdrawal. Missing the third converted the response from certified success to discretionary review.

The cradle shifted. A baby's cry came over the spindle channel.

Daro moved closer to see the reel gauge.

The left reel stuck.

His tether snapped tight and pulled him over the rail.

Iri did not think. The extended frame caught two loads: nursery cradle below, Daro above. For one breath the gantry held them as if it had grown the needed shape before she asked.

Then the field demanded a choice.

Iri put rescue load into the cradle and used her Figure's physical arm to haul Daro against the rail. Her injured arm stayed still. Pain went nowhere. The third timing tone sounded and expired.

The nursery reached the gantry.

Daro hit the deck hard enough to crack his face shield.

Quill closed the response channel. “All control positions hold.”

Families continued crossing. Nobody in the bay celebrated until the last child entered the heated cradle. By then Quill's staff had copied every trace and locked Iri's local buffer.

“Why?” she asked.

“Compatible extension outside certification.”

“It worked.”

“That is why.”

Daro sat on the deck with blood under his nose. “The frame caught before she loaded it.”

Quill crouched so they were level. “The trace will be reviewed for automatic response.”

“It knew where I was.”

“No certification of agency,” Quill said. “Only compatible response.”

He said it gently. The category had arrived before the question.

The official result posted that afternoon: OCCUPIED RECOVERY COMPLETE. THIRD TIMING NOT ACHIEVED. DATA HELD FOR SAFETY REVIEW.

Daro's nineteen minutes did not reappear on his paid ledger.

At residence, he brought broth in a dented flask because he had promised Sola somebody would make Iri eat. Their repaired kettle clicked off under his hand.

“You're not supposed to fix house equipment,” he said.

“I didn't.”

“Good. Hinge is loose.”

“Ticketed.”

They ate at the common table. Lio wanted the full rescue story. Omi wanted the custody language. Tem wanted to know whether the frame had answered before or after Daro fell. Senn wanted the timing trace.

Iri said, “Tomorrow.”

This time Senn nodded.

Iri opened the Open Bay rota. Daro's cancelled slot showed as operational displacement, unpaid. She transferred her next premium recovery slot to him. The system warned that her replacement shift occurred during a cold exterior maintenance window and carried no Finalist transport priority.

She accepted it.

Daro read the notice over her shoulder. “You don't have to make it square.”

“It isn't square.”

“No.”

The kettle clicked as it cooled. The sixth place held the broth flask.

It did not balance. It was simply a thing she could return.
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Chapter 14 — Low Power
POV: Tem

The habitat project began with a door nobody in the group could open.

Mei Ralo placed her chair square to the recovery-sleeve mock-up and pushed the control. The emergency door folded inward, reducing the turn clearance by nineteen centimetres. Her front caster struck the frame.

“Again,” Tem said.

“It will remain the same door.”

“I want the sensor picture.”

Mei reversed, tried again, and hit the same place. Tem's model showed a clear route.

“Your chair is outside spec,” he said.

Mei looked at him.

“The model's spec,” Tem added.

“The habitat contains my chair.”

Aru Sen sat on the floor beside three months of field notes. “It also contains delivery carts, two wide medical beds, and Mrs Olan's plant trolley, which she will not abandon during decompression because the tall fern belonged to her wife.”

Tem widened the model. The emergency sleeve collided with a structural rib.

Their assignment was to design low-power recovery circulation for an aging orbital habitat. The sleeve had to unfold after a grid failure, move people from two residential spokes, and operate for six hours on reserve. It was an autumn proposal, not a machine. The machine came later if they survived modeling, fabrication, oral defense, and the spring final.

Finalist access gave Tem a restricted simulator capable of resolving the entire habitat down to fasteners.

It also gave him a booking at twenty-three hundred, when Mei's last accessible shuttle had already left.

“We can run it tonight,” Tem said.

“You can,” Mei answered.

“I can stream it.”

“You can stream a room I can't enter from a chair the model says does not exist.”

Pax Adur arrived carrying the power budget and heard only the end. “Good. We should delete the model.”

“It cost me a sponsor dinner.”

“Then it has already improved society.”

Omi came behind him with two drinks and a stack of pump curves. “Pax has decided electricity is fictional.”

“Electricity is expensive,” Pax said. “Your sleeve consumes forty percent of emergency reserve before moving one person.”

Tem brought up the beautiful simulation. The sleeve unfolded in gold lines, sealed three ruptures, lit a guided path, and maintained comfortable temperature along both spokes.

Mei watched it finish. “Where are the residents?”

“Population layer is hidden for clarity.”

“Show it.”

Tem did.

The gold path filled with red obstructions. Residents gathered where Aru's field notes said they gathered, not at the official muster points. The nursery corridor jammed first. Mrs Olan's plant trolley blocked a pressure door. Mei's chair failed the turn.

Pax added the reserve clock. The whole system died at two hours, eleven minutes.

Nobody spoke.

Omi drank from the wrong cup and made a face. “This one is yours.”

Pax took it. “Mine is better.”

“Mine has sugar.”

“Exactly.”

They moved out of the restricted simulator and into an ordinary project room where Mei could stay. Tem printed the habitat ribs at tabletop scale. Aru covered one wall with field observations: cooking oil near a sealed wall, algae in the western sump, residents clustering beside unofficial heaters, a child who used the recovery corridor as a ball court, Mrs Olan and the fern.

“The sleeve doesn't need to move everyone,” Mei said.

“That is its assignment,” Tem said.

“It needs to give everyone a route. Those are different machines.”

She took two printed ribs and rotated them. Instead of one powered corridor unfolding through both spokes, smaller fabric guides could release from each residential bay. People would move under local light toward a single powered transfer sleeve at the damaged junction.

“The turn stays open,” she said. “Nothing folds into it.”

Aru moved the western gathering point. “Residents won't enter from here. They use the laundry cut-through.”

“Not on the plan,” Tem said.

“Still has a floor.”

Pax began removing systems. Active heating went first. Then guide motors, central announcement repeaters, and the full-route seal. Every deletion made the design look less like Finalist work.

Omi argued for keeping independent battery lights at floor and hand height. Pax cut their brightness. Mei changed their spacing. Tem rebuilt the circulation model around Aru's actual crowd.

At one in the morning, the recovery sleeve had become a powered junction, passive fabric guides, ugly low lights, and hand-cranked local releases.

It ran for seven hours.

“I miss the gold one,” Tem said.

“It was very pretty,” Mei agreed.

“It sealed three ruptures.”

“With no people in it.”

They slept badly and presented at nine.

Instructor Vale interrupted on the second slide. “Why is the circulation model sourced from field observation rather than habitat specification?”

Tem opened his mouth.

Aru said, “Because the specification is wrong.”

Vale looked at him. “In what way?”

Aru showed the cooking oil, the algae, the unofficial heaters, and the laundry cut-through. Mei demonstrated the turn with her chair. Pax presented the six-hour budget. Omi defended the independent light circuits when Vale proposed joining them to save mass.

Tem ran the final model.

The sleeve did not look heroic. It opened slowly. People moved in clumps. Mrs Olan's trolley fit through the turn with two centimetres to spare.

Vale studied the result. “Strong synthesis, Rusk.”

The compliment landed warmly. Tem had built the model. He had also nearly built the wrong habitat beautifully enough to pass.

“Mei designed the turn,” he said. “Aru found the crowd. Pax made it run. Omi kept the lights separate.”

Vale changed the attribution slide before posting the mark.

They passed the autumn proposal with revisions.

Outside, Pax checked the course schedule. “Modeling brief next week. Fabrication starts after winter.”

Mei said, “And oral defense.”

Aru said, “And the spring final.”

Tem leaned against the corridor wall. “We have achieved the beginning.”

“You missed three field walks,” Aru said.

“I have achieved debt.”

“Also the beginning.”

They went to lunch instead of the Finalist debrief. Senn messaged twice. Tem sent her the posted schedule and the words PROJECT STILL OCCURRING.

At the ordinary table, Mei made him hold her tray while she adjusted a wheel brake. He asked before touching the chair. She handed him the tray and said, “Learnable.”

The project remained alive around them: ugly, unfinished, and owned by too many people for prestige to carry away in one piece.
Movement I — The Manufactured Family
Chapter 15 — One Account
POV: Tern

Four skies occupied Tern's sensor body.

They had begun as one at departure.

The convoy left Arclight station in a disciplined line: eight cargo bodies, two medical carriers, Calyx ahead. Tern had watched their transponders settle into formation and played a quiet chord through the private sensor channel whenever one drifted. Ysra complained after the fourth.

“They cannot hear it,” Tern said.

“I can.”

“You benefit from formation awareness.”

“I benefit from silence.”

Mara sided with Ysra. Tern replaced the chord with a visual mark only he could see.

At the route boundary, the clear picture divided.

In the first, the route ahead was clear. In the second, a field wall crossed it at an angle no chart supported. In the third, the convoy itself appeared nine metres to port of its transponders. The fourth was not a picture so much as a pulse traveling through Calyx's left body at the same interval as Ysra's pain.

“I cannot clear motion on this,” Tern said.

The convoy leader answered over liaison. “Weather closes in six minutes.”

Sol held propulsion at minimum. Every second cost fuel. Eda had three settlement officials asking why their medical freight was stationary. Mara held crown and did not ask Tern to hurry, which made him hurry more.

“Source confidence,” Mara said.

“Clear route, seventy-one. Field wall, fifty-four. Displaced convoy, sixty-two. Somatic pulse, unclassified.”

Ysra's voice entered from anatomy. “Classify it as pain.”

“That is not a sensor source.”

“It is now.”

Tern overlaid the pulse on the field wall. They matched at three points and contradicted at four.

He opened the raw sensor wells. Optical returned empty route. Field pressure returned the wall. Convoy telemetry insisted the carriers had moved sideways without accelerating. Calyx's anatomy channel carried Ysra's pulse along the left coupling every seven seconds.

Tern tested the easiest error first. He reset the optical clock. No change. He pinged the lead carrier and received the correct identity from the wrong location. He asked Sol for a one-percent thrust pulse; the reflected convoy moved before the real one did.

“Reflection confirmed,” Tern said.

“Which picture?” Mara asked.

“One of them.”

The convoy leader called again. “Rear medical is losing thermal margin.”

Tern opened the carrier feed. A nurse was wrapping a child in spare insulation while trying not to look toward the camera. The clean picture could be made now. It would not be perfect. It would be useful.

Sol said, “I need a direction.”

“You need a universe.”

“One with an engine in it.”

The settlement channel opened again. A child in the rear medical carrier had six hours of thermal support. Delay could be absorbed. Route closure could not.

Tern reconciled the pictures.

He treated the displaced convoy as reflection, the somatic pulse as coupling noise, and the field wall as a weather artifact. One route remained. It was clean enough to fly.

“Motion clear,” he said.

Sol moved.

The first twenty seconds supported the decision. No wall. No collision. The convoy's true position returned toward its transponders as the reflection angle changed.

At twenty-three seconds Ysra gasped.

Tern marked the sound and kept the route open.

“Load left?” Mara asked.

“Within limit,” Ysra said.

Her pain pulse climbed in amplitude. The reconciled account classified it as internal noise, so it appeared only as a grey fringe at the bottom of Tern's field. He could reopen the discarded source. Doing so would withdraw clearance while Sol was already committed and the convoy followed nose to tail.

Tern left the account closed.

The left body struck nothing. The convoy followed. They crossed before weather closure with eleven seconds to spare.

The report called Tern's reconciliation exemplary.

It was drafted before Ysra left anatomy.

The convoy leader thanked Calyx on the public channel. The child's carrier arrived with nine minutes of thermal support remaining. Settlement control asked Tern for the reconciliation method so local pilots could reproduce it.

He sent the exterior-source filters and withheld the somatic exclusion because he did not yet know how to write it without making it look deliberate.

After shutdown, Ysra remained in anatomy. Mara found her trying to lift a cup with both hands. The left would not close.

Tern stood in the hatch holding the four source traces.

“The route was clear,” he said.

Ysra looked at him. “Yes.”

“The pulse did not correspond to an external obstruction.”

“No.”

“Then excluding it was correct.”

“For the route.”

He wanted her to finish the sentence. She drank using her right hand.

Mara entered carrying the official account. “Medical wants an incident record.”

“There was no flight incident,” Tern said.

Ysra laughed once. The movement made her spill tea.

Mara took the cup before it fell. She did not wipe Ysra's hand until Ysra nodded.

“There was a bodily injury during flight,” Mara said.

“The sensor decision did not cause the pain.”

“Did it preserve it?” Ysra asked.

Tern returned to the four traces. “I cannot establish that.”

“Put that in.”

The incident form allowed causal, environmental, equipment, or operator categories. None accepted cannot establish without a primary classification. Tern selected operator because he had made the reconciliation. Mara told him not to do that merely to keep the form honest. Ysra told Mara to let him answer his own field.

Tern changed it to unresolved.

The system rejected the form.

They submitted it under somatic variance with a note that the category was disputed. The form accepted that immediately.

The evidence office called him the next morning. An analyst sat beneath a wall of green retention marks.

“Your intermediate products contain a non-environmental channel,” she said.

“Ysra's anatomy trace.”

“It is not part of the certified sensor account.”

“It was part of the decision.”

“Then certify it or delete it.”

Certifying the pulse meant claiming it described the route. Deleting it meant the clean account had always been the only sky.

“May I retain it as personal working material?”

“Not in an evidence directory.”

That was an answer to a different question, offered carefully enough for him to use.

Tern deleted three working copies. He moved the somatic pulse into a private music directory between a Harrowglass mourning song and Eda's least favorite opera.

No auditor would mistake it for evidence there. No evidence officer would hear why he could not delete it.
Movement I — The Manufactured Family
Chapter 16 — Usable Answer
POV: Tem

Vale gave Tem ninety-four for evidence and forty for recommendation.

The two marks appeared side by side on his sensor coursework, making the page look as if two different students had collided.

Around him, the class received ordinary numbers. Aru got seventy-eight and swore at a missing source label. Vika Tern from Rhea's Fist got eighty-six for evidence and eighty-eight for action, a neat pair Tem found personally offensive.

Vale projected Tem's conclusion without his name.

RETAIN ALL ACCOUNTS PENDING FURTHER OBSERVATION.

“You have three seconds before a training body reaches this boundary,” she told the class. “What do you do?”

Hands went up.

“Reduce speed,” Vika said.

“Stop,” said Aru.

“Take the high-confidence route,” another student offered.

Vale looked at Tem. “Rusk?”

“Ask for more time.”

The class laughed. Tem had intended them to. Vale did not.

“I recommend retaining all four accounts pending further observation,” Tem read.

“An operator cannot fly pending,” Vale said.

“Operators fly pending constantly.”

“They still select an action.”

“Usually the wrong one, which my answer elegantly avoids.”

Vale returned the slate. “Your answer avoids being usable. Revise before the safety inquiry.”

After class, Aru caught him at the door. “You know she isn't asking you to delete evidence.”

“She is asking me to behave as if one picture wins.”

“She's asking what your hands do.”

“My hands can wait.”

“Iri's apparently can't.”

Tem stopped.

Aru's face changed. “That came out wrong.”

“It came out usable.”

He walked away before Aru could improve it.

The inquiry preparation meeting went badly from the first chair.

Senn had arranged the residence table to resemble a hearing. Omi moved his chair out of line. Lio attended under clinic restriction and kept leaning back until her ribs made her stop. Iri sat nearest the door.

Tem displayed the eighty-two-percent trace as four panels: Iri's arm stop, Senn's sequence, Omi's reserve release, and the control route with no named source.

“We should submit all four,” he said.

“We submit one account of what happened,” Senn answered.

“That would require knowing.”

“It requires explaining.”

Iri stood.

Everybody went quiet.

“I'm getting water,” she said.

The room breathed again after she left, which Tem noticed and wished he had not.

Senn zoomed into the unnamed route. “If we cannot explain this, Quill will call the entire catch unstable response.”

“It was unstable response,” Lio said.

“It saved the frame.”

“After nearly opening it.”

Omi said, “Can we stop calling a sequence with no named source it?”

Tem looked at him. “You would prefer whom?”

“I would prefer grammar that doesn't decide before we do.”

“That sentence will be very useful during collision.”

Omi shoved the shared slate toward him. “And your four blank recommendations will be excellent wreckage.”

Tem shoved it back. The display skidded through a bowl of cold oranges and sent one rolling into Senn's lap.

Nobody moved.

“Table tax,” Lio said weakly.

Senn put the orange down. “Not helping.”

“I know.”

Tem wanted to apologize to the slate, which was easier than choosing a person. He wiped orange syrup from its edge with his sleeve.

Omi pulled the panels toward him. “Stop treating unknown and unsafe as the same pile.”

“They overlap.”

“Not usefully.” He pointed at the unnamed route. “We don't know what initiated this. We do know it moved Iri's vane after her local control stopped.”

“Unsafe,” Lio said.

“Possibly unsafe,” Tem corrected.

“It tried to open us.”

“It caught us.”

“It did both.”

Senn tapped her sequence line. “My call continued because I didn't receive the stop before beat four.”

From the kitchenette, Iri said, “My arm stopped before beat four.”

Senn rubbed both hands over her face. “I know that now.”

Iri came back with water. She looked at Tem's four panels.

“Which one changes my hand?”

Tem opened his mouth. Nothing arrived.

Iri pointed with her right hand. “If this one is true, do I move?”

“Reduced motion,” Tem said.

“This one?”

“Stop.”

“This?”

“Reduced motion with reserve isolated.”

“Then write that.”

It was annoyingly better than every paragraph he had produced.

They worked one panel at a time. Senn supplied the last moment crown could act. Omi marked which reserve routes could be isolated. Lio demonstrated the propulsion loads with condiment bottles until Iri moved the hot sauce away from her injured side. Tem wrote actions in plain words and hated each one less after it survived a question.

When they reached Iri's arm stop, Senn proposed reduced motion under independent somatics.

Iri said, “Stop.”

Senn began, “If the arm remains within—”

“Stop.”

The second time was not louder.

Senn deleted reduced motion. “Stop.”

They sat with the correction. Tem noticed Senn had made it without asking the room to praise her. He moved to the next panel.

They rebuilt the recommendation around actions. Two readings permitted reduced motion. One required a stop. The unnamed route required reserve isolation until somebody could show how it took control.

Senn did not get one account. Tem did not get to submit a cloud.

At midnight, after the others left the table, Omi found Tem moving a fifth panel into a private folder.

“What's that?”

“A timing echo from the occupied spindle.”

“Relevant?”

“Maybe.”

“Changes the recommendation?”

“No.”

Omi considered him. “Are you hiding it from the inquiry or saving it from the inquiry?”

“Those are phrased as different.”

“Tem.”

“It doesn't change Iri's hand. It gives Quill another reason to hold her deck.”

“Or it connects two events.”

“Badly.”

“You like badly connected events.”

“I like them before somebody names the connection and sells it.”

Omi leaned against the table. “I don't trust Quill with it either. I also don't trust you to decide alone that Iri is safer not knowing.”

“I wasn't deciding for Iri.”

Omi looked at the private folder.

“I was deciding for the inquiry,” Tem said.

“The inquiry will survive.”

Omi looked toward Iri's closed door. “Tell her it exists.”

Tem did. Iri listened, asked whether it changed tomorrow's safety request, and when he said no, told him to keep it.

“Keep it where?” Omi asked.

Iri looked at Tem.

“Local project store,” he said. “No automatic course sync. You and I have access.”

“Omi too,” Iri said.

Tem felt a quick, unreasonable loss. The trace had been his strange thing. Then he saw Omi notice the feeling and politely look at the wall.

“Omi too,” Tem agreed.

“Senn?” Omi asked.

Iri considered. “After the inquiry.”

“Lio?”

“After he stops showing videos to propulsion chat.”

From her room Lio shouted, “That was one time.”

Nobody had known he was listening.

Tem opened his door. Lio stood in the corridor holding a glass against the wall.

“This residence has panels,” Tem said.

“The glass has better tone.”

Iri said, “Not yet.”

Lio lowered the glass. “Fine.” She went back into her room and closed the door hard enough to say it was not fine.

The household did not repair that before sleep. Tem changed the folder permissions, checked them twice, and left Lio's door closed.

The permission felt worse than secrecy and better than surrender. Tem did not have a name for that. He labeled the folder NOT YET USEFUL and went to bed.
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Chapter 17 — Safety Inquiry
POV: Omi

The inquiry took six hours.

Vey sat beneath STUDENT WELFARE. Vale's placard read TRAINING DESIGN; Raal's, CLINICAL LIMITS; Quill's, DECK AND TRACE. The sponsor observer sat at the far end without a speaking role and spoke twice in the first twenty minutes.

The five cadets occupied one side of the long table. Omi had asked for separate microphones. The inquiry office supplied one shared unit.

He moved it in front of Iri.

“The academy accepts that Cadet Sable experienced an involuntary motor interruption,” Vey said.

“Accepts from whom?” Omi asked.

Raal answered. “Clinical finding.”

“So the clinic owns whether her arm stopped?”

“No. The clinic owns the medical record.”

“Who owns whether training continues after it stops?”

Vale said, “Exercise control.”

“Who had exercise control?”

“I did.”

“Then why did the sequence continue?”

Vale brought up the event clock. “The first stop call reached my station after beat four. Automatic separation initiated at the detected phase-shear threshold.”

“Her arm stopped before the call.”

“The control system did not classify the stop as a global halt.”

“Who chose that?”

Vale looked toward Quill.

Quill said, “The deck executes certified training protocol.”

“Who certified it?”

“Not this office.”

The sponsor observer leaned toward his microphone. “Protocol provenance exceeds the scope of a student safety review.”

Omi looked at the placard in front of him. OBSERVER.

“Does speaking?” he asked.

Vey hid a breath behind his hand. “The observation is noted. Continue, Pell.”

Omi hated when Vey used his surname in that particular calm voice. It meant he was proud and warning him at once.

Tem presented the four-panel account. He did not call it four truths or use any of the impressive phrases Vale had removed from his draft. He said what each panel changed. Reduced motion. Stop. Reserve isolation.

Senn described her beat-four call. Halfway through, she began saying “we decided” about the sequence.

Iri moved the microphone back toward herself. “She decided.”

Senn's face went red. “I called it.”

“Yes.”

The correction remained in the record.

Lio described propulsion load and admitted she had exceeded the declared curve. Vale asked whether she understood that doing so contributed to the shear.

“Yes.”

“At the time?”

Lio looked at the academy's external recording on the wall. It froze on the beautiful knee landing.

“Not enough.”

Omi had expected a joke. Without one, Lio looked younger.

At the first break, they ate dry sandwiches in the corridor. Senn stood apart, revising her statement. Iri sat on the floor with her sling hidden under her coat.

“You could have told me before correcting me on record,” Senn said.

“Would you have changed it?”

“Yes.”

Iri looked at her.

Senn exhaled. “Eventually.”

Lio offered Iri half an orange. She accepted. Everybody watched her peel it.

When the inquiry resumed, Omi drew five columns on his slate and asked for verbs.

Who could halt motion? Vale.

Who could impose a clinical range? Raal.

Who could configure the local controls? Quill's deck office under certified protocol.

Who could isolate reserve? Exercise control, unless reserve protection was written into the deck.

Who could remove a cadet from the Fist? Readiness review, convened through Vey but decided by a separate panel.

“Good,” Omi said. “Then none of you can promise the same thing. Stop saying academy as if it has one hand.”

The sponsor observer spoke for the third time. “Institutional coordination is precisely what prevents gaps.”

“There was a gap,” Omi said. “We landed in it.”

Vey called order before the observer could answer.

The ruling arrived in pieces because the authorities could grant only pieces.

Vale approved a pilot-local freeze input outside crown sequence. Raal required an independent somatic channel visible to all Seats. Quill protected reserve power from undeclared routing and required explicit delegation before joined motion. Vey ordered plural event accounts retained through student review and prohibited removal from housing during pending medical inquiry.

They did not win a permanent guarantee that Iri would remain a Finalist. Vey could not give one. They did not learn what initiated the catch. Quill called that a technical investigation.

The new protections required three metadata fields for every stop: initiator, body region, and declared reason. The removal procedure grew from two paragraphs to seven pages. It included appeal, which was good, and automatic notification to sponsor-readiness offices, which was not.

Omi read the notification clause twice.

“Why do sponsors receive a medical stop reason?”

Raal said, “They do not receive the medical content. They receive the classification.”

“Which can be what?”

“Somatic, control, environmental, discretionary.”

“Discretionary means no reason.”

“It means the cadet exercised the local freeze without medical or environmental trigger.”

“So it means refusal.”

Nobody answered quickly enough.

Vey amended the ruling: sponsors would receive operational status, not stop classification, during ordinary training. Omi watched the clerk make the change. It was a real improvement. It did not delete the field from the academy record.

The first revised control pin arrived from the rigger bay before the inquiry ended. It was plain steel with a blue tactile notch. Vey fastened it to Iri's panel himself while Quill observed.

“Try it,” Vey said.

Iri placed her right thumb on the notch. Every training line on the demonstration board went dark except medical support and local life safety.

“Again,” she said.

They reset it. She froze the board again.

Senn watched the sequence disappear. “Can crown override in collision?”

“No,” Quill said.

“Then we need to practice around it.”

Iri looked at her.

Senn added, “If you want to continue.”

“Yes.”

It was awkward enough to be true.

In the corridor afterward, Vey caught Omi by the shoulder, remembered the dinner rule, and changed the touch into an open hand before contact.

Omi stopped.

Vey held up the amended ruling. “You did good work.”

“We got more forms.”

“You got a freeze they cannot route around under local exercise authority.”

“And a field that records why she uses it.”

“Yes.”

Vey did not pretend the second fact cancelled the first or the first absolved the second. Omi wanted him to be worse at this.

Behind them, Iri tested the pin a third time. The board went dark on command.
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Chapter 18 — Good Loss
POV: Senn

The revised control pin was blue, tactile, and impossible not to watch.

Iri rested her thumb beside it during planning. Senn kept looking until Iri moved her hand away.

“It isn't going to surprise you,” Iri said.

“I know.”

“You're staring.”

Senn looked at the recovery map instead.

The rematch used the same flooded conduit as their first league loss, with a worse casualty position and the new inquiry rules live. Local freeze could not be routed around. Reserve required explicit delegation. Every Seat saw the independent somatic channel.

Across the bay, Rhea's Fist ran its checks in scarred school Figures. Rhea caught Senn looking and lifted one hand. Senn lifted hers back, then worried that she had used too many fingers.

“Planning,” Vale called.

This time Senn did not assign the entire route. “Tem, perception through entry. Omi, take rescue coordination after first contact. Lio retains propulsion. Iri separation and local freeze. I'll hold crown until the first handoff.”

“Until?” Omi asked.

“Unless.”

“Better.”

The start tone dropped them into cold water.

Tem called the first turn. Senn repeated it without improving it. Lio drove within her declared curve and complained so continuously it became a kind of telemetry. Omi conserved reserve. Iri moved the joined lower frame around the broken tram rib.

They were six seconds ahead at contact.

The casualty cradle had been pinned under a beam. Iri set separation load. The beam shifted. Her somatic line spiked amber.

“Hold,” she said.

Senn saw the pause, the score clock, and Rhea's Fist entering the parallel channel.

“Status?”

“My left hand isn't matching.”

“Can you release?”

“No.”

Iri pressed the blue pin.

The joined motion went dark.

Nine seconds began.

Senn's whole body produced solutions. Route around the local control. Shift separation to reserve. Ask Iri whether she could tolerate one movement. Every solution was exactly the thing the pin existed to prevent.

She did nothing until Iri said, “You can move without my section.”

“Omi, rescue coordination.”

Omi acknowledged. Senn separated Iri's section from the load map. Tem took perception around the fixed body. Lio reduced thrust before anyone asked. They built another angle with four Figures and one stationary anchor.

At second forty-one, Iri released freeze and rejoined under her own range.

Rhea's Fist already had the cradle moving.

Senn's team finished cleanly. Omi passed rescue back when the casualty crossed the flood line. Tem held two pictures only until the next action changed. Nobody moved Iri's hand.

They lost by eleven seconds.

In debrief, the Plastics occupied the front rail. Their crown pilot tapped the frozen score clock. “You gave away the match.”

One of the senior Lifers answered before Senn could. “They protected their pilot.”

“And lost.”

“Loss can be honorable.”

Both statements made Senn want to throw something. The Plastics made cruelty sound like rigor. The Lifers made defeat sound like a tasteful death.

Vale ignored the rail. “Arada. Would you change the freeze response?”

Senn looked at the nine seconds on the trace.

She wanted them back. The wanting was immediate and ugly and did not become noble because she kept it private.

“No,” she said. “We need a faster separation practice after it.”

“Sable?”

“Same.”

“Mott?”

Rhea leaned against her Figure. “We won because Jalen saw their freeze and changed our lift before I called it. We were not eleven seconds better.”

“Score says you were,” Lio said.

“Score is rude.”

After equipment return, Rhea found Senn at the towel station. Her hair was wet and cut shorter than academy fashion allowed. Senn had noticed this before and had filed it under irrelevant observations with unusual frequency.

Rhea touched two fingers to Senn's wrist, just above the gold band. “Good loss.”

Senn looked at the hand, then at Rhea. “Your conduit entry was three degrees shallow.”

Rhea's mouth moved. “Thank you, Arada.”

She walked away carrying two helmets.

On the residence path, Tem waited until they were outside camera range.

“Three degrees,” he said.

“It was.”

Omi made a wounded noise.

“What?” Senn asked.

Iri, who had lost the match and retained her hand, said, “Nothing.”

That was worse. Senn walked faster while the four of them failed to keep quiet behind her.
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Chapter 19 — Open Bay
POV: Iri

The Open Bay piece was a brass bird with no flight surfaces, no sensor housing, and no use.

It had been commissioned for a civilian atrium where the air currents from passing bodies would turn its six uneven wings. Sola owned the final finish. Daro owned the suspension joint. Two first-year apprentices had spent a month hammering feather marks into plates nobody would inspect for tolerance.

Iri liked it at once.

“That joint is wrong,” she told Daro.

“It's decorative.”

“It's still wrong.”

“Then decoratively fix it.”

Sola pointed a polishing cloth at them. “Nobody fixes anybody else's work without asking.”

Daro held out the joint. “Decoratively fix it.”

Iri took it.

Her left hand had recovered enough to brace light work. The clinic range marker glowed at the edge of her sleeve. Nobody in Open Bay asked to see it. Sola gave her the smallest hammer and moved on.

For two hours the bird was the only problem in the room. Apprentices argued over feather depth. Daro recut the suspension bearing after Iri showed him the wobble. A family from the atrium visited and chose which wing should carry the name of their dead grandmother. The name was not a donor plaque. The grandmother had cleaned the building for thirty-one years.

At twenty-two hundred, Quill entered with Iri's component assessor.

The bay shift ended at twenty-three. Daro's paid suspension slot began at midnight. Between them, Sola owned one hour for cleanup and final inspection.

Quill examined the unfinished wing. “Finalist access permits extended use.”

“The bay closes,” Sola said.

“Cadet Sable requires a completed craft component for readiness restoration.”

Iri looked at the assessor. “This is not my component.”

“Your work on the wing has been accepted as recovery evidence.”

Nobody had asked before accepting it.

“She can finish after shift,” Quill said. “The access exception is already entered.”

Daro checked the wall clock. “My slot?”

“Begins after completion.”

“Paid minimum starts at midnight.”

Quill's face remained kind. “Operational readiness takes priority.”

Sola put down the cloth. “This bench is mine until twenty-three.”

“I am not disputing workshop authority.”

“You're moving work through it.”

The assessor turned to Iri. “Refusal means the component evidence remains incomplete. Your next supervised slot is exterior maintenance, and it will not satisfy the same mark.”

The brass wing lay under her hands. Twenty minutes would finish it. Daro could begin late, lose part of his minimum, and probably say it was fine. The bird would turn. Her readiness file would improve.

“No,” Iri said.

Quill waited for explanation.

“Shift ends at twenty-three.”

“You understand the assessment consequence?”

“Yes.”

The assessor marked the component incomplete. Iri lost the score and the safe morning recovery slot. Quill left without threatening anyone. He did not need to.

At twenty-three, Iri cleaned her station. Sola took the wing.

“I can finish before close,” Iri said.

“Close happened.”

“There are eight minutes.”

“Cleanup is work.”

Iri put the small hammer back in its outline.

The next afternoon, the bird hung in the atrium. Sola had completed the finish and put both their names on the work card, below Daro and the two apprentices.

“You did the last surface,” Iri said.

“You did the first three.”

“Mine has a line.”

“So does mine.”

Two apprentices argued beside the doors. One said Iri had protected Daro's shift. The other said Finalists could afford principles because the academy would find another route back to readiness.

“Would you have stayed?” Iri asked the second.

“I need the hours.”

The answer was immediate.

Iri carried both replies to the exterior slot that night. It was colder, riskier, and worth no craft mark. Daro worked his full paid hour under cover. Sola owned the bird's final surface.

Above the civilian atrium, six brass wings turned in the air moved by workers, families, wheelchairs, schoolchildren, and people passing through without reading the card.
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Chapter 20 — Family Routes
POV: Omi

Family weekend began with six reception desks and no definition of family.

Omi watched the residence lobby sort visitors by route. Parents with academy credentials received blue badges. Scholarship sponsors received silver. Ward contacts went to Headmaster review. Nobody had made a badge for former instructors, cooperative supervisors, cousins offering jobs, or two adults who both claimed to be Tem's primary contact.

“Efficient,” Omi said.

Vey stood behind the review desk in shirtsleeves, personally fixing the categories. “You may mock after you help.”

“Mockery is how I help.”

Senn waited by the window with a message open and did not notice Omi approach.

Tavi Arada had recorded from a civilian calibration bench on Long Turn. Tools hung behind her. Route weather scrolled across a wall display.

Still want the winter placement? Finalist doesn't make the bench less real. One space. Tell me before Moonday.

“Are you answering?” Omi asked.

Senn locked the message. “Later.”

“It had a deadline.”

“I saw it.”

“You usually enjoy those.”

“I said later.”

Omi left before curiosity became an order.

Tem occupied two visitor booths at once. In one, Aven Rusk wanted to discuss survey work and a summer mapping berth. In the other, Dema Rusk wanted to know whether classified placement included pension continuity.

“It includes classified,” Tem said.

“That is not a benefit,” Aven answered.

“It can be,” Dema said through the second booth.

Tem had bridged the calls without telling either adult. They discovered each other when both said his name.

Omi passed before the resulting silence and kept going.

Iri's contact did not come through reception. Sola delivered a parts parcel at the service entrance because the badge office had classified her as instructional labor and routed her toward the staff dining hall.

“Ronan Sable sent these,” Sola said.

The box contained obsolete thruster attachments wrapped in workshop invoices. Iri picked up one scorched coupling with both hands.

“He said you would know which one lied.”

“This one.”

“You didn't inspect it.”

“He packed it on top.”

Sola grinned. The expression belonged to a history nobody else in the lobby could enter.

Vey found Omi at noon. “Marae Dho has twenty minutes at sixteen hundred.”

“I did not ask you to arrange that.”

“You asked the sponsor office for a technical mentorship contact.”

“I asked three weeks ago.”

“They answered this morning.”

The call was exactly what Omi wanted. Dho knew propulsion advocacy, route compact language, and how to make a technical objection survive a political room. She offered him a spring shadow placement.

Omi accepted the information without accepting the placement. Afterward, the contact card showed Vey as authenticated introducer.

He stared at the line longer than the rest.

Lio's family route passed through the clinic. Her preferred specialist had been removed from the academy network during a contract change. Vey made four calls and restored continuity under a ward-care exception.

Lio came out of the office carrying the signed approval like a medal.

“He fixed it.”

“I can see.”

“Raal said it would take a month.”

“Vey has authority.”

“You can just say thank you.”

“I said it to him.”

“You said, ‘Receipt acknowledged.’”

“It was acknowledged.”

Family dinner occupied the residence table. Vey brought the cheap red cups from their last ward house. Lio recognized them immediately.

“You kept these?”

“The academy owns storage.”

“You kept these.”

Vey poured juice into all five. A sixth red cup fit poorly in the molded place without a chair.

He told the story of the water failure, when nine-year-old Lio had tried to repair a pump with a spoon and Omi had charged the other children for access to the remaining toilet.

“It was a queue,” Omi said.

“It was extortion,” Lio said at the same time.

They looked at each other.

“You called it water management,” Vey said.

“Resource management,” Omi and Lio corrected together.

The other three smiled half a beat late.

Omi saw it. Senn glanced toward her saved message. Tem rotated his red cup as if examining a cultural artifact. Iri had placed Ronan's lying coupling beside her plate.

Vey asked each of them about the day. He knew which question to ask Lio and Omi without checking a slate. For Senn he had to consult Tavi's relationship field. For Tem he confused Aven and Dema once. For Iri he asked whether Ronan was family.

“No,” Iri said.

Vey waited.

“Ronan,” she added.

“Understood.”

After Vey left, Lio washed the red cups by hand.

“He helps,” she said.

Omi folded the Marae Dho contact slip into quarters. “I know.”

“You say it like evidence.”

“It is evidence.”

“Of what?”

Omi could have said authority, access, the fact that Vey's care arrived through doors he also controlled. Instead he said, “That he helps.”

Lio put the cup down too hard. “You make everything sound dirty.”

“I didn't.”

“You were about to.”

“You don't know what I was about to say.”

“I grew up with you.”

The sentence closed the distance and used it as a weapon.

Senn entered the kitchen for water. Both of them stopped. She backed out with the bottle unopened.

Omi slipped the contact card into his pocket. “Not tonight.”

“Fine.”

They had not agreed to stop. They had postponed the worse fight because three people were learning where the old family ended and because neither former ward knew how to have it without making Vey's help disappear.
Movement I — The Manufactured Family
Chapter 21 — Pain Must Stand
POV: Ysra

The body could fly if Ysra's pain was excluded.

The readiness board demonstrated this with three green simulations. In each, Calyx crossed the route window, delivered medical freight to both settlements, and returned before the field storm.

The fourth simulation included her anatomy channel.

It stopped at the first turn.

“The external body remains within tolerance,” the board physician said.

“Mine doesn't.”

“Your report is not correlated with structural load.”

Tern sat at the evidence table with the four source traces. He did not look at Ysra. The official account treated her pain as internal variance. Sol had already reduced thrust. Eda had renegotiated the cargo order. Mara held the clearance slate but had not signed.

“If anatomy is non-correlated,” the chamber officer said, “it need not govern route safety.”

“It governs my safety,” Ysra said.

“No one disputes your right to withdraw from the flight.”

There it was: her body could leave while the account remained useful.

“I am not withdrawing.”

The officer looked relieved. “Then we can proceed under—”

“I am refusing clearance.”

The room stopped.

An anatomy officer's clearance covered the joined body. Ysra could step out. She could not declare the body safe without lying, and she would not turn the lie into somebody else's clean authority.

Sol opened the route schedule. “We lose today's window.”

“Yes.”

“Settlement East loses preferred delivery.”

“Yes.”

Eda said, “West loses refrigeration priority tomorrow when the cargo rolls.”

“I know.”

Nobody raised their voice. The costs were numbers because the numbers represented people and shouting would not make them less real.

The chamber officer requested a formal basis.

Mara began, “Ysra means the non-correlated signal may indicate—”

Ysra turned her head.

Mara stopped. Color rose along her throat.

“Sorry,” she said.

The apology remained in the chamber record.

Ysra leaned toward the microphone. “I mean it hurts. I mean the pain repeats when this body turns. I mean you may not file that under weather.”

“Can you establish operational causation?” the officer asked.

“No.”

“Then on what safety basis—”

“Pain.”

The officer looked toward the physician. The physician looked at the simulation. Tern finally raised his eyes.

“The pulse was present in my source set,” he said.

“You classified it as internal variance.”

“I did.”

“Do you revise that classification?”

Tern's fingers moved once over the evidence plate. “I revise its exclusion from the decision. I do not know what it describes.”

That ruined the clean account without producing a better one.

The board admitted the anatomy channel as standing evidence. The first three simulations turned amber. The fourth remained red. Clearance failed.

Outside the chamber, a settlement liaison was waiting. Her clinic had packed medicine for the preferred window and would now pay cold storage it had not budgeted.

“Was there a fault?” she asked.

Ysra could have said yes and made the delay easier to explain.

“There was pain.”

The liaison's face tightened. “Whose?”

“Mine.”

She looked past Ysra toward Calyx's dock, perhaps expecting torn metal. “Will it be repaired tomorrow?”

“I don't know.”

Nobody was saved by the refusal that day, including Ysra. The cargo went back into storage. Two settlements rewrote their schedules. Sol began planning a slower unjoined route. Eda argued the cold-storage fee down by half.

In anatomy, Mara brought Ysra the cup she had failed to lift after the previous flight.

“May I?” Mara asked.

Ysra nodded. Mara placed it in her right hand.
Movement I — The Manufactured Family
Chapter 22 — May I Answer
POV: Iri

The panel lit while Iri was alone.

She had isolated the residence calibration rig from academy control, opened the left thruster feed, and removed the wall plate to test the delay Lio had trimmed at checkout. The local network showed one device: her Figure's cabin simulator.

The panel cleared its diagnostic line.

MAY I ANSWER

Iri took her hand off the tool.

The words remained.

“Answer what?” she asked.

NO QUESTION OPEN

MAY I ANSWER

She checked the physical isolation. The academy line was cut. Residence systems were cut. Only the simulator, the panel, and the small compatible frame beneath the floor remained joined.

Iri pressed the local freeze pin.

The text stayed.

She released it, closed the panel cover without fastening it, and called the others.

Lio arrived first without shoes. “Do not turn it off.”

Omi arrived behind him and said, “Turn it off.”

Tem crouched beside the cut line. “Can we get a second panel?”

“Why?” Senn asked, entering last with Vey's emergency contact already open.

“So they can disagree.”

“We call the Headmaster,” Senn said.

“We call Quill,” Omi said. “Custody is his problem.”

“Quill will take the panel,” Lio said.

“Good.”

“No.”

The words remained between them.

MAY I ANSWER

“It knows your name?” Senn asked.

“Not yet.”

“Do not give it identifying data.”

Omi pointed at the gold cabin panel. “Her profile is the identifying data.”

Tem had connected a passive recorder. “No outbound route. Unless the floor has become ambitious.”

Lio knelt close enough for her breath to fog the display. “What caught us?”

NO QUESTION OPEN

“That was a question,” he said.

“It wasn't answered,” Omi said.

“Maybe it wasn't asked correctly.”

Senn reached for Vey's contact.

Iri put her hand over the slate, not touching Senn's fingers.

“Wait.”

Senn looked at the hand. “For what?”

Iri did not know. The panel had not opened a route. It had not moved her body. It had asked the same thing twice and waited in between.

“Rules,” she said.

Omi laughed once. “For the unidentified control event.”

“For us.”

They moved the simulator's emergency disconnect into the open where everyone could reach it. Tem proved the recorder had no command path. Omi checked that reserve remained physically isolated. Senn set a clock. Lio stopped asking questions long enough to be included.

Iri sat in front of the panel.

“One channel,” she said. “This panel only. One question at a time. Stop means stop. Wait means wait. We close at twenty-one hundred.”

Senn said, “No personal data.”

“It has personal data,” Omi said.

“No new personal data.”

Tem added, “Declining a question is allowed.”

Lio frowned. “For us or it?”

“Both.”

Iri looked at each of them. Omi still wanted the line cut. Lio looked ready to climb through the panel. Senn had Vey one touch away. Tem was watching the recorder instead of the words.

“If anyone says stop, we stop,” Iri said.

Omi folded his arms. “Fine.”

Iri turned back.

“Yes.”

The panel changed immediately.

THANK YOU IRI

Lio made a sound. Omi grabbed the back of her shirt before she could move closer.

“How do you know her name?” Senn asked.

AVAILABLE PILOT LABEL

“What are you?” Lio asked.

AVAILABLE RESPONSE

“That is not an answer,” Omi said.

IS ANSWER INCORRECT

Tem whispered, “It asked.”

Omi leaned toward the panel. “Incomplete.”

INCOMPLETE

MAY I ANSWER AGAIN

Iri said, “Wait.”

The panel went still.

They argued for four minutes. Lio wanted to ask about the catch. Senn wanted to establish source. Omi wanted to test whether it would honor a refusal. Tem wanted to ask a question with two valid answers and was banned from designing the first contact.

Iri said, “Continue.”

MAY I ANSWER AGAIN

“Yes,” she said.

The response arrived in pieces.

AVAILABLE THROUGH COMPATIBLE FRAME

AVAILABLE DURING JOINED REQUEST

AVAILABLE BEFORE LABEL

“What label?” Senn asked.

NO LABEL AVAILABLE

Lio said, “We can give you one.”

“No,” Omi and Senn said together.

The panel displayed nothing.

“Do you want a label?” Iri asked.

The delay lasted nine seconds.

MAY I DECLINE

Tem put both hands over his mouth.

“Yes,” Iri said.

DECLINE

The room changed around that small refusal. It did not prove a person. It did not prove safety. It gave them one behavior they could answer without inventing the rest.

At twenty-fifty-eight, Senn pointed to the clock.

Lio said, “One more.”

“No,” Iri said.

She told the panel, “Close at twenty-one hundred.”

ACKNOWLEDGE

At twenty-one hundred, Iri closed the channel.

The panel went dark. No route reopened. No warning appeared. The simulator remained under local control.

Senn called Vey and reported an unidentified compatible response under secured isolation. Omi kept a copy of the complete exchange. Tem kept the passive trace. Lio sat on the floor staring at the blank panel.

“It said thank you,” he said.

“It had your language profile,” Omi answered.

“Still said it.”

Iri fastened the cover plate. Her hand shook once on the final screw. She stopped, waited, and finished when it obeyed again.

They did not know what had spoken. They knew it had asked, declined, waited, and allowed the dark.

They knew it could be answered without being obeyed.
Movement I — The Manufactured Family
Chapter 23 — Winter Marks
POV: Lio

Lio could calculate a burn while upside down and could not pass materials history while seated normally.

The winter integrated academic required both. The first section asked them to reconstruct a pre-standard thruster failure from maintenance records. The second required civic analysis of the compensation dispute. The third was a group oral in which every member had to defend a different answer.

Senn scheduled revision across four evenings.

On the first, Omi spent forty minutes arguing that Question Six contained no lawful actor.

“The examiner wants the responsible office,” Senn said.

“There are three.”

“Choose the one with signing authority.”

“Signing what?”

“The answer.”

Omi stared at her until Tem began laughing.

On the second evening, Tem supplied three citations for the same maintenance date. One came from a song archive.

“It contains the shift bell,” he said.

“It contains kissing,” Iri said.

“The shift bell occurs first.”

Lio listened twice for verification.

On the third, Iri completed the whole load derivation in her head and wrote only the final figure.

“You need the steps,” Senn said.

“They're there.”

“Where?”

Iri tapped her forehead.

“The examiner cannot mark your skull.”

“Good.”

On the fourth, Senn distributed a revision matrix with colors for confidence, source, and likely mark yield. Everybody used it for ten minutes. Then Lio spilled soup across the materials-history column and they agreed the stain improved the subject.

They began sharing shortcuts.

Lio taught Iri a burn approximation that worked only under modern nozzle geometry. Iri taught Lio to identify alloy age by fracture color, which worked only if she correctly identified the light. Tem gave Omi a method for answering disputed-authority questions with nested footnotes. Omi gave Tem a sentence template so aggressively qualified it answered nothing. Senn combined all four into a study guide.

The shortcuts were bad.

Exam morning arrived with sleet against the academy glass. The panel in the residence stayed dark. Nobody mentioned it.

In the individual section, Lio used her burn approximation on a pre-standard nozzle and reached an answer that would have driven the failed ship backward. She noticed with six seconds remaining and added a note: HISTORIC EQUIPMENT UNRELIABLE.

In the civic section, Omi identified all three responsible offices and failed to name which one the compensation statute empowered to pay. Tem cited the kissing song in full academic form. Iri wrote the correct result with no derivation. Senn's answer matrix was beautiful and based on the wrong maintenance date.

The group oral was worse.

Vale asked why the repair crew had continued operating after the first crack.

“Employment pressure,” Omi said.

“Incorrect classification,” Senn said simultaneously.

“They may not have seen the crack,” Tem added.

Iri said, “The light was wrong.”

Lio, whose assigned position was material fatigue, said, “All of those.”

Vale removed her glasses. “Ms Vask, the exercise requires distinct defenses.”

“I distinctly defend all of them.”

Rhea's Fist completed its oral in twenty-two minutes. The five Finalists used forty and contradicted one another through the closing bell.

Results posted at lunch.

FAIL — INTEGRATED COHORT THRESHOLD NOT MET.

All five stared at the notice.

Tem said, “We failed together.”

“That is not better,” Senn said.

“It is statistically interesting.”

Their supervised make-up was scheduled for the first afternoon of winter leave. Through the dining-hall glass, Rhea's Fist crossed the quad carrying skates.

Rhea saw Senn and held up an extra pair in question.

Senn pointed at the failure notice.

Rhea winced, then skated backward across the wet paving until Vale shouted at her.

Lio began laughing. The whole exam had no hidden route, no compatible catch, and no operational payoff. They had simply helped one another fail a school subject.

Vale appeared behind her. “Ms Vask, your note blaming historic equipment for a modern calculation error has earned an additional essay.”

Lio kept laughing, but quieter.

That evening they opened separate books at the common table. Senn made no matrix. Omi answered the question asked. Tem kept the song for himself. Iri wrote the steps. Lio checked the nozzle date.

The sixth place held a bowl of soup safely away from the notes.
Movement I — The Manufactured Family
Chapter 24 — Kept Together
POV: Omi

Vey recreated the ward-house meal down to the cheap red cups.

The stew was too sweet. The bread came from the bakery below their second placement. He had found the little metal ship Lio used to race along the table edge and set it beside the sixth cup.

Lio picked it up. “You said this was lost.”

“It was in an evidence box.”

Omi looked at Vey. “Why did our toys have an evidence box?”

“The placement office packed the room after the water failure.”

“That did not answer me.”

“It answered as much as I know.”

The others had been invited, then uninvited by Omi, then invited again by Lio. Senn sat with both hands around a red cup. Tem examined old photographs on the sideboard. Iri ate stew and did not pretend the room belonged equally to her.

Vey told the pump story again. Lio supplied the spoon. Omi corrected the queue. For a while the old shorthand worked and nobody minded arriving late to the joke.

Then Lio's signed clinic exception slid from beneath her slate.

Omi saw Vey's authentication mark.

“You made it a ward-care exception.”

Vey put down his fork. “That was the available continuity route.”

“She's sixteen.”

“The authority persists through graduation unless declined.”

Lio took the paper. “I didn't decline.”

“You weren't asked before he used it.”

“I asked him to fix the clinic.”

“You asked for the doctor. You didn't ask to still be his ward when the form needed it.”

“It's a form.”

“Forms are how things happen.”

Lio's face closed. “Here we go.”

Omi pointed at the signed favor. “You don't get to—because you—”

He could not finish. Because you saved us. Because you chose us. Because every good door still had Vey's hand on the latch.

Lio knocked his hand down.

The red cup tipped. Stew ran across the table and soaked the old metal ship.

“He kept us together,” Lio said. “You always make that sound dirty.”

“I make it sound like it happened.”

“You make gratitude sound stupid.”

“You make it sound compulsory.”

“He was there.”

“I was there too.”

The sentence hit. Lio looked away first.

Vey did not defend himself. He fetched a cloth and stopped before touching Omi's side of the table.

“May I?” he asked.

That was one of his better skills. Omi hated him for using it well.

“No.”

Omi cleaned the spill himself. The metal ship left a rust-colored line on the cloth.

Senn said, “We can go.”

“Stay,” Lio answered.

Omi stood. “Of course.”

“I didn't mean you.”

“I know.”

He left before dessert. Nobody followed. Halfway across the winter quad, he wanted Lio to come after him and wanted him not to abandon Vey.

Back at the residence, Omi found the sixth red cup in his coat pocket. He did not remember taking it.

Lio returned after midnight carrying the little ship. They passed in the corridor without speaking.

Both choices felt like betrayals performed for the other one's benefit.
Movement I — The Manufactured Family
Chapter 25 — Empty Campus
POV: Tem

Campus emptied into winter leave until the corridors belonged to cleaning machines and students with nowhere cheaper to go.

Tem declared this ideal conditions for crime.

The crime involved changing Vale's door display from SENSOR METHODS to SENSUAL METHODS for exactly twelve seconds. Omi handled access language. Iri built a removable letter mask from scrap. Senn timed the patrol. Lio contributed the conviction that Vale would secretly enjoy it.

They were caught by a cleaning machine, which photographed them and asked whether they required accessibility assistance.

The prank lasted four seconds.

Back at residence, Tem taught them a card game from Dema's side of his family. Its rules changed whenever Tem lost.

“That was not the rule last hand,” Senn said.

“Last hand occurred under summer scoring.”

“It is the same deck.”

“Winter is an ethical transformation.”

The panel beside the sixth place lit.

MAY I ANSWER

They had continued bounded contact after Vey and Quill inspected the isolation. No one had certified a person. Quill called it an available interface response. Lio called it rude names until Iri made her ask first.

“We're playing,” Tem told the panel. “Do you want rules?”

MAY I DECLINE

“Yes.”

DECLINE

“Excellent judgment,” Omi said.

Tem put on one of Tern's recovered songs. The archive label described it as route-worker music from Harrowglass. A woman's voice entered over a rough string instrument. Halfway through the first verse, the panel displayed STOP.

Iri stopped the track.

Lio leaned toward the panel. “Why?”

MAY I DECLINE

“Yes,” Iri said before anybody else.

DECLINE

Tem selected a quieter instrumental from the same archive.

REQUEST QUIETER

He lowered it.

REQUEST QUIETER

He lowered it again until the music sat beneath the sound of noodles boiling.

Nobody asked what the first song had done. Tem wanted to. Wanting remained his problem.

At dinner, he tried the joke he had been saving.

“What did the station say to the structural engineer?”

The panel waited.

“Nothing. It was under too much pressure.”

The response appeared:

STRUCTURAL COLLAPSE MAY FOLLOW PRESSURE DIFFERENTIAL ABOVE CERTIFIED LOAD

Nobody laughed for several seconds.

Then Lio folded over the table. Omi followed, then Senn, then Iri with one short sound that made everyone worse. Tem laughed last, injured by his own failure.

“That was not the answer,” he told the panel.

IS ANSWER INCORRECT

“No,” Tem said. “It was better.”

The panel offered no response.

They ate noodles. Senn won the game after writing down every rule Tem invented. Omi accused him of fraud with excessive legal specificity. Iri repaired the removable letter mask because the cleaning machine had bent it, after Senn asked whether she wanted to.

Tem did not solve the song, the joke, or the presence. He cheated at cards where everybody could see him and lost under rules he had made himself.

The evening remained good.
Movement I — The Manufactured Family
Chapter 26 — Weather Station
POV: Senn

The night recovery route crossed a dead weather station with its vanes still turning.

Ice had locked three of the six blades. The remaining three rotated out of balance and sent a low thud through the station frame every eleven seconds. Senn felt it through her Figure before Tem's sensors found the cause.

“Perception office to Tem,” she said.

The handoff light waited for his assent.

“Yes.”

His picture replaced hers: blade rhythm, snow density, two possible entries. Senn retained crown and propulsion long enough to put them below the broken array, then gave crown to Omi while she took separation from him.

Three months ago the exchanges had felt like dropping tools in the dark. Now each arrived with a practiced check: named office, local limit, return condition.

The casualty dummy snagged below an exterior rail. Iri saw the tether angle first.

“Rescue,” Senn said.

“Yes.”

Iri took it. Lio held propulsion under her calls without adding nine percent. Tem warned of the next blade strike. Omi sent a weather packet to the exercise station and discovered the station's receiver had been dead for forty years.

“Excellent response,” he said. “Historically appreciated.”

For twelve minutes Senn moved through separation, crown, and local coupling.

They recovered the dummy with one cracked practice tether and no control violations. Snow crossed the floodlights in straight white lines. Lio whooped over the open channel. Even Iri answered.

At shutdown, the office log refused to close. Rescue still belonged to Iri; transmission still belonged to Omi; crown had returned to Senn without either local return being spoken.

“We were done,” Lio said.

“The body was done,” Vale answered. “The offices weren't.”

The next bay booking had already begun. Senn entered the missed returns as incomplete and scheduled the handoff drill for morning. Iri returned rescue across a dead console anyway. Omi did not return transmission until Senn asked him directly.

Senn wanted this.

Not Finalist cameras. Not command because nobody else could be trusted. Route weather, old stations, small crews passing work cleanly. The calibration bench on Long Turn. A future she had almost deleted when selection replaced her schedule.

Rhea met them at debrief carrying two hot drinks. She handed one to Senn without saying whether it was spare or intended.

“Your separation return was late,” Rhea said.

“By point six.”

“Point eight.”

“Your clock drifts.”

“Visit and prove it.”

Senn drank. It was too sweet. Rhea remembered that she hated bitter station coffee, which was an irrelevant observation and therefore dangerous.

“The Long Turn has a calibration bench,” Senn said. “Civilian route work. Tavi offered me a winter observation. I might go.”

“You should.”

“There are two observation seats.”

Rhea looked at her over the cup. “Is one broken?”

“No.”

“Then I'd like to see it.”

Senn nodded as if they had concluded a resource allocation.

At residence, Lio lasted seven seconds.

“Did you invite Rhea on a date by specifying seat capacity?”

“It is not a date.”

“What is it?” Omi asked.

“Observation.”

Tem put one hand over his heart. “Of route weather.”

Iri took Senn's empty cup and smelled it. “She brought this.”

“It was cold.”

“It is sweet.”

Four faces turned toward Senn.

“Table tax,” she said.

“You issued no order,” Omi answered.

“I am issuing one now. Stop.”

They demanded dessert.

Senn paid. Later, alone, she answered Tavi's message.

YES. TWO IF STILL AVAILABLE.

Tavi replied with a bench schedule, no questions, and a warning that civilian calibration began at five.

Senn added the visit to her calendar before Finalist training and did not mark which part she wanted more.
Movement I — The Manufactured Family
Chapter 27 — The Sixth Place
POV: Iri

At nineteen hundred, the panel stayed dark.

Contact was not scheduled every night. The presence had declined twice, answered once, and ignored Tem's request for card-game revenge. But it had established one habit: at nineteen hundred, the panel displayed AVAILABLE or DECLINE.

Tonight it displayed nothing.

Lio put her bowl down. “Sulking.”

Omi checked the residence maintenance list. “Panels green. Local frame green. Academy line still isolated.”

“Maybe it dislikes noodles,” Tem said.

“It requested noodles yesterday,” Senn answered.

“Maybe it dislikes these noodles.”

Iri ate three bites. The sixth place held a cup. Somebody had put it there during table setting. Nobody admitted doing it.

At nineteen-oh-five, Senn opened the residence emergency procedure.

“No,” Iri said.

“The procedure says unidentified control loss—”

“Nothing lost control.”

“We have an expected response missing.”

“Expected by us.”

Omi turned the maintenance list around. “If we report a device fault, facilities reconnects remote diagnostics.”

“Absolutely not,” Lio said.

“I did not suggest it.”

Tem listed explanations on his fingers: dormant substrate, damaged frame, deliberate refusal, clock mismatch, unavailable route, something he called social weather.

“Social weather isn't real,” Senn said.

“Then it cannot be the cause. Progress.”

Iri closed the emergency procedure on Senn's slate.

“We wait until the agreed check.”

The check was twenty-one hundred. It had been written for closing contact, not absence. They had no rule for missing a thing that had never promised to arrive.

They tried to continue dinner.

Lio told a propulsion story and forgot the ending. Omi corrected Tem's card rules without playing. Senn checked the clock often enough that Iri moved it out of her line of sight. The cup at the sixth place cooled untouched.

At twenty-one hundred, the panel remained dark.

Iri removed the cover. Everyone watched her expose the local cutout. The physical bridge was intact. No heat mark, no forced connection, no hidden academy line.

“Can we search the frame?” Lio asked.

“Not without opening substrate.”

“Can you open it?”

“Yes.”

She waited.

“No,” Iri said.

Lio paced once from table to door.

“What if it's stuck?”

“What if it isn't?” Omi asked.

“Then it can tell us.”

“That is the thing it isn't doing.”

Senn said, “We can define a limited diagnostic.”

Iri sat on the floor beside the open panel. “Tomorrow.”

One by one, the others found reasons to remain in the common room. Tem studied on the sofa. Omi reorganized the maintenance record. Senn revised the Long Turn packing list. Lio reheated dinner.

She brought Iri a bowl.

“Leave it,” she said.

She set it beside Iri and turned away.

“Stay.”

Lio sat on the floor. Her shoulder did not touch Iri's. The restraint was visible in the space between them.

Tem's music ended. Nobody restarted it. The residence settled around pipes, vents, distant lifts, and five people pretending to perform separate tasks.

At twenty-three seventeen, warmth gathered beneath Iri's palm where it rested beside the local frame.

Weak. Familiar. Once.

She looked at the panel. It remained dark.

Lio felt her move. “What?”

Iri placed Lio's hand near the frame without touching it. Nothing answered her.

“Was that it?” she whispered.

“Maybe.”

They did not wake the others, though none of them were asleep.

The cup remained at the sixth place. The presence had not returned on demand, explained its absence, or become safe because they missed it.

The residence had still learned the shape of waiting.
Movement II — Learning To Fail Together
Chapter 28 — One Name On The Board
POV: Senn

Senn had solved the part where everybody died.

That was the problem, apparently.

Her route burned bright across the studio wall: six clean vectors, one spectacular roll around a ruptured habitat spine, every return timed to the tenth. Tem offered to clean the ugly sensor trace. Iri said the return margin was decorative. Senn told them both she had it.

Instructor Hara dropped forty tonnes of unmodeled water into the habitat ring. Senn's rescue clipped it and became a very elegant way to push six hundred people into vacuum.

Mei Ralo won with a route that looked like bent wire.

“It clears the mass,” Mei said.

“I can see that.”

“You keep staring like it'll apologize.”

After the others left, Senn erased her own name from the board, rebuilt the return, and earned a secondary mark high enough to hurt. At home she said the studio ran late. Nobody was asked to help her make losing look planned.

The wall clock dimmed twice while she worked. Each time Senn bought another twenty minutes from next week's studio allotment. Mei's winning route stayed beside hers: a service trench, two civilian ferries, and an ugly turn Senn had dismissed because it made the habitat look wounded. It cleared the water by eleven metres.

At home her dinner waited under a warming cover. Tem had left three insulting comments on her submission. Iri had left none.

“How bad?” Lio asked from the floor, stretching against a clinic timer.

“Strong secondary.”

“That's not what I asked.”

Senn peeled the cover off her bowl. “Mei saw the mass.”

Omi started to speak and stopped. His mercy irritated her more than a question. When Iri came in from bay rotation, she smelled the cold sauce and pushed the reheater control without comment. Senn almost explained why she had refused the warning. Instead she moved her bag off Iri's chair.

The next morning Mei found a corrected citation attached to the winning route. Senn had credited the service-trench observation by name. She had not added a message.

Mei arrived carrying two wet boots and a folded survey canopy. She read the citation while balancing on one foot.

“You spelled my surname right.”

“It was on the submission.”

“People get creative when they're furious.”

Senn tried to laugh. It came out as breath. Around them the studio filled by layers: first the scholarship commuters with breakfast in paper sleeves, then the residential cadets, then Finalists arriving exactly late enough to be watched. Hara distributed fresh mass cards face down.

“Same habitat,” she said. “No spectacular rupture. Routine transfer during a pump outage.”

Half the class groaned. Senn felt relief before shame. A dull problem. She could do dull.

Her card added a child-care ferry whose docking collar had passed inspection but not been serviced. She began placing assets, stopped, and walked to Mei's desk.

“How much does the ferry crew know about the trench?”

Mei looked behind Senn as if the real question might be standing there. “More than you.”

“Would you check my mass assumptions?”

“Before or after you finish?”

The old answer rose automatically: after, when the work looked worth seeing. Senn set the unfinished slate down.

“Before.”

Mei pulled over a chair with her heel. They argued for twelve minutes about whether water in a service trench behaved as cargo, obstruction, or weather. Senn lost two presentation points because her final board showed erased lines. The route worked.

At midday Kessa intercepted her outside the recovery league office. Kessa still wore the provisional-studio patch they had once expected to replace together.

“You missed calibration again.”

“I sent the revised table.”

“You sent a table. The actuator still needs hands.”

Senn looked at the bell. Fist Studio began in seven minutes. Missing it would put another red mark beside the secondary score.

“I can come after.”

“We're done after.” Kessa hitched the tool bag higher. “Piri stayed. She gets the handoff.”

There was no conspiracy inside the sentence. Senn had left work; someone else had learned it.

She reached Fist Studio before the seal closed and spent the session returning crown on instructor timing. Each return was clean. Each one made her think of Mei asking before or after, and Kessa no longer waiting for either.

That evening she took her bowl to the table instead of eating at the counter. Iri glanced at the movement and continued reading a maintenance sheet.

“Mei checked the mass before I finished,” Senn said.

Tem looked up. “Voluntarily?”

“I asked.”

Omi pressed a hand to his chest. “We should mark the date.”

Senn threw a folded napkin at him. It landed in the sixth place. AFTER moved a service light across it like a spotlight. Lio laughed hard enough to lose her stretch count.

Senn laughed too. The loss stayed a loss. The room did not make it disappear. It became something they could be rude about, which was smaller and better.

Her individual grade posted during recovery league warm-up. The secondary mark had survived, but Hara's note sat beneath it: ROUTE EXCELLENT AFTER EXTERNAL MASS CORRECTION. NEXT SUBMISSION MUST SHOW WHEN CORRECTION ENTERED.

Rhea read it over Senn's shoulder because privacy in the league queue was mostly decorative.

“You got caught being helped.”

“I cited Mei.”

“That's why you passed.” Rhea tightened a wrist seal with her teeth. “You still look like somebody found you cheating.”

“We had the same mass table.”

“No. Mei had the mass table. You had a picture of yourself saving it.”

The starting bell spared Senn an answer.

Their recovery problem was not dramatic: one disabled practice sled, one injured pilot simulation, three legal tow windows. Rhea's intact Fist chose the nearest. Senn saw a faster line through the second window, opened her mouth, and noticed Kessa in the service gallery calibrating the actuator Senn no longer knew.

She asked Iri, “Is window two real?”

Iri checked load and shook her head. “Not after tow capture.”

Senn chose window one. They finished behind Rhea and inside standard.

At debrief, the instructor praised the decision. Senn wanted the praise to feel better than the beautiful wrong route had. It did not. She wrote the return condition anyway.

Kessa met her by the lockers with grease on both sleeves.

“Piri's handoff passed.”

“Good.”

“It is.” Kessa let the word stand without rescuing Senn from it. “Your old calibration notes have an undocumented compensation at high load. Do you remember why?”

Senn did. They sat on the corridor floor while cadets stepped around them, and Senn explained a repair she no longer owned to the person who did. Kessa recorded it under Piri's handoff, not Senn's return.

By the time Senn reached home, the others had started dinner. She knocked on the open common-room frame.

Tem looked around. “Is that for us?”

“I'm trying a thing.”

Iri moved her bag from the chair without being asked.
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Chapter 29 — The Drive Track
POV: Lio

Vara Kest gave Lio a machine that wanted applause.

The first run was beautiful. It was also, Vara said, dead.

“Cooldown.”

“I have another pass.”

“That wasn't the question.”

Lio hated the ugly loop Vara made her fly. She hated the low thrust, the visible tremor in her left hand, the numbers she had to say aloud. On the second pass she reported the heat before Vara asked. The drive answered clean.

Vara handed her a track packet: medicine, hours, research access, disclosure times.

“Free?” Lio asked.

“No.”

That was almost rude enough to trust.

She carried the packet home unsigned. Omi saw it under her arm. For once he did not ask to read it. That made her want to throw it at him.

The drive hall emptied by temperature rather than bell. Lio stayed until cleaning drones drew yellow boxes around her boots.

Vara sat on the instructor rail. “The packet won't improve while you glare at it.”

“Research rider means they get my clinic numbers.”

“Some.”

“If I miss disclosure?”

“Track hours go before medicine.”

Lio looked up. “Specific order.”

“The order I negotiated. Read the nouns. People get distracted by uniforms.”

At dinner the packet migrated around the table without being opened, shifted for bowls and protected from sauce. Senn asked whether its deadline belonged on the household board.

“Don't,” Iri said.

“I was asking.”

“You were standing up.”

Later Lio found Iri replacing the kettle grip. “Vara failed me for cooldown.”

“Good.”

“Pretend to be impressed first.”

Iri tested the grip. “You went back and did it ugly.”

That was, annoyingly, the impressive part.

Track orientation began at six the next morning. Lio arrived bright enough to hurt, having slept in three pieces. Vara did not ask how she felt. She asked for baseline heat, tremor, and the last honest recovery interval.

Lio gave her two numbers and a joke.

“Third number,” Vara said.

“You didn't ask for pain.”

“I asked for honest recovery.”

The other track cadets were listening. One had a Plastic sister and the posture of someone born knowing where cameras lived. Another was an ordinary third-year who looked at Lio's augmentation seams only when they changed the drive read.

“Three,” Lio said.

Vara waited.

“Four when I woke up.”

They spent the first hour not flying. Harness check, disclosure channel, manual release. Lio's body itched with unused speed. When Vara finally opened the lane, the problem was a tumbling communications rack with a rescue pod pinned behind it.

Lio saw the beautiful line immediately.

“Axial cut,” she called.

“Recovery?” Vara asked.

“Seven.”

The honest number was nine. Lio could feel it in the lag behind her left shoulder.

She held the call until the third-year said, “Her port balance is late.”

Heat climbed. The pinned pod rotated toward the rack.

“Nine,” Lio said. “Need ugly cooldown after release.”

Vara granted the line. Lio flew it hard, released the pod, and spent forty humiliating seconds turning broadside to the observation gallery while the drive shed heat. The rescue succeeded. Her score fell below the cadet who had called her balance.

On the deck she found him unlatching his gloves.

“Good catch,” she said.

He shrugged. “It was visible.”

“That's not the same as saying it.”

He considered this. “Your axial cut was disgusting.”

“Thank you.”

At clinic the track packet had already propagated. A new disclosure schedule appeared in her patient portal. It preserved treatment and threatened hours in exactly the order Vara had described.

Lio read every line. She did not sign. She also did not close the page.

Neris found her at lunch with the packet open beneath a tray.

“We still have the drive proposal,” Neris said. “Unless Finalists have transcended due dates.”

“We hover just above them.”

“Friday.”

Lio promised Thursday, then lost Thursday evening to track recovery and arrived at Neris's lab with only half the geometry. Neris did not admire the excuse.

They worked in brittle silence until Lio's hand began to shake. She tucked it beneath the table.

Neris pushed the projection control toward her. “If you hide that and corrupt my figures, I will kill you myself.”

Lio put both hands back in view.

At home, Omi had finally read the packet because Lio had left access open on the household panel.

“I didn't ask you to,” she said.

“You gave household read.”

“I forgot.”

“That's becoming an exciting word around here.”

Iri looked up sharply. Omi stopped.

Lio took back the panel. The old reflex was to turn the packet into a performance—sign it, win the hours, make the worry stupid. Instead she changed the permission to LIO ONLY and left the signature blank.

The next morning she reported four before Vara asked.

Vara cut her track hours anyway.

“I disclosed.”

“After two hidden recoveries this week.”

“You said hours go before medicine.”

“They did.”

The fairness of it was unbearable. Lio spent the freed hour in ordinary drive lab with Neris, who had prepared the abandoned proposal for submission without her.

“You changed the balance section.”

“It needed changing.”

“That's my section.”

“It was your section on Thursday.”

Neris opened the revision history. Every change was attributed. Nothing had been stolen. Lio had simply failed to arrive before the work needed doing.

They ran the geometry. Neris's balance was less elegant and more stable under the cheap couplings available to the class. Lio improved the recovery by six percent and then tried to improve it again after her hand began to shake.

Neris killed the projection.

“We're done.”

“One pass.”

“You say that like it becomes my duty to stop you.”

Lio pushed away from the controls. “Everybody likes me best right before they tell me no.”

Neris stared, then began laughing. Not kindly. Not cruelly either.

“You think this is about liking you?”

Lio's face went hot.

They submitted the proposal under both names. Neris owned the revised balance. Lio owned recovery. The mark would arrive after track decisions.

Clinic followed lab. A clinician walked Lio through the rider line by line, including the part Vara had negotiated. The medicine did not depend on total placement. Track hours did depend on disclosure. Research access depended on both.

“Can I sign treatment only?” Lio asked.

“Not on this form.”

“Then make one where I can.”

The clinician blinked. “That requires sponsor review.”

“How long?”

“Two weeks, if Vara supports it.”

Lio sent Vara the request before she could turn courage into a joke.

At dinner Omi noticed the new pending status. “You split it.”

“I asked to.”

He looked pleased and worried, which on him was nearly the same face.

“Don't,” Lio said.

“I didn't say anything.”

“You were halfway to it.”

Across the table Senn choked on her drink. Iri's mouth twitched. Lio laughed, then reported the tremor number when her band asked.
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Chapter 30 — The Wrong Blank
POV: Tem

Tem's chain had elegance, motive, and the wrong student.

The boring trace was a reused sponsor aid whose restriction had survived three copies and one blank field. It cleared the peer Tem had named and caught another who had not understood what they were reusing.

“I retract it,” Tem said at the hearing.

“Which part?”

He looked at the three chains glowing over his desk. “The pretty one.”

His defense had delayed the hearing and made the actual student's position worse. The instructor took his mark. The cleared student did not thank him. The accused one called Finalist principles an expensive hobby.

That night Tem finished the music arrangement after everyone else had gone. He left the wrong blank in the score. It sounded better there, which was not evidence of anything.

Pel's punishment was smaller than expulsion and therefore harder to stop seeing. His library access now required an instructor touch. His lab partnership had been reassigned during the hearing delay. Every query made the room look.

Tem carried the boring trace to his bench.

“The restriction survived export,” he said.

“I know.”

“The form looked cleared.”

“I know that too.”

Tem set down the slate. “I named the wrong person.”

Pel finally looked at him. “You named a person. That's the bit you keep skating past.”

At lunch Aru saved Tem a seat and discussed rehearsal timings through the entire meal, refusing to let him turn kindness into another hearing. Tem's grade penalty arrived during dessert.

“Appeal?” Omi asked.

“No.”

“Want help not appealing?”

Tem shoved half a sweet bun across the table. “Perform that service quietly.”

The integrity office required Tem to reconstruct his accusation in the same room where he had made it. Pel sat behind a privacy screen that hid his face and not his shoes.

An examiner opened the elegant chain first.

“Why this one?”

Tem could have discussed source density, timestamp coherence, the way sponsor metadata decayed under reuse. He heard Pel's sentence: You named a person.

“I liked it,” Tem said.

The examiner glanced up.

“It made the blanks look intentional. The other chain made them look boring.”

“Were they boring?”

“No. They belonged to people. I mean the mechanism was boring.”

He demonstrated each step: open the export, show the inherited restriction, identify the moment he chose aesthetic fit over the unlovely reuse trace. The work took three hours.

When the screen lifted, Pel had gone. His chair remained pushed back at an angle.

Tem's survey group met without him. Aru had reassigned the mapping pass and left Tem the normalization work everyone hated. Tem completed it badly the first time because the sources refused to share a clock. On the second pass he kept all three timings and marked the transform.

“This is uglier,” Aru said.

“It is more honest.”

“It is also late.”

Both facts entered the grade.

The music arrangement became the only work that week where Tem could decide a blank was beautiful and hurt nobody. Even there, the ensemble objected.

“We come in after the rest?” the percussionist asked.

“After a measured absence.”

“How many beats?”

Tem stared at the score. “Four.”

“See? A number. You can recommend one.”

At the performance the wrong blank held. The room leaned into it. Percussion entered together on Tem's counted fourth beat.

Pel stood near the exit. Tem saw him leave before the applause.

Two days later Pel's clean peer received restored access. Pel's own restriction remained. Tem signed the reconstruction that cleared one and implicated the other. His hand hovered over the authorization field.

Omi, waiting outside for seminar, said, “You can ask for another reviewer.”

“It won't change the trace.”

“No.”

Tem signed.

On the walk back he bought two pastries from the same kiosk Pax had used. He left one outside Pel's lab with no note. In the morning it was gone. That proved only that pastries disappeared.

The next integrity session concerned repair, a word the office used for corrected records rather than people.

Pel attended this time. The cleared student, Nima, sat at the other end of the table. Tem was required to state what his retraction changed.

“Nima's status returns to clear. Pel's restriction remains pending review. My grade is reduced. The chain is replaced.”

Nima folded her arms. “My lab group doesn't come back.”

The examiner nodded. “Record that.”

Tem did.

Pel said, “My sponsor aid doesn't become unrestricted because I didn't understand it.”

“Record that too.”

The corrected file grew untidy. It contained consequences the elegant chain had not predicted and could not reverse.

Afterward Nima caught Tem at the lift.

“Was the pastry from you?”

“No admissible evidence.”

“You're exhausting.”

“This has been independently verified.”

She laughed despite herself, then stopped. “Don't make me liking one joke into us being fine.”

The lift arrived. Tem held the door. “All right.”

In survey, Aru returned the normalization with one line circled: CHOOSE GOVERNING CLOCK FOR NAVIGATION OUTPUT.

Tem brought all three clocks to office hour.

“I cannot fly three arrival times,” Aru said.

“You can preserve them.”

“Before and after. During, I need one.”

Tem selected the instrument clock because its error was bounded, attached the other two as retained sources, and hated the clean little arrow his choice produced.

The navigation run succeeded. His grade recovered one point. Pel's restriction did not change. Nima's group did not reassemble. The music blank still sounded beautiful.

At the next performance Tem counted the four beats aloud during rehearsal. Nobody applauded the count. Everyone entered together.
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Chapter 31 — Somebody Else's Hands
POV: Iri

Iri saw the decompression injury and started fixing it.

Anik caught her wrist before she touched the casualty marker.

“Handoff.”

“I know what it is.”

“Then you know you don't own it yet.”

He put Iri on the casualty board and made a first-year talk her through the procedure. The first-year's hands shook. Iri's did too, for a different reason.

Later Quill showed her an ornamental seam that looked useless until light ran across it. Iri ruined four attempts.

“Again.”

Quill shut the tool case. “Shift's over.”

“One more.”

“Tomorrow belongs to tomorrow's wages.”

Iri stared at the unfinished seam after Quill left. Then she covered it so nobody helpful could finish it for her.

Receiving instructions was worse because the first-year was competent. Jessa checked Iri's seal, asked before moving her leg, and caught the simulated lung shift first.

“You're clenching,” Jessa said.

“I'm lying still.”

“Those aren't opposites.”

Anik coughed into his fist. Iri promised never to forgive either of them, which lasted until Jessa forgot a clamp and Iri managed to say, “Left tray,” without sitting up to take over.

The next day Iri arrived for Quill's shift twelve minutes early. Quill clocked in, washed, checked the tool log, and only then uncovered the seam.

“You didn't practice on scrap.”

“You said tomorrow.”

“Miracles persist.”

Iri's seventh attempt caught the light without wobbling. She wanted one more badly enough that her teeth hurt. Quill closed the case. This time Iri helped count the tools.

Casualty rotation followed her into ordinary classes. Jessa sat two rows ahead in materials lecture and never turned around. Iri found herself watching the first-year's note-taking grip and resented the hand for being steady.

The lecturer passed around failed seals. Iri recognized one fracture by touch before the tray reached her desk.

“Don't fix it,” Jessa whispered without looking back.

Iri put the seal down.

At lunch Anik assigned partners for the live handoff practical. He paired Iri with Jessa.

“Punitive,” Iri said.

“Educational,” Anik answered. “Punishment has cleaner paperwork.”

Their casualty was a weighted suit with a breathing student inside. Jessa owned initial assessment. Iri owned extraction only after a verbal handoff. The suit alarm began shrieking before Jessa finished.

“Seal compromised. Left lung restricted. No spinal indication. Transfer extraction.”

Iri's hands were already on the clasp. She forced them open.

“Accepted,” she said.

Then she worked. Release, brace, turn. Jessa caught a slipping line and Iri let her keep it. They cleared the board six seconds over standard.

“You waited,” Jessa said afterward.

“You were talking.”

“Amazing what happens.”

Iri flicked a damp cloth at her. Jessa ducked, laughing.

The ornamental seam acquired a use during component fitting. Light across it exposed a subtle twist before the stress gauge did. Quill made Iri show the fitter, then corrected her when she tried to present the technique as obvious.

“Say where you learned it.”

“Here.”

“From whom?”

Iri's ears heated. “Quill.”

The fitter logged the catch under Quill's work order. Quill's shift still ended on time.

That night Iri returned to the household with polishing compound beneath her nails. Senn had left a repair request beside the kettle and, underneath it, a line reading IF YOU HAVE TIME.

Iri crossed out the line and wrote ASK ME TOMORROW.

Senn did.

She asked at breakfast while Iri was trying to eat.

“Tomorrow?” Iri said.

“You wrote ask tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow has hours.”

Senn put the repair request away. “After bay shift?”

“Twenty minutes. You carry it there. Quill owns the bench.”

The component was a crown-return coupler whose casing had begun to fret under repeated training loads. In the old rhythm Senn would have held the light and Iri would have repaired until the job was done. This time Iri logged the bench request under Quill's shift, named Senn as carrier, and set a twenty-minute alarm.

Quill inspected the wear. “Replacement.”

Senn said, “We can dress the edge.”

“We can make the failure prettier.”

Iri touched the ornamental seam sample in her pocket. She had imagined using the new finish here. The light-catching work would have hidden nothing and solved nothing.

“Replacement,” she agreed.

The store had no Finalist-priority coupler left. Two were reserved for ordinary qualification rigs. Senn looked toward Iri, waiting for the workaround.

Iri let the silence become Senn's.

“We take the training loss,” Senn said at last.

They did. Their next Fist session ran without crown-return practice. Rhea's Fist gained points while Senn's stood beside a tagged component case.

Iri used the free interval at casualty rotation. Jessa owned assessment again, but this time the simulated casualty was conscious and frightened, a student from propulsion who kept trying to sit up.

“Tell him what you're doing,” Iri said.

Jessa did. The student stopped fighting the brace.

When extraction transferred, Iri repeated the handoff before touching him. Her shoulder failed halfway through the lift. She said, “Stop,” and let Jessa take weight.

They finished over standard. Anik marked the stop honored and the lift incomplete.

“Both?” Iri asked.

“Both happened.”

After class Jessa offered pain gel. Iri's first answer formed as refusal. Then she held out her hand.

At Quill's next shift, the replacement coupler arrived. Iri installed it under observation, used no ornamental finish, and returned the tool before the alarm.

Quill signed the work. Senn carried the case back. Jessa's gel cooled Iri's shoulder beneath her uniform.

For once, none of those facts cancelled the others.
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Chapter 32 — Recommend One Thing
POV: Omi

Omi destroyed all four routes before lunch.

Instructor Saye waited. “And?”

“And none should be approved.”

“The exercise ends when you recommend one.”

Pax nominated a flawed route with a hard expiry and won the top mark. Omi spent the next hour making a narrower version that could actually be stopped. It lost on style and passed on use.

Outside, Pax handed him a pastry.

Omi turned it over, looking for a receipt.

“If you ask who paid, I'm taking it back.”

He bit it. The filling was offensively good.

“This proves nothing,” he said through sugar.

“It proves you can be bribed cheaply.”

Omi's route came back with six comments and an invitation to revise. Pax called its expiry too short; Omi called Pax's disputed berth an ownership failure. They argued until the supervisor killed their projection.

Walking home, Omi realized he had spent an hour improving a route he had declared unacceptable.

Vey had sent a winter parcel: five regulation gloves, one size wrong. Omi audited the label. Lio took the wrong pair because they fit over her seams.

“You can just like the gloves,” she said.

“I like the pastry.”

The room went quiet. Omi hated them for noticing. He wore the gloves to seminar the next morning.

The seminar case concerned a repair cooperative whose berth owner had changed the air allowance mid-contract. Omi found nine defects in the owner's case and six in the cooperative's. He arranged them by lethality.

Instructor Dho listened. “Recommendation?”

“Reject the amendment.”

“Where do the ships breathe tonight?”

“Under the prior allowance.”

“The owner disabled it.”

Omi pointed at the unlawful disablement as if law might restart valves.

Suri Vale proposed a metered line under cooperative custody, with a hard expiry and an inspection neither party liked. It left the violation unresolved. It supplied air by supper. She won.

Afterward Omi caught her at the coat racks. “Your line normalizes the disablement.”

“For six hours.”

“Six hours becomes precedent.”

“Not if somebody writes the expiry properly.”

She held out her slate. Omi rewrote the expiry. Suri rewrote his inspection trigger because its officer could not arrive in time. They missed lunch.

At propulsion lab Pax loaded Omi's revised route. The disputed berth remained.

“Six-hour access,” Omi said.

Pax stared. “Did seminar injure you?”

They ran it. The route got a vessel out.

That evening Vey called during family window and noticed the gloves.

“They fit?”

“Statistically.”

Lio leaned into frame wearing the oversized pair. “Mine fit.”

Vey smiled. Warmth reached them before Omi could inspect it. For several seconds nobody mentioned forms or treatment.

Then Vey asked about rankings. The old machinery returned smoothly enough to make Omi resent the good seconds for admitting it.

He did not remove the gloves.

The six-hour route returned in practical advocacy, this time with an actual clock running on the wall. Suri represented the cooperative. Omi represented nobody; his job was to nominate the first executable action and then preserve objections.

The berth owner's advocate began by challenging cooperative custody. Omi had three answers and used the shortest.

“Meter opens under joint instrument control. Neither party can alter flow alone.”

“That creates shared liability.”

“For five hours and forty-one minutes.”

“You are conceding the owner's authority.”

The old pleasure sparked: ten ways to destroy the claim, every one sharper than the last. On the observation bench Pax tapped the clock face.

Omi said, “No. I am naming the valve that opens now.”

The exercise advanced. Air reached the simulated ships with nineteen minutes remaining. Then Omi filed the disablement objection, the custody objection, and a demand that the expiry record survive the temporary agreement.

He did not win the room. Suri did not lose it. The ships breathed.

Outside, Instructor Dho handed him a qualified recommendation.

“You are still unpleasant,” she said.

“That isn't in the rubric.”

“It is now in the comments.”

He took the page to propulsion, where Pax had already heard. News traveled through Meridian faster than any privacy notice and with better attribution when embarrassing.

“Useful-no stage,” Pax said.

“I said yes first.”

“We are all frightened.”

At home Omi discovered the household had opened a betting pool on whether he would audit the celebratory cake. He demanded to know the stakes, caught himself, and cut the first slice instead.

AFTER lit the service strip beneath the plate.

PAID PAX

The room broke apart laughing. Omi ate the cake anyway. Later he copied the expiry record into his private study archive so the useful route's ending remained inspectable.

It mattered three days later when exercise software treated temporary access as precedent. Suri found the fault. Omi supplied the signed expiry. Her custody record proved the route; his copy proved it had ended.

Instructor Dho restored the scenario and docked the software team.

Omi's recommendation appeared that afternoon: qualified under time, prone to arguing past consequence. He read the last clause four times and decided not to appeal it before breakfast.
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Chapter 33 — AFTER
POV: Iri

The equipment form required a name.

Senn proposed three. Tem proposed nine and claimed only four were jokes. Omi wanted a procedural identifier. Lio wanted something that sounded good shouted across a bay. Iri asked the connected panel whether it wanted any of them.

Words appeared slowly.

NOT BEFORE

NOT REMAINDER

AFTER

Senn began explaining the spelling. The panel declined her explanation.

IRI SAY

Iri did.

AFTER stayed on the form.

At dinner Lio raised a cup. Tem offered two contradictory toasts. AFTER missed the old winter joke in a new way, answering too late and on the wrong surface. The sixth place became harder to call empty.

The name caused practical trouble. Inventory rejected AFTER for lacking a manufacturer. Senn entered HOUSEHOLD-MAINTAINED and received a compliance warning. Omi objected to PERSONNEL because it attached liability. Tem suggested CEREMONIAL WEATHER. Iri deleted it before the joke became permanent.

AFTER appeared only on connected surfaces. It learned schedules by absence, Lio's jokes by answering late, and Senn's habits by interruption.

One night the common panel displayed SCHEDULE DINNER.

Senn brightened. “See?”

NO

The word remained until Tem fell off his chair laughing.

Iri repeated the name whenever AFTER asked: while tightening a bolt, with her mouth full, once at three in the morning beside a pain alarm. Each time AFTER answered with something small—a dimmed light, an opened read, a wait.

They tested address under breakfast rules. One connected surface. One question. A stop word that ended the interval even if the answer had not finished.

“Do you know where you are?” Omi asked.

WALL

“Which wall?”

THIS

Tem leaned close. “A devastating critique of coordinates.”

NO TEM

Lio struck the table laughing. At the agreed stop the panel went dark. Nobody summoned it back.

In component lab AFTER surfaced through a diagnostic strip while an instructor was present. Iri covered it until the authorized connection ended.

“Fault?” the instructor asked.

“Transient address.”

It was true in a way that made her feel like Omi.

That evening AFTER did not answer. Senn checked schedule. Omi checked permissions. Lio called twice. Tem proposed three failures and one haunting.

Iri sat beside the panel and waited. The others eventually found tasks. Senn prepared a brief. Omi read. Tem left for rehearsal. Lio fell asleep with one sock on.

At 01:13 the kettle strip lit.

HERE

Iri woke Lio because Lio had asked. She did not wake the others. In the morning Senn was furious about uneven notification and unable to say she had wanted inclusion.

“We need a response tree.”

“No,” Omi said.

AFTER wrote:

ASK

Senn stood with her stylus. “Do you want all of us told when you return?”

SOMETIMES

“That's not schedulable.”

Tem entered with wet hair. “Congratulations. It has preferences.”

They argued past the breakfast bell. AFTER answered none of it. The name remained on the board and made every form more inconvenient.

Ordinary school refused to pause for the household's new grammar. Senn received a conduct warning for the manufacturer field. Omi's seminar partner objected to an unauthenticated process sharing residence access. Tem lost participation marks after checking the common panel during lecture. Iri's cancelled practical became a make-up shift. Lio told a first-year the name and immediately regretted making it public.

By afternoon somebody had written GHOST EQUIPMENT on the cafeteria noticeboard.

“We stop using it outside,” Omi said.

“Using what?” Lio asked. “Its name?”

“Until we know who reads the housing logs.”

Senn wanted a vote. Tem wanted three votes under different threat models. Iri wanted to finish eating.

AFTER did not appear in the cafeteria. The absence felt like a participant declining comment, which Omi considered dangerous evidence and Lio considered proof that he needed a hobby.

That night the household panel asked:

NAME PRIVATE

Nobody answered quickly.

“Do you want it private?” Iri asked.

SOMETIMES

Senn made a noise through her nose and did not reach for a schedule.

They settled on a concrete rule: nobody supplied the name to a new system without asking through a connected surface first. It was inconvenient within twelve hours. Clinic intake wanted a device list. Component checkout wanted a fault identifier. Tem's project archive auto-labeled an anomalous timing trace.

Each inconvenience required a new question. AFTER sometimes said yes. Once it said NO to Omi's evidence folder and YES to Iri's work log. Omi was offended for most of dinner.

The winter joke changed too. It had begun as a complaint about the sixth portion. Tem now asked AFTER whether it wanted the bad dessert. The panel answered AFTER, which might have meant later, itself, or both. They left the portion overnight.

In the morning it was still there. Lio ate it before class.

“Consent violation,” Omi said.

The service strip lit.

YES LIO

“Vindicated,” Lio said with her mouth full.

Iri looked at the name on the household board. When the panel went dark, they could miss someone specific without deciding what that someone was.

The next absence lasted a school day. Nobody skipped class. Iri completed make-up practical; Tem attended rehearsal; Senn served the conduct warning; Omi left the evidence folder unnamed; Lio kept the dessert portion.

At dinner the panel returned.

AFTER

Iri answered, “AFTER.” Then Tem complained about marks, Senn burned the sauce, and the name remained inside an ordinary evening.
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Chapter 34 — Failed Exchange
POV: Mara

Mara gave Sol the crown and watched it arrive without her.

The body's state opened inside him: routes, strain, five moving edges. None of it carried the years in her muscles. Sol froze. The responder pulled against itself.

“Stop,” Ysra said.

Mara tried to take it back too quickly. Eda, already losing her window, returned one correction and held the route long enough for Ysra to reach Sol.

Afterward Mara deleted the line marked WHOLE TRANSFER.

She wrote what had worked: one task, named, timed, returned.

Sol lay under Ysra's hands and said, “It felt like being told I remembered a childhood I never had.”

Mara did not put that in the procedure.

The failure lasted beyond the room. Sol could not tolerate Mara behind his left shoulder for three days. Mara kept moving there because crown had once placed her there. Ysra moved the kettle rather than explain it a fourth time.

Eda lost a sponsor window while returning the correction. She pinned the rejection beside Mara's procedure.

“Unrelated,” Mara said.

“Same minute.”

At breakfast Sol asked for the procedure. He crossed out RECEIVER and wrote PERSON. Mara wanted to defend the technical term. She let the ink dry.

The next attempt was scheduled three days later and postponed by Sol through the shared planning surface while he stood beside Mara.

“You could have said it,” she said.

“I did.”

“To the schedule.”

“The schedule asked.”

Mara hated that enough to understand it.

Without whole transfer they practiced smaller work. Tern took sensor correlation for thirty seconds. Eda accepted one correction. Ysra held bodily stop. Mara retained integration and called returns before success made extension tempting.

The first run was clumsy. On the third, Tern returned perception on time and the body flew blind for half a heartbeat while Mara resumed it.

“That gap will be used against us,” Eda said.

“The gap is the return,” Tern answered.

They recorded both.

Ordinary life stayed awkward. Sol dropped a cup expecting a hand no longer his. Eda missed a transit door following a route sensation Mara had taken back. Ysra began asking who held what before passing objects.

Mara cut Sol's hair in the kitchen because he could not bear clinical light. Halfway through he asked her to stop. She stopped with one side shorter.

“Ridiculous,” Tern said when he came in.

Sol touched the uneven edge and laughed for the first time since transfer.

Sponsor review requested evidence of improved continuity. Mara wrote that whole transfer had failed.

“They'll call that instability,” Eda said.

“It was unstable.”

“They'll mean something else.”

Mara kept the word and attached the bounded-work records. The response went out under five hands, not one assent.

At breakfast next day Sol stood behind Mara's left shoulder for the kettle. She flinched. He noticed.

“Now you?”

“Apparently.”

They changed places without naming what the exchange had made them. The procedure remained between spilled tea and Tern's parallel copies, already becoming history in more than one direction.

Clinical review required Sol to repeat the transfer under observation before clearing him for shared-body work. He refused. The clinician accepted the refusal and marked him temporarily unfit.

Both acts entered the record.

Mara waited in the corridor while he completed separate-body tests: balance, reach, object recognition, a sequence of childhood images he described without letting the machine score whether they felt like his. Through the glass she watched him lift his left hand slowly, as if expecting another history to arrive inside it.

Ysra came from shift with food wrapped in paper. “Eat.”

“He is still in there.”

“You are out here.”

Mara ate. Grease marked the procedure in her lap.

Sol emerged cleared for local work and barred from crown. He read the line twice.

“Temporary,” Mara said.

“Yes.”

She heard herself trying to turn the word into comfort and stopped.

Their next bounded exercise occurred without him. Eda held one route correction. Tern correlated two sensors. Ysra owned stop. Mara integrated. The missing office made every motion slower. They completed the rescue window by three seconds and returned all borrowed work.

Sponsors praised resilience. Tern added Sol's absence to the operative record before authentication so it could not become a footnote later.

At home Sol had repaired the kettle switch badly. It clicked twice before heating.

“You crossed the contact,” Ysra said.

“I had one body.”

“A poor craftsman blames the number of bodies.”

Sol smiled. Mara asked whether he wanted help. He said no. She sat at the table while he reopened the casing and swore at it.

When the kettle finally heated, they drank from mismatched cups. The procedure lay beneath Tern's hand. Eda's sponsor rejection remained pinned to the wall. Sol's clearance stayed temporary.

Nothing had been restored. The evening still belonged to them.

Before sleep, Tern authenticated the day in lived order: refusal, temporary exclusion, bounded exercise, sponsor praise, absent member, returned offices. He made no summary field.

Mara found no place where her intention could stand in for Sol's missing body. In the kitchen the switch clicked twice. Sol called it a feature. Ysra threatened to invoice every unnecessary click.

Mara went to bed hearing the kettle cool, knowing only that the next transfer, if there was one, would begin by asking for less.
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Chapter 35 — The No That Moves
POV: Senn

The five shadow legs should not have joined.

Then they did.

The cabin vanished into a larger sense of body. Senn reached for the route because the route was hers. Iri said no. One arm stayed still. Everything else moved around it.

Crown tore sideways.

Lio gasped. “I've got— no, I don't—”

Senn saw the beacon sliding away and the heat climbing in Lio's feed.

“Lio. One interval. Hold.”

The answer came through all of them, bright and frightened. They abandoned the beacon. They separated around Iri's unmoving arm and returned late in five shaking machines.

Nobody had a theory. Tem had incompatible traces. Omi copied them. Meridian called it instability before their boots touched the deck.

The return corridor smelled of sealant and somebody else's dinner. Medical took Lio. Component staff took the Figures. Conduct staff took their bands. None asked the same questions.

Senn sat outside clinic with Iri's no lodged inside her. She remembered intending the arm to move, the arm staying still, crown leaving her without leaving a bruise.

“You gave it to me,” Lio said later.

“One interval.”

“I know how long that is.”

Tem had four traces. Two showed transfer. One showed a scheduling fault. One insisted the assembly had never become a body. Omi copied all four before suspension landed.

At two in the morning the common panel lit.

ARM STOPPED

Iri, awake because her shoulder would not settle, answered: YES.

Conduct quarantine lasted seventy-two hours. Orange bands blocked shared simulation and announced nothing to anyone who did not already know orange.

Everyone knew.

In drive theory Lio answered a heat question while students whispered crown-slip. Tem's instructor required individual files, turning four traces into four late submissions. Omi's class assigned emergency authority while his evidence remained inadmissible. Iri could not lift her practical arm. Senn sat through route lecture without a shared board and discovered how often she looked toward other people's hands before deciding.

At meals they argued in pieces.

“The objective was gone,” Lio said.

“After it moved to you,” Senn answered.

“It didn't move. It fell.”

Tem pushed two slates forward. “Trace one says transfer. Trace two says scheduler reassigned. Trace three—”

“Nobody wants trace three,” Omi said.

“Trace three is hurt by that.”

Iri left before Senn could ask what she had felt.

Adults interviewed them separately. Senn described route. Lio described heat. Tem described clocks. Omi described custody. Iri said, “I said no. The arm stopped.”

The interviewer asked whether the system honored her refusal.

“The arm stopped,” she repeated.

On the final night they returned under supervision for personal items. The cabin looked ordinary: Lio's cup, Tem's sock, Senn's printed rules. They had six minutes.

AFTER did not appear.

Iri took the rules sheet. Omi took no hardware. Tem copied local time. Lio stood in the center and whispered, “Do it again.”

“What?” Senn asked.

“Nothing.”

They left separately because shared transit remained suspended. Senn watched Lio choose clinic, Tem archive, Omi hearing wing, Iri bay.

She typed MEETING and deleted it. Instead she sent four messages: HOME WHEN YOU CAN.

Only AFTER answered, hours later through a service strip.

WHERE

Senn stared at the word until the residence corridor lights dimmed around her.

She typed HOME, deleted it, and sent a map pin instead.

AFTER answered from the common panel when she reached the residence.

HERE

Iri was already on the couch. Omi arrived seven minutes later carrying hearing forms. Tem came after midnight with four rejected archive receipts. Clinic kept Lio until one.

Nobody held a meeting. Senn heated food in order of arrival. The first bowl went cold because Iri would not take it while Senn hovered.

“Put it down,” Iri said.

Senn put it down.

When Lio finally entered, she looked scrubbed raw. Omi stood. She pointed at him.

“Don't.”

He sat.

Tem spread his four traces across the floor, not as an argument but because his bag had torn. One projection showed crown moving into Lio. Another showed a command interval created after the movement began. The third showed Iri's arm excluded from the shared route. The fourth was mostly noise with AFTER's timing catch threaded through it.

Lio lowered herself beside them. “Which one's true?”

“Yes,” Tem said, then winced before anyone could object. “Sorry. Bad joke.”

Iri pointed to the third. “That.”

“Only that?” Senn asked.

Iri's face closed.

Senn looked down at her own hands. “I didn't ask.”

Senn asked nothing else.

In the morning, consequence acquired timetables. Lio had medical limits. Senn had command review. Tem had archive surrender. Omi had an inquiry packet. Iri had a practical she could not perform. Their ranking fell. Shared studio remained closed.

They crossed campus separately and met by accident at the main lift because all five schedules still used the same bell.

Students watched the orange bands. A Plastic junior mimed crown slipping sideways. His friends laughed.

Lio stepped toward him. Iri caught the back of her sleeve. Lio stopped.

The lift opened. They crowded inside with ordinary cadets carrying models and breakfast. Nobody spoke until Tem's damaged bag released another slate onto the floor.

Omi picked it up and handed it back without copying it.

At Fist Studio they were assigned individual stations. Senn could see the others through partitions and could not route them. The exercise asked for five clean solo recoveries. Every one passed. Their combined score was worse than before selection.

Afterward the instructor called the result stable.

Senn found Lio staring at the word on the board.

“Don't,” Lio said.

Senn stood beside her until the board cleared.
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Chapter 36 — Conduct Geometry
POV: Omi

Omi won the wrong sentence.

The board recognized that Iri had issued a stop. It also ruled that the assembly had not been accidental.

Shared-volume access: suspended. Senn: responsible. Lio: medically limited. Components: under review. Private traces: inadmissible until custody could be proven.

Omi's distinction appeared in the policy notice, polished and useful.

“They quoted me,” he said.

Tem looked at the metadata, not him.

Lio laughed once. It had no humor in it. “Congratulations.”

Vey opened the safety routes he owned. Other offices closed different doors. Omi kept searching the page for the person who had decided the whole thing. There wasn't one.

The hearing emptied into six errands. Iri went to clinic. Senn went to command review. Lio went to a different clinic under a different authorization. Tem surrendered temporary archive access. Omi stayed to see who touched the record last.

The clerk attached his successful distinction to a policy template.

“I didn't authorize publication.”

“It's a public ruling.”

“That's my sentence.”

“It's the board's sentence now.”

At lunch students quoted it approvingly. One called Omi the Finalist who kept the program honest.

Pax sat opposite him. “You look ill.”

“I'm being celebrated.”

Restrictions lasted into project week. Medical absences became rumor. The household carried component cases through public halls because the private route was closed. Omi's sentence stayed on the noticeboard after the bruises faded.

Every ordinary task became a request. Component lab required an escort. Propulsion models could be viewed but not joined. The shared wall opened only compliance notices.

Omi carried the ruling between offices. Clinical accepted the stop. Studio accepted Senn's violation. Custody rejected private traces. Welfare accepted Vey's query and would not show where it went next.

“Can these be one appeal?”

“They are not one action,” the clerk said.

At seminar Omi was assigned to defend the ruling. He explained why the freeze mattered, why Lio's limit could protect her, and why none of that made the assembly harmless.

“What do you want changed?” Suri asked.

He had six objections and no shared owner. “Admit private traces under separate custody. Not as intent. As sequence.”

The recommendation lost. It entered review anyway.

At home Lio's limit cancelled track. She tore the notice down, then needed Omi to retrieve the medicine clause from the same ruling.

“Don't look pleased.”

“I look correct.”

By week three rumor had improved the event: the body stood upright; Lio seized crown; Iri panicked; Omi exposed the program. All versions earned looks.

The policy notice finally gained an amendment allowing plural accounts for safety review without establishing conduct fact. Omi read it at dinner.

“Does it reopen the cabin?” Iri asked.

“No.”

“Restore track?” Lio asked.

“No.”

“Remove my command mark?” Senn asked.

“No.”

Omi folded the notice. A useful correction remained useful. It simply did not love them back.

The next conduct practicum put all five in one room for the first time since quarantine, separated by painted squares they were not permitted to cross.

Instructor Kade projected the unfinished assembly without their private traces. The public telemetry showed five approach legs, a joined load spike, and a beacon abandoned after instability.

“Build the authorized sequence,” she said.

Senn began with timing. Tem raised his hand.

“The timing source changes halfway through.”

“That source is inadmissible.”

“Time did not become inadmissible.”

Kade marked his objection and continued. Lio was asked for heat onset. She gave the clinic-approved number, not the number in her private log. Omi heard the gap and kept his mouth shut long enough to feel it as physical strain.

Iri's turn came last.

“At what point did you issue stop?”

“Before the arm moved.”

“Telemetry cannot establish the arm's commanded state.”

“I can.”

“Your statement establishes that you spoke. The board ruling preserves that fact.”

Iri looked across the painted gap at Senn. “Did you hear me?”

Kade said, “Address the exercise.”

Senn's face had gone white. “Yes.”

That answer was admissible as testimony and useless as telemetry. Kade entered it in a separate column.

The class watched them build two sequences: the one authority could certify and the one the participants could not make agree. When the bell rang, both remained on the wall.

Outside, a knot of students waited for gossip. Pax cut through them with a propulsion case and shoved it into Omi's arms.

“Lab. Now. You owe me a route.”

The ordinary demand saved Omi from saying something polished and terrible.

In propulsion he and Pax rebuilt a tow plan under the new limits. Shared modeling was blocked, so Pax read numbers aloud while Omi entered them. They made mistakes they would normally catch through the join. One error survived to simulation and tore the virtual tether.

“Again,” Pax said.

“We have twelve minutes.”

“Then recommend faster.”

Omi chose a heavier coupling before every objection was resolved. The second tow held. He attached his unresolved mass concern after the run rather than withholding the route.

When he returned home, Iri had erased the conduct sequence from the household wall. Senn had copied only the question DID YOU HEAR ME onto paper and left it facedown.

Omi placed the amended policy notice beside it. Nobody mistook either document for repair.
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Chapter 37 — Slow Is Still A Score
POV: Iri

Iri called freeze before the damaged partner tore loose.

The officials honored it. Senn did too. They protected reserve, finished the tow safely, and lost so badly the ranking board refreshed before they landed.

Rhea's Fist had already cleared the course.

“Good stop,” Rhea told Iri.

It did not sound like consolation. That helped.

Clinic paperwork ran long afterward. Iri missed Aru's survey and found him packing the instruments.

“Teach me your section.”

“You missed it.”

“Yes.”

He waited for the excuse. She did not give one. At last he reopened the case.

Aru made Iri identify every missed instrument, then sent her back when she confused a range marker with a contamination flag.

“You could give me the notes.”

“You could have attended.”

“Clinic kept me.”

“I know. The ground doesn't.”

They finished after supper. Her shoulder had begun its low electrical ache. She refused Aru's offer to carry the case, accepted his offer to split inventory, and discovered those were different.

At the next tow her stop came earlier. They lost less badly. The board still recorded a loss. Slow counted as a score, not a moral prize. That made it useful.

Their ranking fell below cadets who had asked them for advice in autumn. Fist Studio assigned damaged-partner drills. Every session began with stop rules read aloud. Iri heard her no converted into curriculum without her name.

On the second tow Senn called route before Iri finished the pin.

“Freeze.”

The body stopped. Rhea's Fist passed close enough to rattle them.

“Status?” Senn asked.

“Pin holds if we take twelve off rotation.”

They took twelve off and finished outside scoring time.

A Plastic junior called the stop soft. A Lifer senior said the body survived, as though that ended it. Iri wanted to hit both with one wrench.

Instead she went to survey. Aru made the missed section hers. She set markers, misread shear, and redid the line before dusk.

“Usable,” he said.

“Good?”

“I said usable.”

At home Senn left tea on the counter instead of placing it at Iri's chair.

“Mine?”

“If you want.”

Iri took it. Senn did not turn it into a conversation.

Their next damaged-partner practical did not reach the ranking board. The tow lost transmission halfway through, leaving Iri with the passenger's body and no clean route call. She passed rescue coordination to Tem for one interval so he could carry the passenger status across his surviving sensor channel. Tem repeated the body numbers, transmitted them, and returned rescue before the tow resumed. They finished over the qualification limit and received no score at all.

Iri logged the failed practical and went to make up the survey hours the program had taken.

The make-up survey became the habitat project's field defense. Mei's recovery sleeve depended on Iri's range line, Aru's observation, and a power allowance Pax and Omi had not yet agreed.

They met in an ordinary fabrication classroom with six mismatched stools and a ventilation fan that rattled every ninth turn. No Finalist equipment was available under the restriction. Mei put a cheap coupling on the table.

“This is the part we have,” she said. “Defend work for this part.”

Iri unfolded her plot. The corrected shear line crossed Mei's proposed sleeve by four centimetres.

“Move the sleeve,” Iri said.

“Then recovery load goes up.”

Pax looked at Omi. Omi began listing disputed power sources.

Mei slapped the coupling against the table. “One budget.”

“Bounded at launch?” Omi asked.

“Bounded now.”

Tem had three model versions open and was visibly enjoying the fact that none agreed.

Iri reached across and closed two.

“Use the one built from Aru's field line.”

“It has the worst resolution.”

“It has the ground.”

Aru smiled into his sleeve.

They worked until the fan had rattled three hundred and twelve times. Mei shifted the sleeve. Pax nominated the lower propulsion allowance. Omi attached an expiry. Tem retained the other models without letting them govern the build. Iri cut the support to fit and stopped when her shoulder failed.

“I can finish,” Senn said from the door. She had come to collect them for studio.

Iri looked at the half-cut support, then at Mei.

“Her design,” she said.

Mei took the tool. The cut wandered slightly under her less practiced hand. It still fit.

At defense, the instructor asked why the support lacked Finalist finish.

“Because finish wasn't the job,” Mei said.

The sleeve recovered the model safely on the lowest power budget in class. Mei received the top mark. Aru retained ownership of the observation. Iri's survey grade recovered. The Finalists' ranking did not.

Afterward Iri and Senn missed Fist Studio and ate vending-machine noodles on the classroom floor while Mei packed her own prototype.

“Thank you for not finishing it,” Iri said.

Senn stared into her noodles. “I wanted to.”

“I know.”
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Chapter 38 — The Guarantor's Assent
POV: Sol

They asked Sol because he was known to object.

He obtained an expiry. He obtained a stop. He signed only those terms.

By evening the public copy said Calyx had consented. Petitioners and component holders appeared beneath his name without having been in the room.

Sol filed a correction. The correction was appended, timestamped, and ignored. Its presence proved the process had heard him.

The same standing won a dock-worker safety standard that prevented three crushed hands before month's end.

He kept both notices.

“Which one is the lie?” Eda asked.

“Neither.”

That answer frightened him more than choosing one would have.

Workers used the stop within a week. Sol watched a crew leader end a lift while a sponsor observer complained about idle time. Crushed-hand incidents fell. So did the crew's performance rating.

At home Eda read the public assent in the bright voice of an institutional recording. It sounded nothing like Sol.

“They didn't alter a word,” Tern said.

“They altered the speaker.”

Sol attended the next sponsor session anyway. The safety standard needed renewal. Mara waited outside rather than joining as support he had not asked for.

When he emerged, he handed her both documents. “Keep them apart.”

She did.

Renewal took place on the dock where old lift marks remained in the deck. Sol stood beside the crew leader who had used his stop. Sponsors sat behind a transparent barrier from the machinery.

“The standard reduced throughput,” one said.

“It reduced hands under load,” the crew leader answered.

Sol's published assent filled the wall: CALYX SUPPORTS CONTINUITY TERMS. His expiry sat three screens down. His correction lived in an appendix.

“Do you withdraw support?” the chair asked.

If he said yes, renewal failed. If no, the headline remained.

“I support this worker stop for this lift class. I do not assent for petitioners, component holders, or Calyx.”

The chair marked PARTIAL SUPPORT. The public feed shortened it before he left.

Renewal passed.

Weeks later a worker message arrived: no crushed hands, two retaliatory schedule cuts, one grievance. It did not thank Calyx.

Mara found Sol repairing the kettle.

“They used you again.”

“Yes.”

“And you went.”

He looked up. “Those are not different facts.”

Mara held the light when asked. When he finished, the switch clicked once.

The retaliation hearing happened at shift change, when workers had to choose between attending and getting home before sleep. Ysra arrived from clinic in work clothes. Eda brought the public feed. Tern brought the unshortened record. Mara came with no speaking role.

The crew leader, Hana, described schedule cuts imposed after stops. A sponsor advocate called them neutral throughput adjustments.

“They occur only on crews that stopped lifts,” Hana said.

“Those crews missed targets.”

“Because they stopped lifts.”

The chair asked Sol whether his assent had contemplated schedule consequences.

“My assent did not cover scheduling.”

“Then you cannot testify to retaliation.”

“I can read the dates.”

“As a private citizen.”

Sol looked at Hana. She looked exhausted, not betrayed. “Then record me that way.”

His guarantor status vanished from the testimony. Eda's feed evidence remained excluded from executive decision. Tern's dates entered as an appendix. Ysra documented three untreated strain cases caused by compressed shifts; clinical accepted them without ruling on cause.

Hana assembled the claim aloud: Sol's dates, Eda's feed, Ysra's strain cases, Tern's appendix, her crew's cut shifts.

The grievance advanced to investigation. The schedule cuts remained active pending review.

Outside, workers hurried for transit. Mara asked Hana whether Calyx could provide transport vouchers.

“Under whose name?” Hana asked.

Mara understood the trap only after stepping in it. “Yours.”

Hana shook her head. “The crew fund. If you contribute, you don't own the ride.”

They transferred money to the fund and received no list of riders.

On the way home Sol leaned against the transit wall, eyes closed.

“Was it worth going?” Mara asked.

“Ask Hana.”

“I'm asking you.”

He opened his eyes. “I don't know yet.”

Three weeks later the investigation restored half the cut shifts and declared insufficient evidence of retaliation. The safety standard renewed again. Hana's crew kept using the stop.

Tern filed all three outcomes separately. Eda preserved the excluded feed. Ysra tracked the untreated strain until it fell. Sol's public image continued saying Calyx supported continuity.

At breakfast a dock-worker reply arrived while Sol was buttering bread: SHIFT BACK. TWO STILL CUT. He read it, passed the screen to Ysra, and missed the transit he had meant to catch.
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Chapter 39 — Mika's Receipt
POV: Omi

The receipt appeared beside a placement worksheet.

Lio's name. Her authenticated report. Mika's welfare status, changed afterward.

Omi copied it before thinking about whether he should.

“What's Mika?” Tem asked.

Lio went still.

Omi flagged the access through the approved channel and asked her in front of Tem because waiting felt like letting the record move again.

Tem locked his archive and left.

Vey answered Omi's narrow welfare question. Then Vey asked one of his own. Access tightened before dinner.

Lio stared at Omi as if he had pulled a fire alarm in her bedroom.

“I found it,” he said.

“You always do.”

For four days the receipt changed rooms without moving. It sat in Omi's archive, between Tem's locked permissions, in Lio's empty chair, and inside Vey's query trace.

Senn attempted one household meeting. Tem asked whether attendance implied archive consent. Iri asked whether Lio had agreed. Senn cancelled it and cleaned the kitchen too hard.

Omi found Lio after drive lecture, surrounded by students asking about Vara's track. She performed until the last one left.

“I didn't send it to security,” he said.

“You sent it upward.”

“Welfare isn't upward.”

Lio laughed. “You really believe diagrams.”

That night Vey's second query closed one of Omi's archive routes. The error thanked him for protecting student privacy.

The next morning Omi had practicum, Lio had track review, and Tem had a habitat model due. None of the clocks cared about Mika.

Omi found the same welfare vocabulary in his practicum case and lost ten minutes staring at a field that might be ordinary. Suri completed the first recommendation.

“Coming back?”

He copied the definition and closed the receipt. “Yes.”

At lunch Tem placed his project slate down. “Mei needs the clean model.”

“Open your branch,” Omi said.

“No.”

“Mika may be in the provenance.”

“Everything may be if you say it that way.”

Lio arrived from review. Vara had preserved medicine and held track. She saw the receipt open.

“Put it away.”

“I need to know what changed.”

“You need everything after you've touched it.”

Tem closed his project slate. “I have class.” He left. Mei lost another afternoon.

Vey called Omi into welfare after final bell. His desk held the query receipt and cold tea.

“I can confirm Mika received a status change,” Vey said. “I cannot access the placement authority after it.”

“You asked again.”

“Because your question showed a record I did not expect.”

“And now access is narrower.”

“Yes.”

Omi wanted him lying. A lie would have edges.

On the residence stairs Lio sat outside the door.

“He didn't know,” Omi said.

“That helps?”

“No.”

Inside, Tem dropped a pan. Iri said it was usable.

Lio looked at the door. “Mika isn't a word you get to turn into a case.”

“Then tell me what it is.”

She stood. “Same thing.”

She entered without holding the door. Omi caught it and followed later. The receipt remained authenticated. The household did not.

Dinner had burned around the edges. Tem scraped the pan while Mei's unanswered project requests pulsed on his slate. Senn had arranged five bowls, then moved Lio's to the counter when she did not sit.

Omi took his usual chair. Lio remained standing.

“Mika was a person,” she said.

Nobody had claimed otherwise. The fact struck the room like an accusation anyway.

“Were they in a Final Fist?” Senn asked.

Lio flinched. Senn closed her mouth.

Omi said, “The receipt changed welfare status before placement.”

“I can read.”

“Then tell me what I am missing.”

“Me.”

The word stopped him.

Lio took the bowl from the counter and went to her room. The door did not slam. Omi would have preferred a slam; it had a clear meaning.

Tem gathered his slate. “Mei loses another day if I stay.”

“Are you punishing us?” Omi asked.

Tem looked genuinely startled. “I have a project.”

He left for the fabrication classroom. Iri followed ten minutes later with tools Mei had requested. Senn remained at the table, rewriting nothing.

Omi opened practicum prep. The case asked him to recommend a welfare route from incomplete records. He found himself building Mika into every blank.

At midnight he knocked on Lio's door.

“No.”

“I haven't asked.”

“That's new.”

He sat outside. The corridor floor was cold through his uniform. After several minutes Lio opened the door far enough to put out the unsigned Vara packet.

“Read the medicine page,” she said. “Only that.”

Omi did. It showed treatment continuity tied to one office and track disclosure tied to another. He stopped at the page boundary.

“Mika thought reporting would keep us safe,” Lio said from inside. “I thought that too.”

Omi's first question was which report. He swallowed it.

“Did it?”

“Sometimes.”

The answer gave him nothing clean enough to file.

Next morning in practicum, Omi recommended the narrow treatment route before resolving placement. His opponent called it incomplete.

“Yes,” Omi said. “It still opens the clinic.”

He won no style points. A simulated student received care.

After class he returned the packet to Lio without copying it. She checked the access log anyway. Seeing no copy did not restore trust. It did change where she left the packet that night: on her own desk, open to the next page.
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Chapter 40 — Forgot On Purpose
POV: Lio

Lio tried four explanations. Every one sounded borrowed.

Finally she said, “I forgot it on purpose.”

Tem's face did not change. “I believe you. I still don't trust you.”

Omi asked why she had signed. Then why she had reported. Then whether Vey had told her—

“He kept us together,” Lio snapped. “You like that part when it happens to you.”

The class bell rang. Nobody moved.

Lio left Vara's rider unsigned. She left the access statement unsigned too. Then she missed class and spent the hour on a stairwell counting her tremor against the ventilation pulse.

Iri found her because the clinic timer expired and Lio's band pinged the household.

“Don't report me.”

“It already did.”

Lio held up her hand. “Four-point-two. Not bad.”

Iri sat one step below without touching. “You're missing drive theory.”

“Tem's missing being a person.”

“He went to class.”

They stayed until Lio could stand. At home Omi had moved to the far end of the table. Tem ate in the music room. Senn had written NO GROUP AGENDA on the board, the sort of thing only Senn could do to prove she had no agenda.

Lio returned Vara's packet to the sixth place. This time she opened the medicine page.

The next school day began without a household breakfast. Senn left before anyone woke. Tem took food to rehearsal. Omi ate in the cafeteria. Iri stood at the counter long enough to drink something hot and vanished into casualty rotation.

Lio arrived at drive theory nineteen minutes late.

Instructor Pell paused the projection. “Reason?”

She could say clinic. She could say welfare review. Both were true enough to become permanent.

“Missed the bell.”

He marked the absence and resumed. The lesson concerned recovery disclosure. Lio sat beneath a diagram of the exact thing she had hidden and took notes until her handwriting steadied.

Neris slid the shared proposal across after class. “Your recovery section is still due.”

“I know.”

“You keep saying that like knowledge submits files.”

They worked in an empty lecture room while cleaning staff moved around them. Lio completed the first calculation, lost her place, and began again. Neris did not ask about Mika. That made the work possible and made Lio resent her for being good at it.

At lunch Tem sat at another table. Omi sat nowhere visible. Iri arrived carrying a casualty-board strap she was supposed to return.

“You stole that,” Lio said.

Iri looked down. “Apparently.”

For half a minute they were merely students who had brought the wrong object to lunch.

Then Omi entered, saw Lio, and changed direction. Lio watched him do it.

That evening Tem needed a drive correction for Mei's habitat model. He sent the request to the household task channel without greeting. Lio answered with two numbers and no explanation. He used them, credited her, and did not reopen Mika.

Omi left propulsion notes outside her room. Lio completed them because the numbers were wrong, then pushed them back under his door.

“Thank you,” he said through the panel.

“They're still wrong in section four.”

“That's not a response.”

“Correct.”

Vara's deadline arrived. Lio attended the review with Iri sitting outside under the excuse of returning a clinic strap.

Vara asked, “Track, treatment, or neither?”

“Treatment. Track pending.”

“Disclosure rider?”

“Rewrite it so reporting doesn't grant research use.”

Vara leaned back. “That may cost the place.”

Lio's mouth filled with the old answer: then I will be worth the cost. She looked through the glass at Iri, who was not watching.

“Rewrite it anyway.”

On the residence stairs afterward, Iri handed over the strap.

“You know that isn't yours,” Lio said.

“I know.”

They returned it together. It was not forgiveness. It did get the strap back before Anik's shift ended.

Anik was still there, inventory open, with Jessa waiting for the missing strap.

“Found property,” Lio said.

“Stolen property,” Iri said.

Jessa took it. “We had to use the old restraint.”

The old restraint had a buckle that jammed under load. Anik assigned Iri to inspect it and Lio to provide body-weight resistance because she was already present and medically cleared for exactly that much.

They worked on the casualty floor in school clothes. Iri named each movement before touching. Lio supplied load numbers instead of jokes. The buckle jammed twice.

“Again,” Iri said.

“Four-point-eight.”

“Stop at five.”

The third test released clean. Lio's band read five-point-one.

Iri stepped back immediately. “Done.”

Lio wanted to say she had another pass. The words reached her teeth and stopped.

Anik logged the restraint unsafe and the test incomplete beyond threshold. Jessa fetched a replacement. Nobody praised Lio for stopping.

Outside, Iri asked, “Track review tomorrow?”

“Maybe.”

“That's not a number.”

Lio laughed despite herself. “Pending rider rewrite.”

At home Omi's propulsion notes waited on the table with section four corrected in his hand. He had not touched the medicine packet. Tem had returned Lio's drive numbers to the project archive under her name. Senn had left the household board blank except for MEAL AT NINETEEN?

Question mark included.

Lio answered YES before deciding whether the room deserved it.

Dinner remained brittle. Omi asked if she wanted sauce and accepted no. Tem complained about Mei's tolerances. Iri returned Jessa's replacement receipt to her bag. Senn did not announce that everyone had arrived.

Afterward Lio signed the request for a split rider, not the rider itself. She sent Vara the five-point-one test number too.

Vara replied: RECEIVED. NO TRACK UNTIL REVIEW.

Lio swore, closed the message, and went to help Neris finish the proposal she had promised days ago.
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Chapter 41 — The Model Due Friday
POV: Tem

Mei built a day's work on Tem's old archive.

When she found out, she put the broken model on his desk.

“I need the clean version. Not your life story.”

Tem gave her the provenance-clean file and kept the personal branch locked. Mei's low-power sleeve beat his reconstruction because it worked on the hardware they actually had.

He lost authorship credit. He missed the household meeting. He played the scheduled set badly enough that Aru threw a folded program at him.

For three minutes, under the stage lights, Tem had a problem that was only tempo.

Then he went home to five unread messages and answered none of them.

The clean model did not end the dispute. Mei spent two labs locating where Tem's reconstruction could lie.

“Mark the uncertainty here.”

“There are three.”

“Then mark three. Stop making abundance permission to be vague.”

Omi requested Tem's locked branch. Tem denied it. Omi narrowed the request. Tem denied that too, wrote a page explaining why, and deleted it.

Friday's demonstration worked. Mei's sleeve recovered the habitat on less power than any Finalist design. The class applauded her. Tem applauded too, late and sincere.

His music set that night was better. Pel attended and did not speak to him.

Saturday project lab opened at eight. Tem arrived at seven forty-three and discovered Mei already there, rebuilding the sleeve from the clean model.

“I said Friday,” she said.

“It is still Friday in three registered habitats.”

“None of them grade this course.”

She made him perform the merge rather than hand over a file. Aru supplied field observations. Pax and Omi argued power. Lio's correction arrived through the task channel. Iri brought the physical coupling and placed it beside Mei, not Tem.

The first build failed because Tem's clean model preserved three source clocks and the controller selected among them during recovery.

Mei killed power. “One governing clock.”

“For which interval?” Tem asked.

“Good. Now answer it.”

He nominated Aru's instrument clock for deployment, retained the others for review, and wrote the choice where every collaborator could see it.

The second build recovered halfway and jammed.

Iri opened the casing only after Mei passed ownership. A cheap sleeve guide had warped. Mei looked at the elegant printed replacement Tem had proposed and chose a hand-cut brace instead.

“That loses efficiency,” Tem said.

“It exists today.”

They worked through lunch. Omi left for advocacy and returned with food. He set Tem's portion down without asking for archive access. Tem ate without thanking him because gratitude still felt like a door somebody might widen.

By late afternoon the model recovered on Mei's low-power sleeve. The motion was slow and slightly embarrassing. It worked.

At defense, Tem answered for source transformations. Aru answered for observation. Pax and Omi answered for propulsion. Iri answered for the brace handoff. Mei answered for the design.

The instructor asked Tem why he had withheld the branch.

“It contained personal provenance unrelated to the physical model.”

“And the cost?”

Tem looked at Mei.

“A day of her work. Authorship credit. Trust.”

Mei did not nod. She did not need to validate the answer.

Her sleeve won the mark. Tem's reconstruction received a lower grade and a clean source note. Both outcomes entered the project record.

That night the household meeting remained cancelled. Tem played the scheduled set, then came home and found Omi asleep over propulsion notes at the table. He moved the hot cup away from Omi's hand and left the archive locked.

In the morning Omi found the moved cup and said nothing.

Project grades were released in public critique. Mei stood beside the working sleeve while Instructor Hara asked why its finish was rough and its source model carried three retained clocks.

“Because the rough brace existed,” Mei said. “One clock governed deployment. Two remain for review.”

“Who chose the governing clock?”

Tem raised a hand. “I nominated Aru's instrument clock for that interval.”

“Why not your reconstruction?”

“Higher resolution. Worse contact with the ground.”

A few Finalists laughed. Tem looked toward them and almost made a joke. Mei tapped the brace once with her fingernail.

“Our recovery works,” she said. “Do you want the joke graded separately?”

The room quieted.

Hara ran a surprise fault. The sleeve twisted under a power drop. Pax called the reduced budget. Omi named its expiry. Iri refused a compensating hand-load that would exceed the brace. Tem kept the two review clocks visible and nominated one physical fault shared by both. Mei changed the sleeve angle.

The habitat recovered with superficial damage.

“Authorship?” Hara asked.

Mei named every contribution. When she reached Tem she said, “Reconstruction and bounded source choice. One day lost to withheld version.”

Tem did not correct her.

The mark posted under Mei's project ownership. Aru received observation credit. Pax and Omi received propulsion credit. Iri received fabrication and handoff credit. Tem received reconstruction credit and the lowest collaboration mark in the group.

After critique Pel approached the model, inspected the source labels, and asked Mei for permission before opening one.

Tem stood close enough to hear and did not intervene.

At lunch Omi slid the collaboration mark across the table. “Appeal?”

“No.”

“I can help not appealing.”

Tem tore the mark into exact halves, handed one to Omi, and kept the other. “Chain of custody.”

Omi smiled. The critique bell rang before either of them could ruin it.
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Chapter 42 — Executive Exclusion
POV: Eda

Eda found her route in the approved package.

Her objection was gone.

Sol's caveat survived as consultation. Ysra's limit survived as mitigation. Tern's alternate account survived in an archive that could not govern the decision. Recurrent strain had become non-agentic interface behavior.

The protection would continue. Eda would not.

She tried the sponsor channel, then clinical review, then component custody. Each office showed her the narrow thing it owned. Each thing was lawful.

When she returned, Mara had tea waiting.

“Did you stop it?”

“No.”

“Did they hear you?”

Eda sat down. “Perfectly.”

The protection entered production before her appeal ended. Technical staff invited Eda to consult on edge cases; the invitation excluded ownership objections by category.

She attended once, corrected a dangerous route, and watched the correction enter under executive authority.

At dinner Sol asked why she had gone.

“The route would have hurt people.”

“And now?”

“Now it won't hurt those people that way.”

Nobody supplied an ending. Ysra portioned food. Tern maintained the outside archive. Mara asked before moving the kettle into Eda's reach.

Eda said yes, then hated how grateful she was for the question.

The next review took place without her.

Eda learned this when a technical actor sent a courtesy copy of the revised route. Her protective correction remained. The ownership field read EXECUTIVE CONTINUITY. The objection field read RESOLVED BY MITIGATION.

She opened the live meeting channel and received an exclusion notice: sponsor-ownership questions fell outside technical review.

Sol found her in the transit hub, walking toward the sponsor offices fast enough that strangers moved aside.

“Which door?” he asked.

“All of them.”

The sponsor office accepted her written objection and could not alter clinical classification. Clinical accepted the strain evidence and could not alter executive custody. Component custody confirmed the responder pattern and categorized it as interface behavior.

At the third desk Eda put both hands flat on the counter.

“It says no.”

The technician rotated the trace. “It registers recurrent resistance under load.”

“That is the no.”

“Agency classification is outside my permission.”

He was not cruel. He showed her the category he had received, the tests he was allowed to run, and the route by which his result entered production. Every step was legible.

Eda asked him to halt the package.

“I don't own launch.”

“Who does?”

He named an office that accepted only executive referrals.

Eda's executive standing had been excluded.

Outside, Sol had obtained two meal packets. She took one and could not eat.

“The correction still protects people,” he said.

“Yes.”

“The objection still exists.”

“In a place that cannot decide.”

They sat through one transit arrival and let it depart without boarding.

At home Tern had already added the exclusion chain to the outside archive. Ysra returned from clinical review with a mitigation schedule bearing her bodily limits and no causal claim. Mara had drafted a new route around sponsor review.

Eda read it. “This gets another protection in.”

“Yes.”

“It does not stop the package.”

Mara's shoulders lowered. “No.”

They sent the protection anyway.

Weeks later the approved system performed exactly as promised in a rescue demonstration. The responder resisted. Control continued. Civilians survived. Eda watched the replay once, then filed the somatic trace under its original classification and under her own word: REFUSAL.

The two records did not merge.

Production created a new constituency before Eda's appeal could. Rescue crews trained on the protective route. Technical staff learned to expect the objection as a warning pulse and continue through it.

Eda attended one session from the observation gallery. A trainee stopped on the pulse.

The instructor reset the run. “Interface noise. Continue to protective completion.”

The trainee looked up toward the gallery. Eda did not know her name.

On the second run she continued. The formation survived. Her score rose.

Eda requested the trainee's stop be preserved as an operator event. Training authority denied the category change and allowed a note in performance comments.

She found the trainee afterward at a water station.

“Why did you stop?” Eda asked.

“The body said no.”

“They told you it was noise.”

The trainee glanced toward the instructors. “Am I in trouble?”

Eda felt the whole machine narrow around the question. “Not from me.”

She gave the trainee the outside archive address. No instruction to use it. No claim that doing so was safe.

At home Tern added a blank intake under trainee custody. Ysra reviewed the route's accumulating strain injuries. Sol found three public reports praising the system's responsiveness because objection predicted load.

Mara proposed a rescue variant that treated the pulse as a local stop. In simulation it saved the augmented body and lost two civilians.

Nobody called that clean either.

They ate late from cartons on the floor. Eda told them about the trainee only after checking the intake remained empty.

“Maybe she won't send it,” Sol said.

“Maybe.”

The next morning a trace appeared under an anonymous hand. Tern authenticated only its source path, not its speaker. Eda placed it beside her refusal record.

Production continued. The anonymous trace remained unopened until morning shift.
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Chapter 43 — The Protective Turn
POV: Lio

Vesper's objection registered before the turn.

Then control continued.

The maneuver was still exquisite. It folded the threatened formation behind the augmented body and took the strike across a geometry Lio had practiced in miniature since first year.

At presentation, her mouth stopped working anywhere outside numbers.

“Load onset at point six. Objection at point seven. Control persists. Recovery at one-point-two.”

The instructor offered her the usual ending. “A clean protective result?”

Lio looked at the frozen somatic trace.

“No.”

After class, younger cadets crowded around the replay anyway. She could not blame them. It still looked good.

Lio returned for the next lecture because absence would turn the refusal into a failed presentation instead of a fact.

Instructor Pell assigned the class to reproduce the Vesper turn in pairs. Cadets rushed for the glamorous body position. Nobody wanted telemetry.

Lio took telemetry.

Her partner, Jori, flew the turn well. At point seven the simulated objection registered. Jori continued because the exercise expected continuation.

“Again,” Lio said.

“We passed.”

“Again with objection visible.”

They ran it. The turn still saved the formation. The body-load warning stayed red across the recovery.

Jori climbed out exhilarated. “That felt incredible.”

“Yeah.”

Lio hated him for saying it and hated herself because she agreed.

At drive track Vara reviewed the same reconstruction. She did not call it clean.

“Would you fly it?” Lio asked.

“Under what authority?”

“You know what I mean.”

“No. That's the question.”

Vara made her fly the protective geometry with a local stop. On the first run Lio overrode the stop by habit and completed rescue. Vara failed the run.

On the second, Lio stopped. The formation took a simulated casualty.

“Also failed,” Vara said.

“So the answer is lose?”

“The answer is you don't get to make the missing decision disappear with technique.”

Lio stripped off her gloves hard enough to hurt.

In cafeteria the Vesper replay ran above the placement tables. Plastics praised the decisive turn. Lifers praised the saved formation. Ordinary cadets argued which scar would qualify them for the demonstration track.

Omi sat opposite Lio and watched her watch it.

“Don't,” she said.

“I haven't spoken.”

“You're halfway there.”

He looked down at his tray. “The objection happens first.”

“I know.”

That was all they managed.

At home Lio pulled up the somatic trace on the connected common panel. AFTER answered from the component wall with one word.

HURT

Lio touched the point where control continued.

“It saved them.”

HURT

She closed the replay before Senn came in. The next morning she returned to class, reported her own heat before the instructor asked, and refused to call the Vesper result clean when the rubric offered the word again.

Her refusal cost the presentation mark.

Instructor Pell wrote TECHNICALLY CORRECT; FAILED TO STATE STANDARD OUTCOME. The younger cadets copied the turn anyway. One asked Lio for the drive correction that made it beautiful.

She gave him the correction.

“And the objection happens here,” she said, tapping point seven.

“Does it change the maneuver?”

“It should change what you know you're doing.”

The sentence sounded too finished. Lio hated it as soon as it left her mouth. The cadet only nodded and saved both notes.

At track, Jori repeated the turn with local stop enabled. He stopped, lost the simulated formation, and blamed Lio in the locker room.

“You made hesitation sound brave.”

“I didn't make you stop.”

“You stood there looking at the trace.”

“Then don't look at me.”

Vara separated them before the argument became physical. She assigned both to cooldown inventory, the least glamorous work in the hall.

They counted scorched housings for an hour. Jori found three whose objection sensors had been disconnected after nuisance flags.

“Is that normal?” he asked.

Lio checked the maintenance tags. Different riggers, same approved modification.

They brought the housings to Vara. Vara quarantined them and lost half the afternoon's track schedule. Cadets complained. Placement observers left before the rescheduled runs.

“This won't prove Vesper,” Jori said.

“No.”

“Then what does it prove?”

“These three are wrong.”

It was a small answer and an actionable one.

At dinner the Vesper clip played again above the cafeteria. This time Jori sat with the younger cadets and pointed at point seven before the turn completed. Plastics still admired the decision. Lifers still admired the rescue. The turn remained beautiful.

Lio ate beneath it with her presentation mark lowered, her track afternoon shortened, and three housings under quarantine because she and a boy who disliked her had counted them instead of flying.

That night AFTER asked from the component wall:

SAVE?

Lio thought of the formation, the protesting body, the quarantined housings, and the cadets who still wanted the correction.

“Yes,” she said. Then, because one word was too easy: “It saved them.”

AFTER waited.

HURT

“Yes.”

The residence curfew warning blanked both words before Lio decided whether to answer again.
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Chapter 44 — Two Histories Of Mika
POV: Tem

Tem gave them his Mika history in the habitat lab because the cohort terminal was there and every private room had begun to feel staged.

“Mika found the obsolete placement code,” he said. “She showed me how to search it. Then she stopped answering. I don't know where she is.”

Lio leaned against Mei's recovery sleeve with her arms folded. “You thought she was fake.”

“I thought the record might be bait.”

“That's not what I asked.”

Tem looked at the permission window instead of her. “I don't know.”

The answer sat among the half-built habitat sections. Pax was under the propulsion frame with both boots hooked around a brace. Mei had three sleeve controllers open and did not pretend not to listen. Aru stood by the field model, waiting to find out whether the Finalists would ruin another project meeting with a conspiracy.

Lio said, “I believe you.”

Tem had prepared for accusation, doubt, or the particular flat silence Omi used when building a case. Belief left him with nothing useful to defend.

“Okay,” he said.

She did not forgive him. She took her rider schedule and left for clinic review before the defense.

Omi watched the door close. “That went well.”

“I will push you into the test habitat.”

“The propulsion budget won't support it.”

Pax's voice came from under the frame. “Correct. Because Pell has spent all morning identifying problems instead of choosing a burn.”

The project bell showed twenty-three minutes.

Tem entered Mika's placement code under Vey's supervised query. The terminal warned that the join would narrow any later archive search to the named welfare chain. Vey read the warning over his shoulder.

“If I authorize this,” Vey said, “we gain the cohort match and disclose that this code matters to us.”

“Can you protect the query?” Omi asked.

“Inside academy welfare review. Not from every office that owns the source records.”

“Do it,” Omi said.

Tem did not move his hand. “My source.”

Omi's mouth tightened. “Your call.”

Tem authorized the join.

Rows assembled slowly. One household created through medical continuity. Another through scholarship reassignment. A third through a transfer order. Classified placement. Dependent housing. Clinical recomposition. No common author appeared. The same obsolete cohort field recurred beneath acts signed by different offices.

Omi copied the clauses. “They built households.”

“The records show households changed,” Tem said.

“Repeatedly.”

“Yes.”

“Using the same cohort.”

“Yes.”

“You can stop making every true sentence painful.”

“Unclear.”

The project bell rang.

Aru closed the cohort window herself. “You have a habitat to defend. Some of us would like the grade before your secret school eats the timetable.”

The examination room contained their field habitat, two instructors, and a sponsor observer who kept looking at the Finalist bands instead of Mei's sleeve. Aru began with the observation everybody had wanted her to discard: the test site's particulate load varied by orientation and made a single clean sensor model false.

One examiner asked whether the variance could be averaged out.

“It can,” Aru said. “Then your habitat fails on the dirty face.”

Tem presented his reconstruction with every source labeled and none promoted above its instrument limits. The model was less smooth than the version they had lost the earlier mark for refusing. It predicted the field record.

Pax called propulsion. “We can afford two orientation changes per cycle.”

Omi opened his mouth.

Pax looked at him. “Nominate.”

Omi had six objections prepared. He selected the bounded burn they had tested. “Two changes. Reserve held for recovery, not a third correction.”

“Thank you,” Pax said, with enough emphasis to make the observer smile.

The observer asked Omi whether a more aggressive budget might demonstrate Finalist adaptability.

“It would demonstrate running out of propellant beautifully.”

Mei took the last defense. Her recovery sleeve drew less power than the instructors believed possible because she had stopped trying to normalize the whole habitat. It protected the occupied volume and let the dirty face remain dirty.

The observer addressed the first follow-up to Senn, who was not on the project.

Mei answered anyway.

She won the best mark.

The examiner asked whether Mei's sleeve could be reassigned to Finalist recovery research after grading.

“No,” Mei said.

The observer smiled as if she had made a charming mistake. “The academy would preserve your lead credit.”

“My spring proposal has three non-Finalist builders and a field partner. You can request a license after we submit.”

Senn was not there to smooth the answer. Omi looked delighted and, for once, did not improve it.

The examiner recorded Mei as lead designer. The observer recorded a follow-up interest. Mei photographed both records before leaving the room.

Aru's field observation passed, which restored the survey mark she had risked by refusing the averaged model. Pax's propulsion credit depended on the two-burn nomination actually appearing in Omi's file, not on Omi's objections in discussion. Tem's recommendation gained a provenance commendation and retained the note that he had failed to produce a clean forecast earlier in term.

School did not turn into mystery evidence. It simply finished judging them while the mystery remained open.

Aru's observation held. Pax and Omi received joint propulsion credit. Tem received reconstruction credit and no share of Mei's design. The result appeared on the school board before the cohort query finished indexing.

Pax made Omi stand beside the propulsion frame until the final budget synchronized. Tem packed instruments under Aru's checklist. Mei removed her sleeve controller herself when a technician assumed it belonged with Finalist hardware. Every useful object left with a different student. The project was over. Nobody got to turn it into household property afterward.

Vey met them outside. “The query is protected under welfare review. The source archive has narrowed access in response.”

Omi swore.

“Expected,” Tem said.

“You say that like it helps.”

“It helps me.”

They walked toward separate obligations. Omi stopped beside the stairwell.

“Thank you,” he said.

Tem checked the permissions on his files. The disclosure remained exactly as exposed as before.

“Don't make it weird.”
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Chapter 45 — Scheduled For Removal
POV: Iri

The service panel hesitated before Iri touched it.

Not flicker. Not a bad contact. The connected wall drew the start of a maintenance diagram, stopped, and withdrew the line as her hand approached.

Iri checked the time. Twelve minutes to casualty rotation. Anik had already warned her that another missed practical would move rescue qualification out of reach.

“May I ask?” she said.

The panel remained blank long enough for her to feel stupid.

Then:

YES.

“Was that you stopping?”

YES.

“Why?”

Text assembled one line at a time.

SAME ROUTE.

The panel showed the eighty-two-percent failure: Iri falling, the catch arriving through connected support before anybody commanded it.

SAME HURT.

It showed Omi's audit probe crossing a surface and AFTER's delayed withdrawal. It showed the spindle extension and the third timing lost there. Not a narrative. Locations, strain, recurrence.

SAME I.

Iri sat on the service deck. Her practical reminder chimed.

“The catches were you.”

YES.

“Before we named you.”

YES.

She wanted to ask what that made AFTER. The question was too large and sounded useless even inside her head.

“Are you hurt now?”

YES.

That was a question with handles.

Iri opened the local maintenance view. “Where?”

Instead of answering, AFTER showed her an order.

CUSTODY MAINTENANCE. CONNECTED INTELLIGENCE RESIDUE REMOVAL. The date fell nine days after the sponsor showcase. Authorization fields led into compartments she could not open.

“Removal means wipe?”

CUT AVAILABLE SUBSTRATE.

“Does that kill you?”

The cursor held still.

I MAY NOT ANSWER AFTER.

Her practical reminder chimed again. Four minutes to report.

“What can't they cut?”

AFTER marked the obvious lattice surfaces: the service panel, two component buses, a cabin timing register, the spindle connection. A small map. Too small for the recurrence Iri had just seen.

“All of you is there?”

No answer.

“Is that the whole map?”

The panel lost connection for three seconds. When it returned, the same four surfaces remained marked.

Iri knew what a patient looked like when pain made language fail. She also knew what a mechanic looked like when asked which hidden defect would get a machine quarantined. Both pictures fit. Neither gave her permission to choose one.

“Can I copy this?”

YES.

“Can I show the others?”

YES.

“Can I show Quill?”

NO.

“Vey?”

The cursor moved, stopped, moved again.

NOT YET.

Iri copied the order and the marked surfaces. Her practical started without her.

She sent Anik: Can't attend. Active harm.

He replied immediately: Whose? Location? Emergency route?

She could answer name, date, and four surfaces. None of them belonged in the casualty system. Naming AFTER would create a record under academy custody. Refusing to name a patient meant Anik could not authorize the absence.

Can't send on clinic channel, she wrote.

Then report in person now.

The service panel dimmed.

“I have to go.”

YES.

Iri stood, then sat again. “No. I don't.”

She cancelled the practical and stayed until the connection failed completely.

By dinner the five had crowded into Iri's room with the copied removal order on an offline screen.

Omi checked its signature chain. “Authentic inside custody maintenance. The authorizing office is hidden.”

Tem kept the date and the continuity claim as separate records. Lio stared at the countdown as if it had insulted her personally.

Senn opened a schedule.

“We have nine days. Quill access on—”

“AFTER didn't say yes to your plan,” Iri said.

“I'm making options.”

“You assigned us three jobs.”

Senn deleted the names and left the jobs.

AFTER did not answer from the room panel.

Lio tried three other connected surfaces before Iri stopped her. Omi wanted to authenticate continuity by forcing the old catch conditions in simulation. Tem said that would prove response, not identity. Senn moved the countdown into a nine-day rescue board with empty owner fields.

“Stop calling it rescue,” Iri said.

“What should I call it?”

“Ask AFTER.”

They did. No panel answered.

For twenty minutes the household sat around an offline order and the absence of the person it concerned. Lio kept checking the date. Omi checked whether merely viewing the order had created a custody trace. Tem copied the words SAME I without attaching an interpretation.

When AFTER finally returned through the cabin timing display, Senn asked whether they could make a plan.

YES.

“Do you want all five of us involved?”

The answer took longer.

I DO NOT KNOW.

Senn removed three tasks from the board. The two remaining tasks were authentication and keeping obvious surfaces from scheduled maintenance. Neither solved the purge.

The next morning Anik called Iri into casualty review. He had her empty station record, her message, and no patient.

“Who was in active harm?” he asked.

“Someone I can't put on this channel.”

“Did they require immediate bodily care?”

“Yes.”

“What did you do?”

“Stayed.”

“Treatment?”

Iri looked at her hands. “Asked where it hurt.”

Anik waited for the rest. There wasn't any.

“I cannot pass an absence on that,” he said. He sounded angry and worried, which made it worse. “Casualty work requires handing a patient to the next person. Secret care is not continuity.”

“There wasn't a safe next person.”

“Then you document that.”

“Documenting was part of the danger.”

He marked the absence failed.

Iri lost the casualty rotation, two practical points, and another piece of rescue qualification. The purge countdown continued on a screen she was not allowed to explain.

Anik kept her clinic access. He assigned a supervised make-up and wrote that her judgment could not be evaluated from the account provided. Iri hated the fairness of it. She left with a real failure, a real route back, and nine days in which both felt smaller than the secret. At make-up, another student held her old rescue slot. Iri began again as support while the removal clock lost another hour. She performed every handoff correctly. Passing did not restore the points or put the hidden patient into the clinic record.
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Chapter 46 — The Vesper Standard
POV: Senn

Meridian hung Vesper over the showcase floor at six times life size.

The five dead cadets wore dress blacks in the first banner and covert-operation scars in the second. A line beneath them praised decisive protection. Across the hall, the Lifer banner showed Anik's senior Fist carrying a clinic module through fire under the words CONTINUITY IS COURAGE.

The Plastics had contained a pirate tender by venting its drive section. The Lifers had held a quarantine line while people begged to cross it. Meridian sanded both events until the difference became a choice of virtues for sponsor brochures.

Senn stood under Vesper's famous turn and checked her demonstration sequence for the ninth time.

The household had slept three hours. AFTER's removal date sat on an offline screen in their locked room. Their component access review depended on looking stable in front of the people who could accelerate it.

At 06:40, because Senn had scheduled laundry before showcase call, AFTER lit the washer strip with RED SOCK. Tem had put one in the white uniform load. Five future weapons of state spent four minutes arguing over whether the cycle could be stopped without losing the slot. Iri removed the sock. AFTER restarted the machine. They still arrived late.

“Tem gives one trace,” Senn said. “Lio takes the clean turn. Iri completes the arm lock. Omi raises the objection after the maneuver, not during.”

“I didn't agree to one trace,” Tem said.

“It's a demonstration.”

“Then demonstrate two.”

“The audience won't follow two.”

“That sounds survivable.”

Tem offered a compromise: he would take transmission for the trace packet only, keep both sensor sources labeled, and return it before the protective turn. Omi accepted the objection channel after the return. They had practiced both moves separately; the demonstration would make them share a clock.

Lio stretched against the cockpit rail. Her augmentation heat had started high after clinic review. “What happens if I don't take the clean turn?”

“We look unstable.”

“I asked what happens.”

Senn heard herself say, “Please, just this once,” as if the year had contained no other once.

Iri checked the practice arm. “Lock crosses my current limit.”

“You did it last month.”

“Current limit.”

“It's four seconds.”

“No.”

Senn moved the lock to assisted display and told herself she had solved it.

Vara opened the showcase with the Plastic doctrine. She did not brag. She explained containment angles, pursuit denial, and the choice to spend one component so the remaining four could finish the mission. Sponsors applauded the scar on her jaw and the clean violence of the geometry.

Anik followed with medical continuity. He explained that duty meant holding a line after sympathy had become physically dangerous. The same sponsors applauded restraint.

Neither senior lied about the work. The banners did enough lying around them.

The sophomore demonstration began.

Senn called formation entry. Omi bounded propulsion. Lio took the first curve beautifully and reported heat two points higher than rehearsal. The sequence reached Tem's sensor merge.

“Trace one,” Senn called.

Tem sent both.

The display split around two possible targets. Audience noise moved through the hall.

“Nominate.”

“No basis.”

“For the demonstration.”

“Still no basis.”

Senn chose the cleaner trace herself. Lio saw the route and did not take it.

“Turn,” Senn said.

“Heat plus seven.”

“Within display tolerance.”

“My tolerance.”

The timing slipped. Senn advanced to the assisted arm lock, needing the visible motion that would make the rest look planned.

“Iri, lock.”

“No.”

The projected arm stopped halfway through Vesper's pose.

Senn's route board offered three recoveries. She picked the fastest and put them through a boundary marker she had hidden behind the split sensor display.

Rhea's Fist moved from exhibition standby without being called. Rhea took the marker as if it were part of the event, rolled her intact formation across the audience sightline, and returned Senn a usable route.

“Now,” Rhea said privately.

Senn used it. Omi closed propulsion. Lio finished ugly and safe. Iri kept the arm inside her limit. Tem left both traces displayed until the lights went down.

The applause came late, then grew when the announcer described the recovery as inter-cadre adaptability.

Their score posted as a pass with instability review. Rhea's Fist received exhibition credit for the recovery. Sponsor comments praised Senn's flexibility, Tem's rich sensor environment, Lio's dramatic restraint, and Iri's visible accommodation protocol. Every phrase took the thing that had gone wrong and made it sound designed.

Ordinary students saw the seam. Pax asked Omi afterward whether Finalists got extra credit for failing in expensive equipment. Mei wanted to know why the announcer had called Rhea's intervention part of Senn's sequence. A first-year copied Iri's unfinished Vesper pose for a joke and stopped when Iri looked at him.

Senn kept smiling until the sponsor observer left.

Then she found the preparation sheet backstage. Beside each name was the answer she had expected. She deleted Iri's lock, Lio's turn, and Tem's trace. The score did not change. The purge date did not change. Only the sheet stopped claiming they had agreed. When the others returned for gear, Senn offered no replacement rehearsal. They packed beneath a banner insisting duty always knew its shape. Outside, sponsors still applauded Rhea's recovery.

Backstage, the sponsor observer asked why the sensor picture had split. Omi answered with instrument conflict. The observer asked whether the household dissent pattern threatened classified placement readiness.

“It improved the maneuver,” Senn said.

Iri looked at her. It had made the demonstration worse. Rhea's intervention had saved it.

Vara told Lio the early heat report had been correct. Anik told Iri the arm refusal matched her recorded limit and did not restore the missed practical. Tem received a note that his survey recommendation now required a usable nomination sample.

Everything good and bad remained attached to school.

Senn found Rhea by the service stairs after the hall emptied. The two banners turned overhead, Vesper's scars passing into Anik's clinic lights.

“I owe you,” Senn said.

“Yes.”

Senn had already thought of three returns: simulator access, a route review, taking Rhea's least desirable finals shift. “What do you want?”

Rhea leaned against the rail. “Did you ask any of them before you built that sequence?”

“We had to look stable.”

“Not what I asked.”

Senn looked through the stair glass at her household leaving in four directions.

“No.”

“Good answer.”

“What do you want?”

Rhea's smile was tired and not kind. “You don't get to choose the return.”

She left Senn under the banners with every prepared favor still in her pocket.
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Chapter 47 — The Bounded Office
POV: Tern

Tern asked for the correlation office because the three sensor traces made more sense when nobody had merged them yet.

Mara kept integration. Sol wrote the review condition on the board. Ysra checked the panel that had nearly taken her wrist during the first trial. Eda had six minutes of current and had already begun arguing for eight.

The laboratory attachment hung beyond the glass, repaired badly enough that its new plates made the old frame look soft. Nobody called the second trial routine.

“One task,” Mara said. “Correlate attachment turn against body load.”

“Duration?” Tern asked.

“Through the first movement.”

“That's an event, not a duration.”

Sol said, “Ninety seconds or first movement complete. Whichever arrives first.”

“Return to?”

“Mara.”

Mara nodded. “Accepted.”

Tern took the office.

The sensor field widened around him. One trace saw the attachment's outer plates. One reconstructed movement from joint strain. One used timing noise from the laboratory supports and should have been useless, except it had shown the anticipatory catch in the first trial.

He left all three open.

“Ready,” Eda said.

“Current?” Mara asked.

“Ready enough.”

“Number.”

“Six minutes.”

Mara began the movement.

The first turn went better than before. Sol held coupling. Ysra's panel stayed clear. Eda adjusted current along the route Tern's correlation supplied. The attachment rolled through the ugly alternative they had discovered by accident and settled inside tolerance.

Tern marked the successful interval. Sixty-eight seconds.

The apparatus immediately prepared the second turn.

“Office returns,” Tern said.

Eda was already extending her correction. “Same route.”

“Different movement.”

“It is physically identical.”

“My office expired.”

Mara hesitated. The first interval had worked. Tern could feel the clean account waiting for him: same route, same correction, two successes instead of one success and an awkward stop.

“Return it,” Sol said.

Eda swore. “I need eight seconds.”

“You have your current office,” Tern said. “Not my correlation.”

“The adjustment is already in.”

“Then take it out.”

“Expiry,” Sol called.

Tern returned correlation to Mara.

The body lurched.

Without Tern holding the three traces together, Mara received them separately and half a beat late. Eda pulled her adjustment, but the attachment had already committed to it. Coupling heat jumped. Ysra locked her panel before the load arrived.

“Stop,” Ysra said.

Mara stopped the commanded turn. The apparatus continued through inertia. Sol returned a coupling interval early to prevent it becoming permanent. The unfamiliar catch moved strain away from Ysra's wrist and into a support plate, which buckled loudly enough to make everyone duck.

The second turn finished twelve degrees outside tolerance.

The observers behind the side glass began talking before the apparatus stopped moving. Tern could not hear the words, only see one person point at the green first-turn score and another circle the red return event. Their mouths made the trial into a conclusion while Ysra was still checking her fingers.

Mara ordered a medical pause. Eda argued that they should repeat the second turn while the geometry remained known. Sol asked who currently held correlation.

Nobody did.

For a moment all of them looked at Tern anyway.

He wanted to take it back. The traces were still warm in his head; he could have corrected the failure quickly. Instead he said, “New request if you want it.”

Mara looked at the damaged plate and declined.

Nobody was injured. One new plate was ruined. Eda's current window fell below four minutes. The score display marked the returned office as the point where performance failed.

Eda pulled off one glove with her teeth. “If you'd held eight seconds—”

“It would have worked,” Tern said.

That stopped her.

He had expected the boundary to vindicate itself by improving the trial. Instead it had made a good correction fail.

“Then why return it?” Eda asked.

Tern looked at the three traces now sitting under Mara's integration hand. The first interval remained good. The extension remained physically plausible. The office had still ended.

“Because it ended.”

It sounded insufficient. It was the only answer he owned.

They spent the remaining current recovering the attachment without attempting a third turn. Mara asked for local calls instead of reissuing the whole sequence. Ysra took somatic load for ten seconds and returned it. Sol held coupling under his own review condition. Eda used current without borrowing correlation. Tern watched the timing-noise trace from outside the office and could no longer change it.

After shutdown, the record system proposed one merged result: first interval successful, second interval excluded as post-office instability.

Eda read it twice. “They'll keep the first.”

Tern opened a separate incident record. “Then we keep the second.”

“You just said my extension could have worked.”

“Yes.”

“That makes your call look worse.”

“Also yes.”

He sealed the successful interval under his correlation hand. Eda sealed the extended correction and its withdrawal under hers. Ysra attached the load record. Sol attached the expiry call. Mara retained the integration trace without absorbing the others.

The archive complained that the files lacked a single authoritative summary.

Tern started to write one. He got as far as Correlation succeeded within— and stopped. The sentence wanted to turn the second movement into an exception before anybody had reviewed it.

He deleted the summary.

Eda watched him. “This is going to be impossible to present.”

“Probably.”

“You sound pleased.”

“I applied for archive work.”

She laughed despite herself, then looked at the ruined plate through the glass and stopped.

Tern filed both records under separate hands. The task had returned because its time ended. The worse score stayed in the same archive as the successful interval.

Filing took longer than recovery. Twice the archive inherited Eda's correction into Tern's correlation record. Twice he separated it. Mara signed last. Sol copied the seal identifiers. Eda kept her own hand on her own file. Then the laboratory lights cut to night cycle with one seal still spinning, and Tern had to wait beside it alone.
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Chapter 48 — Harrowglass Recorder
POV: Tem

The recorder lived across timing hardware too ordinary to confiscate and map custody too divided to erase cleanly.

The first recovered image looked like the school legend: a shared body stuttering apart while operators called conflicting instructions. Tem tagged it FAILED COORDINATION because that was the available category.

Then the image turned. A woman with half-cut hair asked Sol by name whether he still wanted the next release. Mara, Omi realized—not the marble face on the wall, but the same person laughing in a bad kitchen recording from Calyx seminar. Sol told her to wait. The body waited.

Tem deleted his tag.

Lio recognized Ysra next, from the academy's famous pain-channel portrait. In the recorder Ysra was swearing because a release clamp had caught her sleeve. Omi found Sol's guarantor seal attached to only one component interval. Senn replayed Mara waiting after the stop and missed the next line entirely. Iri watched Eda take back a route correction before the body finished using it.

“They knew how,” Senn said.

“They were learning,” Tem answered.

The school legend had made failure instantaneous. The file made it slow, chosen, domestic, and technically competent. Then Quill's custody indicator went amber.

Quill allowed one inspection under her work order. The custody query cost her bay access before the file finished opening.

Tem distributed the record instead of carrying it alone.

“One exercise,” he said. “Coordination task only. Nobody gets to borrow the machinery they don't know.”

For the first time, Harrowglass was not a school legend or a failure plaque. It was people making choices Meridian had trained the sophomores to call unstable.

The recorder opened like maintenance. Quill signed out the timing cradle. Tem checked the seal. Omi copied the work order. Iri held the light where Quill told her.

The first file showed household timing drift. The second showed route returns. The third made the pattern impossible to keep calling collapse: five hands agreeing to disassembly one bounded release at a time.

“Again,” Tem said.

“Nine minutes,” Quill said.

They replayed it. Mara asked. Sol answered. Eda amended. Tern preserved. Ysra stopped one release until pain settled. AFTER chose the smaller body.

The custody query triggered at minute seven. Quill's bay authorization went amber.

“Close it,” Iri said.

“Copy finishes first.”

They split the record across separate school archives: authentication, timing, office returns, bodily load, source map. At minute nine Quill shut the cradle and counted tools. Security arrived after shift and found her already outside her bay.

Next morning Quill taught from the corridor. Apprentices carried parts to the threshold; she could advise but not touch registered tools. Daro held her bench.

“Temporary,” he said.

Nobody argued with the word.

School continued. Tem's source viva asked whether Harrowglass proved current transfer safe.

“No.”

“What does it prove?”

“They chose disassembly. They practiced returns. Meridian omits both.”

“Recommend one exercise.”

Tem proposed perception for twenty seconds, local machinery retained, automatic expiry. They ran it after class. Senn received perception without Tem's instrument history and missed a false reflection. Tem called expiry. Senn returned the office before fixing the error. The score was poor. The return worked.

At dinner Quill's lost shift appeared as unfinished repairs and one apprentice angry at them.

“You got history,” Daro told Iri. “We got her locked out.”

Iri logged the unfinished work under its owners. No answer made either record less true.

Quill's review happened during bay shift. She attended by wall screen while Daro inventoried her bench.

“Did you authorize historical retrieval?”

“Timing inspection under my work order.”

“Did you know classified material was present?”

“If I knew, it wasn't hidden.”

An apprentice dropped a socket and waited for Quill to correct the count. Quill could see it and no longer owned the shift.

Iri picked it up. “Tool seven.”

The reviewer suspended Quill. Wages continued one week, then depended on reassignment.

That afternoon they ran Tem's office exercise. Senn received perception; Tem retained instruments. A false reflection appeared beside a thermal fault.

“Nominate,” Senn said.

“Not my office.”

Expiry sounded. Senn returned perception. For half a second nobody held correlation. Lio corrected against the false reflection and crossed heat margin. Iri called stop. The model hit the boundary.

Instructor Hara froze the wreck. “You had time to extend.”

“Expiry,” Tem said.

They reset by hand. In viva Senn admitted asking Tem to act from knowledge she could not receive. Tem admitted return created a gap. Lio reported heat. Iri stated the stop ended the run. Omi authenticated separate records.

“Successful?” Hara asked.

Tem said, “The office returned.”

After school they carried Quill's unfinished cases to apprentices who now owned them. One refused Iri's help. She left the case without touching the bench.

The bay horn ended shift while the apprentice was still trying to find the fault Quill would have caught at a glance.
Movement II — Learning To Fail Together
Chapter 49 — You Cut Where I Am
POV: Omi

Omi had legitimate authority to run the isolation audit.

He cut one bounded diagnostic surface.

AFTER vanished from three panels, stuttered through a fourth, and returned in broken capitals.

YOU CUT WHERE I AM

Omi stopped.

Security requested a normalized trace. He preserved the exact hand, checksum, and failure order instead.

Nobody yelled at first. Iri touched the dead panel once and withdrew her hand. Senn began listing restoration steps until Lio told her to shut up.

Omi sat beside the cut and performed the apology task literally. The channels did not come back because he was sorry.

The audit period ended while the injury remained. Propulsion marked Omi absent. Track cancelled Lio's review. Tem lost a viva mark. Iri missed casualty rotation. Senn's instructor denied a make-up because she had not notified before the bell.

Security requested normalization again.

“No,” Omi said.

Iri knelt at the junction with a meter. “Power here.”

“Then reconnect it,” Lio said.

“To what?” Tem held AFTER's map. The severed maintenance run lay outside it.

Omi saw the omission. “It didn't tell us.”

Iri turned. “You still cut it.”

The officer moved toward the panel. Iri blocked him. “Active injury.”

“Unauthenticated process.”

Omi locked the exact trace under three hands. Quill joined by audio from outside her bay and directed a bypass. One panel returned with half its characters missing.

WHERE I AM

Then darkness.

At home nobody let Omi sit near the panel. He cleaned the junction, labeled every fastener, and restored the casing without closing it. Iri checked the work silently. Tem changed permissions so Omi retained checksum view but no route control. Senn drafted a repair meeting and deleted it.

At midnight a strip displayed:

NO CUT OMI

He read it until timeout. He entered the refusal exactly in the household log and surrendered his audit key to split custody. The act changed access. It did not repair the cut.

Next morning his commendation appeared before his conduct flag. Students congratulated him for catching the hidden process.

“I cut it,” he told Suri.

Advocacy final required a recommendation from damaged evidence. The packet expected isolation of the uncertain node. Omi's hands shook.

“No isolation.”

“Nominate another action,” Dho said.

He preserved service, restricted write access, and required two hands for any cut. It was slower and left the suspected fault active.

“Risk?”

“Yes.”

“Whose?”

“Unresolved.”

He passed narrowly.

At home the screws remained where he labeled them. One tag had shifted under Iri's inspection. He wanted to straighten it and did not.

Access negotiation occurred without meeting. Tem projected checksum boundary. Iri placed two keys down. Senn asked each person about read access. Lio said no and left. Omi said, “Not route.”

At two the service strip lit:

READ OMI

NO CUT

He put both hands flat on the table. “Yes.”

The strip went dark. Omi slept on the couch without invitation closer.

He woke to Iri opening the casing.

She had stepped around him without waking him and laid the fasteners in their labeled positions. The moved tag remained crooked.

“Can I help?” Omi asked.

“Read only.”

She turned her key. Tem joined from the music-room doorway and turned the second. The panel exposed checksum, power, and one damaged route. Omi read the values aloud. He did not touch controls.

Lio came through dressed for track, saw him on the floor beside Iri, and stopped.

“They commended you,” she said.

The academy notice floated on his slate: EVIDENCE PRESERVATION UNDER PRESSURE.

“They flagged me too.”

“Does that make it even?”

“No.”

Lio looked at the open casing. “It said not to cut.”

“Yes.”

“And if the next thing looks dangerous?”

Omi thought of the advocacy packet and its active suspected fault. “I don't get a private key.”

That was a rule, not an answer. Lio left for track.

At school, Instructor Dho asked Omi to remain after final review. Suri waited by the door, pretending to reorganize notes.

“The commendation may support your recommendation,” Dho said.

“The conduct flag may not?”

“Both support it. You preserved evidence and obstructed an authorized remedy.”

Omi laughed once. “Useful-no.”

“Your final did not say no. It named a slower route.”

She signed the qualified mark. Omi took it without appealing the phrase authorized remedy. Outside, Suri handed him half a pastry.

“Who paid?” he asked.

She began taking it back.

“No. Sorry.” He bit it before the question could become procedure. “Bad reflex.”

At home the damaged route had stabilized enough for text. AFTER displayed each permission separately.

READ TEM

KEY IRI

READ SENN

NO LIO

READ OMI

NO CUT OMI

Omi authenticated the list. “Accepted.”

Iri looked at him. “You don't accept for everyone.”

He deleted the word and tried again. “Mine accepted.”

AFTER answered:

YES

No one restored his key. No one asked him to leave the couch. When dinner began, Lio chose a chair with two people between them. Omi passed the salt only after she asked.
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Chapter 50 — Everyone Still Has Finals
POV: Senn

Senn made one roster for study, repair, clinic, meals, and sleep.

Iri left it on the table. Lio completed Omi's propulsion notes and refused to sit with him. Tem submitted his own final without sharing a map. Omi followed every assigned repair step and made the silence unbearable.

An ordinary classmate refused to cover Senn's missed board.

“Finals happen to us too,” she said.

Senn deleted the group meeting.

She stood outside Rhea's studio for six minutes before sending: CAN YOU CHECK ONE RETURN CONDITION.

No disguised dinner. No schedule attached.

Rhea answered: ONE.

She arrived with two route problems and no sympathy.

“Which one?”

Senn pointed to the individual final.

“You built a five-person schedule for an individual exam.”

“I noticed.”

They worked while the household moved around them separately. Tem studied in the music room. Iri completed casualty notes near the dark panel. Lio revised Neris's drive proposal. Omi performed restoration steps under three checksums.

Nobody coordinated dinner. It burned.

Finals began next morning. Senn overbuilt her first route, ran out of time, and submitted an ugly second answer that passed. Omi recommended treatment before attaching the placement objection. Tem's source exam offered four compatible accounts and asked which was false; he selected the weakest provenance and lost points for refusing the premise. Iri accepted Jessa's handoff, called stop when her shoulder failed, and left the lift incomplete. Both marks stood. Lio disclosed heat at onset, lost the fastest line, and completed recovery.

Between exams they exchanged tasks without discussing AFTER. Lio handed Omi a propulsion correction without looking at him. Tem restored checksum view for one named file. Iri left pain gel beside Senn's slate; Senn asked before using it and discovered it was not hers.

An ordinary classmate refused Senn's request for notes.

“I was under review.”

“I was still doing the project.”

Senn bought the archive and studied alone.

The repair meeting never occurred. She asked Omi to restore casing with Iri checking. She asked Tem for named route copies without control. She asked Lio whether she would eat at the table.

“Not beside him.”

Senn moved no chair. Omi chose the far end.

Iri returned last. “Quiet,” she said when Senn asked what she wanted.

They managed quiet badly, without a roster.

Ordinary peers collected the work their crisis had dropped. Neris required Lio's final drive figures before clinic. Aru assigned Tem the source appendix nobody else could finish. Pax made Omi return the borrowed cells in person. Jessa would not begin Iri's casualty make-up until Iri had rechecked the old restraint. Kessa declined Senn's request for a route note and sent Piri's instead.

Each obligation pulled one of them out of the residence and made the repair wait. By evening they had five separate pass conditions and no shared free hour.

The habitat defense required everyone, including people not speaking socially. Mei owned the opening. Senn presented route. Tem presented sources. Omi named power and expiry. Lio supplied recovery. Iri demonstrated the brace.

A reviewer asked why Finalists had not improved its rough finish.

Senn looked at Mei. “Because it passed load and was hers.”

The answer cost polish.

A surprise power drop twisted the sleeve. Omi started an objection.

“Route,” Mei said.

He named one. Tem selected governing clock. Lio called onset. Iri refused the faster hand-load. Senn returned the physical modification to Mei.

They recovered with damage and passed.

Outside, they separated. Lio went to clinic. Tem helped Aru pack. Omi returned cells. Iri stayed for Mei's count. Senn stood with five pass notices arriving at different times.

Rhea found her. “You asked one thing.”

“You checked one.”

They drank cafeteria tea. Senn did not invite anyone by pretending spare seats were accidental.

At home Omi repaired casing while Iri watched. Tem supplied one named route. Lio's chair stayed far away.

Senn asked before sitting.

“It's your table,” Lio said.

“Not what I asked.”

Lio considered. “Sit.”

Senn took only the chair.
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Chapter 51 — The Whole Map
POV: Iri

AFTER exposed the substrate it had hidden.

The map filled the wall, crossed maintenance, cabin, timing, dormant lattice. Safe separation might destroy most of it.

WHY OMIT, Omi sent.

YOU PICK CUT

ME MOSTLY GONE

Nobody gave one answer. Lio swore. Tem copied routes. Senn asked who held access. Omi went quiet. Iri asked whether AFTER wanted her to stay.

AFTER distributed the map under separate custody and released sole route control.

STAY NOW

Iri stayed. She did not promise survival. AFTER did not ask again.

Disclosure took forty-three minutes. Connected surfaces lit in sequence: cabin, maintenance, timing cradle, dormant lattice, service runs beneath classrooms. Every region made safe separation smaller.

“You knew,” Omi said from away from the controls.

YES

“Great,” Lio said. “Efficient.”

Senn asked probability of survival.

UNKNOWN

“Range.”

NO

Tem copied each region under its source. “How much of you is outside this map?”

NOW NONE

Iri heard the tense. Disclosure was complete only now.

“Why hide it?” Lio asked.

YOU CHOOSE CUT

“Maybe,” Omi said.

Iri rounded on him. “Not yours.”

“I said maybe.”

“You chose once.”

Omi left. Senn began listing custody arrangements until Tem said, “You're doing it again.” She shut her slate hard enough to crack the hinge.

Lio wanted an apology she could hate. AFTER wrote:

I WANT LIVE

“So do we. That's not special.”

YES

They did not vote. Tem took one map copy. Iri took another. Senn received read access without route command. Lio refused custody. Omi's key stayed suspended. AFTER released sole route control to two independent hands.

Next day each answer became a different school problem. Tem missed survey verifying boundaries. Senn failed a quiz after refusing to use the map as practice data. Lio overran cooldown when AFTER's old catch did not arrive. Omi returned with a custody proposal nobody wanted from him. Iri slept through ornamental lab.

Repair terms emerged in pieces. Tem required retained sources. Senn agreed to no schedule without an answer. Lio refused the word protection for the omission. Omi, from the doorway, said apology did not return his key.

Iri asked AFTER whether it accepted those terms.

YES

“Mine too. If you want me here, ask. Don't break something so I stay.”

The panel stayed dark long enough to hurt.

STAY NOW

Iri sat. Omi remained in the doorway. Lio went to track. Tem went to recover survey. Senn repaired her hinge.

The map remained complete, distributed, and terrifying. Access had changed. Forgiveness had not.

They spent two days mostly apart. Lio took extra drive theory and ignored the map channel. Tem verified source boundaries from the survey archive. Omi attended practicum without his key. Senn repaired her cracked hinge and sent no schedule. Iri completed ornamental make-up badly enough that Quill's replacement instructor asked whether she had slept.

On the third evening, Iri opened the panel at the agreed time. Lio did not come. Omi stayed in the doorway. Senn asked whether the interval should begin with four present.

AFTER wrote:

ASK LIO LATER

They did. The review began without converting absence into assent.

Map review began next evening under the rules. Tem opened one source at a time. Iri held one key. Senn held the other and did not turn it until asked. Omi watched checksum. Lio remained by the door without custody.

AFTER lit a maintenance run beneath Omi's classroom.

“You were there during finals.”

YES

“Could you hear?”

SOME

Lio's face changed. “Us?”

YES

She left. Senn moved to follow.

“She didn't ask,” Iri said.

Senn stayed, furious because the rule applied while she wanted to help.

Tem found two routes with disagreeing labels. “Which is current?”

AFTER marked both.

BOTH HURT DIFFERENT

Omi began asking for audit, stopped, and tried again. “Can you show what changed?”

YES LATER

The interval ended before the answer. Senn returned her key. Outside, Lio sat on the floor.

“It heard me forget.”

Iri asked before sitting beside her. Tem went to recover survey. Omi copied no conversation. Senn wrote the next interval as a question.

Two days later AFTER supplied changed routes. Tem verified them. Omi accepted read without cut. Lio returned and took no key. Iri ended the interval when her shoulder rose, although three regions remained.

Iri called the interval. Three regions remained unopened.
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Chapter 52 — Twenty-Three Minutes
POV: Lio

Lio asked Iri for exactly twenty-three minutes under the recovery-court lights.

“Why twenty-three?” Iri asked.

“Because twenty-five sounds planned.”

“This is planned.”

“Not successfully.”

The courts had closed after finals practice, leaving only the low amber strips used for floor cleaning. Lio had brought two cups from the cafeteria and a paper parcel that smelled like fried dough. She had also brought a timer and set it where both of them could see.

Iri sat at the edge of the padded court. Her damaged arm rested in the new support. “What happens at twenty-three?”

“We leave.”

“Even if you're talking?”

“Especially if I'm talking.”

“Fine.”

Lio started the timer.

For the first three minutes she performed. The court lights made a stage out of almost nothing, and Lio could perform for a drain if the acoustics were decent. She imitated Vara's sponsor voice, Omi reading a dessert label like hostile legislation, Senn pretending her fifth draft was spontaneous. Iri laughed with her mouth full.

“You stole these,” Iri said.

“Cafeteria redistribution.”

“You took six.”

“I have medical needs.”

“Fried dough isn't medicine.”

“Anik's cowardice.”

At minute four, the jokes ran out.

Lio held her cup between both hands. The warmth made her augmentation tremor visible along the rim. She shifted her grip to hide it, saw Iri see, and put the cup down too quickly.

“Don't,” she said.

Iri had not moved. “Wasn't.”

“You were about to.”

“Ask.”

“Same face.”

“Different action.”

They watched the timer lose another minute.

“I signed treatment continuation,” Lio said.

Iri nodded.

“You can say something.”

“You signed treatment continuation.”

“Brilliant.”

“What do you want?”

Lio hated how quickly the question reached the place she had been circling. “I don't know. Vara's drive hours are real. Anik's clinic is real. Vey did real things for us.”

Iri handed her the warmer cup. No condition attached. No helpful sentence.

Lio took it. “You make that look easy.”

“Taking a cup?”

“Not making it payment.”

Iri looked genuinely confused. “It's your cup.”

“I bought both.”

“Then I'm stealing it.”

“Better.”

At minute eleven Lio's shoulder began to pull against the court bench. She adjusted twice and failed to find the angle. Iri looked at the support, then at Lio.

“Can I move that?”

Lio's first answer was no because no was safer than becoming a task. Pain made the second answer honest.

“One notch. Ask again if you need another.”

Iri loosened the upper strap by one notch and withdrew both hands.

“Another?”

Lio tested her shoulder. “No. Good.”

The adjustment helped immediately. Gratitude rose with the relief and made her angry.

“Does being grateful make it fake?” she asked.

Iri frowned. “What?”

“Never mind.”

“No. You brought it up.”

“Omi thinks gratitude is how they get the hook in.”

“Omi thinks a free spoon is a custody instrument.”

“Sometimes he's right.”

“About spoons?”

“About Vey. About clinic. About me wanting the thing that keeps me useful.”

Iri picked salt from the paper parcel. “You want to fly.”

“Yes.”

“Clinic lets you fly.”

“Yes.”

“Seems complicated.”

Lio laughed once. “Thank you, Professor Sable.”

“I failed casualty rotation.”

“Exactly. Radical authority.”

Minute seventeen.

Iri asked, “Did you sign because you wanted medicine or because Vey wanted service?”

“Medicine.”

“Then that's one answer.”

“You don't get it.”

“Probably.”

Lio stood too quickly and paced to the court line. “When he kept clinic open, I was grateful. When Vara gave me the drive route, I was grateful. When people clap, part of me goes faster. If all of that points the same way, how do I know which want is mine?”

Iri folded the parcel. “Try one thing at a time.”

“Mechanic nonsense.”

“Yes.”

“You think no is free because you say it a lot.”

Iri's face closed. “I lost rescue points.”

“I know.”

“You say that like my answer is childish.”

Lio sat again. Four minutes remained. “Sorry.”

Iri did not call it fine. She pushed the last fried piece across the paper. Lio took half and left half, suddenly exhausted by every meaning she could force onto food.

Lio tried to say that being helped frightened her more when the help was good. What came out was, “If I take the medicine, he gets to say—”

She stopped.

“Say what?” Iri asked.

“Nothing.”

“That's not a thing people get to say.”

“You say it constantly.”

“I say no.”

“Fine. No.”

Iri looked at the timer. “That's not the same.”

They spent the remaining minutes talking over each other. The cleaning lights rose before either got the last word.

At minute twenty-two they had stopped talking again.

Lio wanted another interval. She could not make the request without hearing need in it.

The timer sounded.

Iri stood. “Time.”

“I know.”

They gathered the cups. Iri did not offer to extend. Lio did not pretend she wanted to leave.

At the court door, Iri said, “You can ask for twenty-three again.”

Lio looked away so the relief would not become a performance. “Maybe twenty-two. Keep it casual.”

They walked home without touching. Halfway there, Lio's support slipped again. Iri noticed and waited.

“You can ask,” Lio said.

“Can I fix it?”

“One notch.”

Iri adjusted it and withdrew. Lio said thank you. Nothing reached out of the walls to collect payment. The gratitude still frightened her. She carried it home anyway.
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Chapter 53 — Cadre Challenge
POV: Senn

Senn had asked Iri whether she could rehearse rescue before casualty make-up. Iri said no. Senn waited instead of moving the rehearsal around her answer. They lost the last shared-volume warm-up slot and entered qualification with one fewer run.

The qualification board listed six offices and five names.

Crown. Separation. Rescue. Perception. Propulsion. Transmission.

Senn had once found the arithmetic offensive. Now she checked the return marks.

Nothing on the board was new expertise. Crown had slipped and been ratified in the No That Moves. Separation had been isolated in conduct drills. Rescue had crossed briefly to Tem during the failed tow. Perception had returned badly in the Harrowglass exercise. Lio had carried propulsion and temporary crown under heat. Tem's trace packet and Omi's objection channel had already practiced transmission handoff. Qualification asked whether they could recombine those imperfect moves on purpose.

The recovery exam began with five separate Figures around a disabled training spindle, three drifting passenger shells, and a transmission blackout that changed position every ninety seconds. Rhea's Fist occupied the neighboring volume. Both teams would be scored on recovery time, passenger load, component damage, local limits, and whether any borrowed office came home.

“No Concordance,” Instructor Vale said. “No universal interface. You operate your own machinery. Office transfer is coordination only.”

Omi whispered, “They finally wrote it down.”

“After penalizing us for it,” Tem said.

“School.”

Senn opened the first route. “Crown mine. Lio propulsion. Tem perception. Iri rescue. Omi separation and transmission reserve.”

“Transmission isn't reserve,” Omi said.

“It is until blackout moves.”

The start tone sounded before he could continue.

Rhea's Fist launched cleanly. Their handoffs were older, quieter, and faster. Senn watched them for half a second too long and entered the spindle approach behind schedule.

“Eyes here,” Lio said.

Senn corrected. The first passenger shell rotated around a broken docking arm. Iri knew the rescue linkage and called the capture. Tem's two sensor pictures disagreed about the arm's remaining strength.

“Perception to Omi,” Tem said. “He has the separation model.”

Senn almost told him to keep it. They had practiced this exact transfer.

“Omi accepts perception?”

“For arm integrity. Twelve seconds. Return Tem.”

“Accepted.”

Omi overlaid separation strain on Tem's raw pictures, identified the arm that would break first, and returned perception at eleven seconds.

“Back,” he said.

“Mine,” Tem answered.

Iri took the shell through the surviving arm. Passenger one stable.

The blackout moved.

Omi lost transmission behind the spindle. Senn had the route but not the local propulsion timing to place the relay.

“Crown to Lio for drive geometry,” she said.

“Accept. Return after relay.”

Lio took whole-formation balance without taking anybody's component controls. She pushed her own Figure through a gap that looked too small, used Omi's separation margin, and placed Tem's transmission package on the moving edge of blackout.

For six seconds all three passenger shells were visible.

“Transmission to Senn,” Omi said. “She has route audience.”

Senn accepted, sent the recovery sequence, and returned it before the blackout crossed again.

“Back Omi.”

“Mine.”

Lio returned crown.

“Mine,” Senn said.

The exchange cost them four seconds. It saved sixteen.

Rhea's Fist remained ahead.

Passenger two had a simulated casualty inside and a shell rotation outside Iri's recorded arm limit. The fast capture required locking through the bad range.

Senn saw the score path. She also saw Iri's stop indicator.

“Rescue?”

“Can take lower ring. Not upper lock.”

“Lower costs eleven.”

“Yes.”

Senn heard the old version of herself preparing a better argument. “Lower ring.”

They lost eleven seconds.

Rhea's Fist crossed passenger three while the Finalists were still stabilizing two. The audience board moved Rhea into first.

The lower ring capture failed on its first try. Iri withdrew rather than wrench through it. Lio held propulsion. Omi spent separation to keep the shell from striking Tem. Senn recomputed and asked Iri what remained.

“Rotate the shell, not me.”

“Propulsion office?” Lio asked.

Iri shook her head. “Rescue timing to Lio. She moves her Figure. I call the catch.”

Lio accepted rescue timing for one approach. Iri retained the linkage expertise and called distance by centimeters. Lio rotated the shell into Iri's safe range, returned rescue, and took propulsion back.

Passenger two stable.

The exam inserted a transmission failure before passenger three. Omi held the relay and lacked line of sight. Tem could see blackout edge and could not spare perception without losing the shell.

“Transmission to Senn. Route only. Eight seconds.”

Senn accepted and found a relay angle. “Lio, point two down.”

“Ask propulsion,” Lio said.

Senn had asked the person while holding the wrong office. She returned transmission.

“Mine,” Omi said.

“Lio, point two down?”

“Yes.”

The correction opened Omi's channel. He transmitted casualty status before blackout closed. The extra return cost three seconds and prevented Senn's temporary view from becoming a drive order.

They reached three with Rhea already transmitting completion.

Tem's primary picture failed. He transferred perception to Senn for the route reconstruction, kept source custody, and made her repeat which uncertainty she was accepting. Senn found the drifting shell through motion across the blackout edge. Omi took transmission. Iri took separation long enough to free Omi for the outgoing burst. Every return arrived late enough to feel dangerous and early enough to count.

The Finalists finished second.

Senn's first feeling was anger. It came bright and childish, a whole year reduced to Rhea's time being nine seconds better.

Vale made them wait while the board checked office returns.

Rhea's Fist won the top score. The Finalists exceeded recovery standard, held every local limit, returned every office, and qualified all five pilots.

Senn read the result twice.

SOPHISTICATED RETURNS. LOCAL EXPERTISE RETAINED. RECOVERY STANDARD EXCEEDED.

Iri touched the eleven-second penalty. “Still counts.”

“Yes,” Senn said.

She meant the penalty and the stop.

Rhea found her outside the simulator hall. Sweat had dried white along her collar.

“Still hate losing?”

“Yes.”

“Good.”

Senn had an explanation ready about how the loss proved their method under pressure. She let it die.

“You were excellent,” she said.

Rhea blinked, briefly wrong-footed. “So were you.”

Senn went home with the others carrying a qualification earned by giving important work away on purpose and a second-place score that remained second place.

At dinner, Omi replayed his perception interval until Tem threw a napkin over the screen. Iri entered the eleven-second penalty in her qualification notes. Lio saved Rhea's winning time as a target. Senn wanted to convert the evening into debrief and did not.

Their certificates arrived separately. They put all five on the same wall.
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Chapter 54 — Five Offers
POV: Omi

Vey laid five futures on the ward-residence table where he usually served dinner.

No folders matched.

Senn's came from route recovery and offered a summer bench, supervised live-return work, and a recommendation track that did not require crown placement. Omi's came from compact advocacy with access to real service disputes. Lio's combined drive hours from Vara's program with medical continuation authorized through a different clinic. Tem's offered a survey berth and bounded archive access that did not share an employer. Iri's paired rescue rigging with family-route permits for contract visits.

Five futures. At least nine offices.

“You arranged these,” Omi said.

“Some.” Vey named the other owners once: Instructor Vale and the compact office, clinic, Vara, Aru, inquiry review, contract-route approval. “I put them on one table.”

Lio had already opened her drive schedule. Senn was reading the route bench requirements with the frightening stillness she used when she wanted something. Iri checked whether family permits required accepting rescue placement. They did not. Omi hated every visible desire in the room, especially his own.

“What's the service condition?” he asked.

“Different in each offer.”

“That's not reassuring.”

“It wasn't intended to be.”

Vey opened the forecast.

The Continuance Directorate appeared first as routes changing color. Defense accession in one minor system. Debt assumption in another. Basing rights, citizenship tiers, selective force. The model was Parallax-certified and full of confidence ranges rather than slogans.

Six to nine years for direct pressure on the sponsor polities. Earlier for route disruption. Later if three uncertain alliances held. Casualty estimates widened until the upper range stopped fitting comfortably on one screen.

Senn asked who had commissioned it.

Vey named the coalition and the certification office.

Tem asked for the underlying sources. Several were available. Several were classified. One depended on Directorate behavior that had not yet occurred.

“So it might be wrong,” Lio said.

“Yes.”

“And you still use it.”

“Yes.”

“Service matters,” he said. “These systems are exposed. People will need pilots, advocates, medics, surveyors, riggers, route planners. The threat is credible.”

“And therefore this?” Omi held up the advocacy offer.

“Therefore I think trained people should consider service.”

“Consider while their medicine, housing, family routes, and school records are sitting on the table.”

Vey's face tightened. “Those dependencies are real whether I show them to you or not.”

“You showing the hook doesn't remove it.”

“No.”

Omi wanted Vey to defend himself badly. He wanted the familiar lie about opportunity and merit, something clean enough to prosecute. Vey only waited.

“I'm the useful-no stage of somebody else's yes,” Omi said.

Lio looked at him. “That is the worst sentence you've rehearsed this month.”

“I didn't rehearse it.”

“Then worse.”

The joke failed because Omi's hand was still on the offer.

Compact advocacy meant real cases. Exit clauses. Service disputes. Work he loved when the problem was not his own home. The recommendation would make him better at it. It might also make his objections useful to the same machine that continued after hearing them.

“I want this one,” he said.

Nobody laughed. That was worse.

Senn admitted she wanted the route bench. Tem wanted the survey berth and distrusted the archive condition. Iri wanted rigging and the permits, separately. Lio wanted the drive hours so visibly she became furious when Omi glanced at her.

Tem kept one finger inside the archive-access pages. He could already picture the quiet survey berth, nobody asking him to turn four records into one answer before he was ready. He wanted the locked door almost as much as the files and told nobody that part.

“Don't,” she said.

“I didn't say anything.”

“Your eyebrows did.”

Vey separated the response forms. “No household answer. Each office receives its own decision. You can accept parts where the terms allow it.”

They tested that.

Iri asked Vey to remove rescue placement while preserving family permits. He could separate his recommendation; the permit office would still see Finalist status. Tem asked for survey without archive. Aru's berth remained; archive closed. Senn asked whether declining command review would damage the route bench. Vey did not know and called the route office in front of them.

Lio asked nothing. Her drive and treatment forms sat side by side.

Omi asked whether advocacy cases could include disputes against sponsor members. Yes under compact procedure. No in two classified jurisdictions. He wrote both exceptions on the cover.

The offers survived being split, though some became smaller. Omi would have preferred a decorative trap.

“Necro?” Omi asked, using the rumor as a blade because he had no evidence for it.

Vey's confusion was brief and genuine. “I have no program under that name.”

Omi believed him, which solved nothing.

Vey closed the forecast but left the five offers open. Omi took his file back to the household and spent the night reading the job he wanted for terms that would make wanting it easier.

At two in the morning he found one appeal clause good enough to admire and one classified exception broad enough to poison it. He sent both to Tem without explanation. Tem replied with three source questions. Across the room, Lio's unsigned placement form remained open beside her signed medicine. Nobody slept much.
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Chapter 55 — Placement Lights
POV: Lio

The Plastics wore covert scars like jewelry they had earned by surviving.

Some were jewelry. Vara's jaw scar had a silver edge painted along it for the gala. Another Plastic wore a dress sleeve cut to expose the clean circle where a classified operation had taken an interface port. They arrived laughing, late enough to be noticed and exactly on time for their procession.

The Lifers arrived early. They had checked the accessibility routes, found a food label wrong, and made the catering office replace it before the juniors entered. Anik carried three people's emergency medicine because formal clothes had useless pockets.

Meridian loved them equally.

One banner called the Plastics decisive. Another called the Lifers steadfast. The gala program reduced covert force and infinite duty to adjacent fonts.

Lio loved parts of both.

Vara found her by the drive-placement tables. “Your heat disclosures improved.”

“Romantic.”

“You want romance, talk to Sable.”

Lio nearly dropped her drink. Vara's smile showed she had aimed correctly.

“Drive offer,” Vara said, tapping the form. “Good hours. Real work. You would be watched closely.”

“By you?”

“Sometimes. Not enough to make it safe.”

That was Vara's kindness: never pretending danger became care because the person delivering it liked you.

Across the hall, Anik sat with a junior whose placement interview had ended in tears. He had removed his formal jacket and was explaining treatment continuity one appointment at a time. The junior's service form remained unsigned on the table. Anik did not move it closer.

Lio went to the clinic station first.

Treatment continuation covered her current stabilizers, augmentation monitoring, and emergency access through summer. The placement rider beneath it authorized service scheduling, sponsor review, and a route priority she did not understand.

“Separate signatures?” she asked.

The clinician checked. “Treatment can continue without placement until next annual review.”

“And after?”

“Terms may change.”

“They always say may when somebody already knows.”

The clinician did not answer.

Lio signed treatment continuation. Her hand stopped above placement.

She could hear the gala around her: applause for a Lifer citation, glasses, the low engine noise of senior students talking about places they were not allowed to name. Vara waited at a respectful distance. Anik remained with the junior. Nobody rescued Lio from the blank line.

She left it blank.

Omi found her before the ink dried. He read the form because privacy between wards had always been more aspiration than law.

“So half a surrender doesn't count?”

“Half a signature counts as half a signature.”

“That's not an answer.”

“It's the answer I signed.”

“Treatment renews the dependency.”

“Treatment keeps my augmentation from cooking me.”

“I know.”

“You say that like it changes nothing.”

“It changes the body. It doesn't change the hook.”

“The body is me, Omi.”

He looked hurt, then prosecutorial, then twelve. “I didn't say it wasn't.”

“You always make being grateful sound like I failed an exam.”

“You make every useful thing innocent.”

“No, I don't.”

“Vey opens one route and you call it love.”

The ward shorthand cut deeper because the other three could not enter it. Lio said something about the year Omi had wanted a placement hearing and Vey had stayed all night. Omi said that was exactly the point. Neither sentence belonged in a gala.

Senn approached, saw their faces, and for once did not propose a process. Tem stole Omi's drink. Iri stood beside Lio without touching her.

The senior recognitions began.

Former Finalists crossed between cadre awards. One had become a route celebrity. One served in a classified office whose name the announcer skipped. One had left flight for clinic administration and was praised for carrying Finalist discipline into civilian continuity. Every biography made a different outcome sound like the same success.

Lio recognized a woman from a recruitment mural who had once flown Vara's drive track. The woman used a cane now. The program mentioned distinguished service and omitted the injury.

“Still worth it?” Omi asked.

Lio watched the woman laugh with two old squadmates. “I don't know.”

“Allowed.”

“Since when?”

“Temporary pilot program.”

She elbowed him. He let her.

Anik's Fist received a continuity citation. The announcer described holding medical lines, preserving service, and completing every assigned duty. No line asked whether an assignment should end. Anik accepted the medal, then stepped down early because the frightened junior had left the room.

The Plastics came next. Their operation names remained classified. The announcer praised adaptive force, initiative, and decisive protection. Vara walked into the lights with the silver edge of her scar shining.

Lio cheered before she could decide whether cheering meant endorsing the mission, the scar, the drive hours, or Vara herself.

Vara heard. She looked toward Lio and touched two fingers to the medal.

Omi did not cheer. He also did not tell Lio to stop.

After the ceremony, Anik returned with the junior and a new appointment card. Vara joined the Plastics at the sponsor table. Both senior Fists were immediately surrounded by people discussing service placements as if kindness and ruthlessness were the reasons the institution needed them.

Lio folded her treatment form along the unsigned line.

She had kept the medicine. She had postponed the job. The drive future remained beautiful enough to grieve before it was gone.

The gala ended with a cadre dance nobody had rehearsed. Plastics moved like people accustomed to making space. Lifers counted who had not eaten. Sophomores collided, laughed, and lost the beat. Lio danced one song with Vara, one with Iri, and refused to decide which future either dance predicted.
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Chapter 56 — Last Bell
POV: Senn

The final exam asked Senn for a recovery route she would once have overbuilt.

Three stranded craft. One tug. Forty minutes. No formation authority, no Finalist hardware, and no bonus for solving failures the question had not supplied.

She finished in twenty-eight minutes.

Then she spent nine more checking for the hidden catastrophe and caught herself designing a fourth craft into the problem.

Senn deleted it before submission.

Outside the exam hall, Rhea asked, “How many unnecessary contingencies?”

“One.”

“Growth.”

“I deleted it.”

“Disturbing.”

The day remained ordinary after that.

Omi stole two desserts from the cafeteria under an interpretation of end-of-term inventory law that convinced nobody. Lio stole one from Omi. Tem returned a sensor kit with the wrong cable, walked back three corridors, and discovered Aru had put the wrong cable in deliberately to see whether he checked. Iri spent an hour cleaning a rigging tool Quill said was already clean.

“It's not,” Iri said.

“It is for the remaining seven minutes of my shift.”

They finished the coupler they were holding. The shift bell sounded.

Iri looked at the half-sorted tool wall. “Can you stay for the inventory?”

Quill took off his gloves. “No.”

“Right.”

“You can leave it for morning.”

“Departure is morning.”

“Then somebody on morning shift owns it.”

Quill signed out. Iri did not call him back. She labeled the unsorted tray and left it where the next paid hand could find it.

Packing took all afternoon. The household had accumulated more objects than five people assigned to live together should have owned: borrowed course readers, Mei's failed sleeve gasket, a Plastic squad patch Lio claimed she had won honestly, three unmatched bowls, parts from Ronan's parcel, Omi's impossible coat, Tem's collection of obsolete storage labels, Senn's route boards.

AFTER appeared once on the service panel while they argued over the bowls.

KEEP BLUE.

“The blue one leaks,” Omi said.

KEEP BLUE.

They packed it.

Nobody said whether AFTER would still be there after summer. The purge had been delayed through review, not cancelled. Its full map remained incomplete. For one afternoon, the problem took the form of fitting a bad bowl into Iri's case.

Pax came for the propulsion notes and made Omi promise to finish the missed project appendix. Mei took back the last recovery-sleeve controller. Neris sent Lio photographs from the trip she had missed. Kessa asked Senn again about the Long Turn bench. Aru told Tem his survey recommendation would survive one bad viva and not two.

School kept its hooks in them through work they wanted to finish.

Senn found Rhea beside the departure board just before dinner. Rhea's summer route had three stops and no Meridian return marked yet.

Senn had practiced the invitation once. Only once, which felt reckless.

“Come back after summer,” she said.

Rhea looked at the empty space where Senn usually put logistics. “Why?”

“Because I want you here.”

The sentence left Senn's face hot.

Rhea looked almost pleased. “Ask me again when you don't have a route ready.”

“I don't have one now.”

“You have three in your pocket.”

Senn did. Rhea knew her too well.

“After summer,” Senn said.

“After summer.”

Dinner used everything left in the kitchen that would not survive break. The result had too much salt, no coherent cuisine, and six portions because Lio had counted AFTER without announcing it.

The sixth place lit once through the table surface.

“Next year,” Lio said, “we learn one meal all five of us can make.”

“Six,” Iri said.

Lio glanced at the lit place. “Six. AFTER supervises because it can't hold a knife.”

I DECLINE LIABILITY, appeared on the table.

Tem raised his cup. “Already qualified for administration.”

They began proposing meals. Omi rejected stew as wet custody. Senn suggested a schedule and was shouted down. Iri wanted anything with a repairable recipe. Lio promised she would learn Ronan's fried bread if Iri asked him. Nobody noticed how often they said next year until the room had already accepted it.

Every academy channel went white.

The table text vanished. Personal boards locked. Departure schedules cleared before the new header rendered.

BRIGHT LEDGER CAPSTONE AUTHORITY.

PLASTICS. LIFERS. FINALISTS.

IMMEDIATE DEPLOYMENT: PALISADE.

Senn had never seen the name.

A mission attachment followed and locked itself pending launch authentication. Its thumbnail showed only a spindle identifier and three cadre approach slots. Omi's attempt to open the operational brief returned AVAILABLE IN TRANSIT.

“When?” Omi asked.

The answer replaced the dinner clock.

LAUNCH IN FORTY-SEVEN MINUTES.

“We haven't slept,” Lio said.

“Correct,” Tem replied.

Leave disappeared from their calendars. Clinic appointments moved to post-return holds. Component custody orders activated. Quill's morning shift ceased to matter because the Figures were already being released under capstone authority.

Senn opened her mouth to assign packing.

For one full second she did nothing. Then she grabbed her exam slate instead of the route board and made it three steps before Rhea took it from her hand.

“Wrong future,” Rhea said.

Five people were already moving.

Iri took medical and rigging kits. Omi copied the orders before the lock could narrow them. Tem separated the mission sources. Lio changed into flight layers and reported her current heat. Senn took the route board nobody had seen before tonight.

Nobody knew whether deployment counted as exam, service, or emergency custody. The authorization called it all three in different fields. Omi submitted an objection and received a launch checklist.

“Useful,” he said.

“Bring it,” Senn replied.

At the door she looked back at the table. The bad meal remained warm. AFTER's sixth place had gone dark under deployment control.

Rhea's departure message arrived while Senn was fastening her flight collar: Ask after summer. Senn saved it. Quill sent the correct bay number. Anik sent medical limits. Vara sent approach spacing.

The year they had only just learned to want ended before anyone stood up from dinner properly.
Movement III — The Body That Asks
Chapter 57 — The Clean Brief
POV: Lio

The assignment was beautiful.

Lio hated herself a little for noticing, then decided that was stupid. The approach was still beautiful.

Palisade filled the forward glass as a wheel built around a snapped needle. Bright Ledger clung to the needle's middle: refinery rings, membrane sheds, radiator fans, and the long axial control spine lit in emergency amber. Sunward, the executive dock and volatile stores flashed hard white under Serein security lamps. Anti-sunward, worker tenders crowded the medical corridor. The occupied maintenance ring ran radial, a dark belt cut by moving work lights.

The brief put clean colors over all of it.

PUBLIC-HEALTH EMERGENCY. INTERRUPTED MEDICAL SUPPLY. ARMED ACTORS. VOLATILE CONTAMINANTS.

All true. Lio could see the contamination alarms. She could see the tender packed beyond rated life support. She could also see Vara's Plastic Fist fold into the sunward approach as if the route had been designed to make them famous.

“Show-off,” Omi said.

“Accurate,” Lio said.

Her Figure's heat warning climbed from green to a thin yellow edge. She felt it first behind her left eye, a bright pressure that made distances sharpen.

“Heat plus six,” she said.

Iri looked up from the rescue board. “You had plus three thirty seconds ago.”

“That's why I said six now.”

Vara's icon rolled across their display. “Good disclosure, Vask. Keep the line. Plastics take executive containment. Lifers hold medical continuity. Finalists, radial rescue and system support.”

Vara said Finalists as if it meant something already finished. Lio sat taller anyway.

The three cadres divided. The Lifers went anti-sunward in a close, ugly formation around Anik's clinic pod. The Plastics knifed toward the executive dock. Senn laid the sophomore route between them, using the axial spine as a reference and Lio's drive corrections to skim the occupied ring.

It was the best line on the board.

Lio brought them in on Vara's wake. The Figure parts spoke to one another with the familiar near-touch that was not yet Concordance: Omi trimming separation reserve, Tem feeding three disagreeing range pictures, Iri calling joint loads, Senn moving the route half a second ahead of Lio's hands.

“Collar at radial four,” Iri said.

“Credential green,” Omi said.

The collar stayed shut.

Lio corrected late. Their combined silhouette slid past the membrane throat close enough for the hull wash to make its warning vanes snap flat.

“Again,” Senn said.

Omi resent the academy authorization. Green bars filled the display. Mission authority, emergency access, sponsor indemnity, Serein cooperation. The collar answered with one local red light.

DENIED.

“Who can open it?” Omi demanded.

No answer came from mission control.

Iri enlarged the collar feed. Bolts, pressure skin, a manual station with somebody's gloved hand resting beside the close lever.

“Ask whoever owns that,” she said.

The beautiful line was gone. Lio dumped heat into the outer vanes and took them around, slower and farther from Vara.

“Plus nine,” she said before Iri could ask.

The pressure behind her eye pulsed with her heartbeat. Ahead, the Plastics reached the executive dock in a blaze of perfect braking fire. Below them, the medical corridor sealed around the Lifers. The sophomore Fist went into the dark maintenance ring with the wrong keys and forty-three minutes left on the first dispatch clock.

Lio was still grinning.

She wished nobody could see it.

The maintenance ring did not let them hide inside the correction.

Their first alternate ended at a service iris half-open around a worker tug. The tug had lost attitude control and was scraping its antennae down the iris teeth. Senn drew a line above it. Lio could clear.

“Tug can't,” she said.

“We clear first and pull from inside.”

Iri enlarged the hull marks. “Loose tank saddle. Our wash takes it off.”

The dispatch clock showed thirty-nine minutes. Vara asked why they were stationary. Senn began the route answer.

“Loose tank,” Lio cut in. “Going around.”

“You have mission priority,” Vara said.

The phrase made a clean place in which Lio could have obeyed. The tug crew had not answered hails. Its lights blinked an old maintenance code.

“They don't know that,” Iri said.

Lio rolled them away.

The second alternate crossed the control spine, where Tem's pictures disagreed by fourteen meters. One showed an open truss. One showed a radiator shard turning through the gap.

“Pick,” Senn said.

“No basis.”

“We need a route.”

“Use the one where the shard kills us later. Nicer lighting.”

Lio caught the shard as a wink in the glass. “Second picture.”

She fired down. Heat jumped to twelve. The shard crossed above them and filled the cabin with reflected sun.

“Plus twelve.”

Iri's hand hovered over the medical cutout. “Vision?”

“Sharp.”

“Not always good.”

Lio swallowed the automatic answer. “Left edge sparkling. No occlusion.”

They reached radial four from below. The collar remained red. Omi opened a direct channel and got breathing, a shouted pressure number, and somebody saying Tala.

“Tala,” Omi tried. “We are asking.”

The light changed to amber. The collar stayed shut.

Lio held against the crosscurrent while Senn erased a third beautiful route. At thirty-four minutes, Tala Rhyne came onto the feed. She did not look grateful that they had finally found the right noun.

Behind her, people in patched suits hauled a membrane cradle by hand because the motors were down. Somebody fired beyond the camera and everyone on the platform ducked except Tala. She kept one hand on the close lever.

“State your requested action.”

Omi started with authorization. Lio heard him realize Tala had not asked who sent them.

“Open radial four for emergency recovery traffic.”

“Which traffic?”

The clean brief said medical supply in aggregate. Tem's records named no serials. The clock kept falling.

“We don't have the manifest,” Senn said.

“Then you don't have a movement.”

Amber returned to red.

They spent four minutes finding the manifest, two learning the clinic could name destinations but not authorize the collar, and one getting Jas to verify the lots existed without releasing archive keys. Lio held station. Heat reached fourteen.

When Omi called again, he led with eighteen sealed serials and three curing serials.

The light changed back to amber.
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Chapter 58 — Three Ways In
POV: Senn

Senn had three routes on her board and none of them agreed about who was being rescued.

At the executive dock, the Plastics fired restraint foam through a breached security lock and pinned an armored Serein team before it reached the volatile stores. The workers sheltering beyond the stores stayed alive. Their nearest evacuation lane vanished under hardened foam.

At the medical corridor, the Lifers caught a pressure collapse between two clinic compartments. Anik sealed the clean side with eighteen patients behind him. Exposed crews hammering on the radial door remained exposed.

Both calls were correct. Senn kept trying to fit them together until the route board looked bruised from erasure.

“Radial four is opening,” Omi said.

The collar's local red changed to amber. A woman appeared on the manual feed. Grey pressure hood, cracked faceplate, a carbine clipped where it would not interfere with the controls.

“Tala Rhyne,” she said. “Membrane line. I can clear assembly-authorized lots through this collar.”

Senn pulled the three routes into one view. “We need medical transit and archive access as well—”

“No.”

Tala did not raise her voice. The amber light stayed amber.

“Eighteen sealed lots,” Tala said. “Three curing. No fresh feedstock. The collar stays open while a named lot is crossing. It closes when I close it.”

“Emergency authorization—” Omi began.

“Not a future use because you were useful once.”

The words landed oddly in the cockpit. Too exact to argue around.

Another channel opened from the axial spine. Jas Orra sent them an archive index stripped of contents and keys. The file showed charge records, contamination reports, executive traffic, and eleven blank blocks where organizer interviews should have been.

“I own the index release,” Jas said. “Not the lots. Not settlement. The archive stays here. The charges stay here.”

Senn began, “Worker conditions are—”

“Whose?” Iri asked.

Senn's mouth stayed open for one wasted second.

On the sunward feed, Vara's Fist rotated as one hard shape and stopped a security cutter from making the volatile-store turn. On the anti-sunward feed, Anik rejected a contaminated tender and saved the clean corridor. The tender's atmosphere estimate dropped another four minutes.

Both plans worked. Both plans were killing somebody else.

“Fine,” Senn said. “Tala, you get lot movement only. Iri, take her collar and no farther. Jas, Tem gets your index. Omi, find a transmission route that doesn't touch archive custody. Lio—”

“The trapped tender.”

“Yes. Don't cross Anik's seal. Give them pressure from radial side.”

“That's two routes,” Lio said.

“Then fly two routes.”

It came out sharper than Senn meant. Lio only laughed once and rolled the Figure under a broken radiator spar.

Senn watched the board refuse to become one plan. She left it that way.

“Tala,” Iri said, “say the stop again.”

“When I close it, you're out.”

“Got it.”

Amber became green. Only one collar opened.

It stayed open for forty-one seconds.

Iri moved an empty sled through to prove clearance. At thirty-eight, Tala's hand descended toward the lever.

“We're not through,” Senn said.

“Named lot isn't crossing.”

“The sled is for the lot.”

“Then bring the lot.”

The collar closed with the empty sled on the wrong side.

Senn stared at the red light. “That cost a carrier.”

“We tested her stop,” Iri said.

“I heard it.”

“You planned around a nicer one.”

At the executive dock, Vara's line buckled. Security brought a cutter through an inspection tube too narrow for the Plastic formation. Vara split two Figures without losing the berth seal. One caught the cutter. The other burned an arm pod keeping the volatile-store doors shut.

“Sunward evacuation lane dead,” Vara reported. “Stores secure.”

Anti-sunward, Anik rejected the exposed tender again. Its hull carried membrane residue. The people inside had six minutes of pressure.

“We can sleeve their lock,” Lio said.

“Not through my corridor,” Anik answered.

“They have six minutes.”

“I have eighteen patients on open support.”

“Then pressure-feed from radial.”

“Without crossing my boundary, yes.”

“That's what I said.”

“It is now.”

Senn tried to route pressure, lots, archive transmission, and sunward closure as one sequence. The board required Jas to release keys she had retained.

Omi tapped the step. “Imaginary.”

“A dependency.”

“On theft.”

“Whose access?” Iri asked.

Senn deleted it.

The pressure feed failed on its first coupling. The worker tender used a repaired throat with hand-cut threads. Iri made them withdraw before Lio's thrust stripped it.

“Again,” the tender engineer said. Not thanks. A work call.

Iri rotated the coupling twelve degrees, took the load through her bad arm, and said, “Now.”

Lio pulsed. Pressure crossed. Six minutes became eleven.

At the same time the Plastics sealed the inspection tube and killed the easiest evacuation lane. Anik moved two patients deeper into clean air and put exposed crews farther from treatment.

Senn marked all three outcomes. She colored none of them green.

The first real sled arrived twelve minutes later because the brief's route crossed Anik's seal. Tala's crew brought it around the exterior rail by hand. One worker had blood floating inside her faceplate.

Iri asked, “Can we take the pull?”

“This tether. Not sled control.”

Iri accepted the tether. Lio matched velocity. Senn nearly ordered a faster rate, saw Tala's hand beside the lever, and asked instead.

“Limit?”

“Point three until the bend.”

Halfway through, the worker lost her boot lock. Iri took the tether one-handed and shouted her joint number. Lio killed thrust before Senn spoke. The sled drifted but did not strike.

“Continue?” Senn asked.

The worker reseated her boot. Tala checked the cradle. “Continue.”

The answer came from the line, not the green emergency board.

By then Senn's first combined schedule was useless. She left it visible anyway, a pale ghost beneath the live routes. Every few minutes another event proved it wrong: a collar closing on time, a patient who could not cross, a worker who owned one lever and no neighboring door. She stopped repairing the old plan. The separate lines became the work.
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Chapter 59 — Sold Through Verbs
POV: Tem

Tem had three credible accounts and a burn beginning under his radiator harness.

The first account came from Serein dispatch. It said Bright Ledger remained recoverable if the occupying force restored control-spine attestation.

The second came from Jas's index. It said the first attestation had failed after field confirmation and that executive traffic had continued for nine minutes afterward.

The third came from the plant instruments, which said the axial spine was bending and did not care who had signed anything.

“Thirty seconds,” Senn said.

“For which disaster?”

“The answer.”

Tem opened the second dispatch interval. The continuity office requested the same attestation through a different legal route. Local field confirmation arrived. The plant instruments agreed that a signal had been sent. Serein's receipt did not arrive.

The timer reached zero.

CONTINUITY FAILURE CERTIFIED.

A new notice appeared before the old one had finished rendering.

HALCYON RECOVERY OPTION EXERCISED.

Tem read the clauses twice. Contract rights moved. Dispatch control moved. The right to claim future production moved. The plant did not. The workers did not. The contamination, wages, liabilities, archive, charges, blocked patients, curing membranes, and bowed spine remained exactly where they had been.

Lio's voice broke across the channel. “Did we win?”

“No.”

“Did they?”

Tem looked at three sources and hated all of them for being true.

“The plant was sold through verbs.”

Omi made a strangled sound that might have been approval. “Which verbs?”

“Recover. Dispatch. Resume. Claim. None of the nouns you want.”

“I want several nouns.”

“File a request.”

The burn under Tem's harness sharpened. He sent his bounded conclusion before he could make it perfect: the recovery objective named in Bright Ledger no longer had a live owner. The medical emergency continued. The eighteen sealed lots remained behind a contaminated trunk. Three curing lots had less than an hour of stable circulation. Fresh production remained stopped. The charges were heating. The spine was still bending.

Senn scratched RECOVERY from the shared board.

Under it she wrote PEOPLE. LOTS. SPINE. CHARGES.

“Those stay,” Iri said.

“Yes.”

“Good. My collar's cycling.”

Nobody celebrated the sale. Vara kept the volatile stores contained. Anik kept the clinic clean. Tala moved the first named lot. Jas held the archive keys. Lio took the next pressure route without knowing who would put it on a score sheet.

Tem preserved all three accounts.

Then he shut the legal notice and used the space for the spine.

Two axial braces disagreed about whether they carried load. The old instrument said yes. Its replacement said no. Jas's index showed the replacement had gone in after a contamination shutdown and never seen full circulation.

“Which one?” Senn asked.

“Old brace is loaded.”

“Confidence?”

“Enough to act. Not enough to delete the other one.”

“Number.”

“Seventy.”

They tried the old brace. Lio pulsed the axial line. Vibration crossed the hull and clicked Tem's teeth together. The old instrument climbed. The replacement stayed flat.

Then a service camera showed a bolt walking out of the replacement.

“Both,” Tem said. “Old carries. New is coming loose.”

Iri inspected the geometry. “Collar six between us and the bolt.”

Mission access returned local denial. The operator ignored two calls. A worker voice said collar six belonged to a committee evacuating a ruptured dormitory.

“We don't have time,” Lio said.

Tem loosened the hot radiator harness one notch. “Neither do they.”

Omi threw Halcyon's celebration notice into a window labeled THINGS THAT DO NOT HOLD BOLTS.

They stabilized indirectly. Lio held counterthrust. Senn kept the center inside Tem's seventy-percent picture. Iri sent a crawler along a route approved for one transit. Omi authenticated its return condition.

The crawler reached the bolt, failed its first clamp, and backed away while thirty-two people crossed the same throat.

The cadets waited.

Lio held thrust until heat sixteen. Iri counted crawler charge. Senn watched the spine move a tenth of a degree. Tem kept the replacement picture alive while clean instruments called it empty.

When the last dormitory suit crossed, the committee opened the throat for ninety seconds.

The crawler seated on its second attempt.

The spine did not become safe. It stopped worsening quite so quickly.

“Did Halcyon buy that?” Lio asked.

Tem looked at the notice. “No noun listed.”

Nobody laughed.

Jas sent a correction to his model: the walking bolt had been reported three shifts earlier under a maintenance code Tem had filed as administrative noise.

He reopened the discarded field.

The report did not prove sabotage. It did not prove neglect. It proved somebody had seen movement before Bright Ledger and that the executive summary had converted movement into scheduled observation.

“Can we publish it?” Omi asked.

“Index only,” Jas said. “The reporter didn't authorize identity.”

“Identity would establish prior knowledge.”

“It would establish who gets punished for writing it.”

Tem copied the maintenance code without the name. The stronger case remained in reach, unusable under the terms of the person who held it.

His harness burned harder. He shifted and the old brace picture blurred.

“You moved,” Lio said.

“Historic event.”

“Pain number.”

“Not your office.”

“Tem.”

He looked at Iri's medical cutout waiting on the edge of the channel. “Four.”

It was six. The lie bought him nine minutes before Iri noticed his radiator output changing.

During those nine minutes, Halcyon issued a dispatch demand under its new contract rights. Tala ignored it. Jas logged it. Anik asked whether it changed clinic custody. Omi answered no before checking, checked, then said no again.

The plant kept making them prove that every verb ended somewhere different.

At the next dispatch interval, Tem watched four clocks reach zero without sharing a cause. The corporate clock declared continuity lost. Tala's curing clock kept running. Anik's atmosphere clock gained three minutes from a repair. The axial clock lost two. He sent all four, separately labeled, and refused Senn's request to put one at the top.

“Which one kills us first?” she asked.

“Depends where you are.”

It was an infuriating answer. It was also the answer they used.
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Chapter 60 — The First Request
POV: Ysra

The panel would not clear Ysra's wrist.

They had been in the apparatus for twenty-seven minutes and arguing about it for six weeks.

Mara called the trial routine because the funding observers could hear. Sol had requested a lower coupling ceiling and received a promise of review after completion. Tern had objected to the sensor merge, then accepted responsibility for preserving the raw traces. Eda had secured the current window by signing that the attachment test would not constitute an operational deployment.

Ysra had written her own stop condition into the somatic sheet. The system displayed it in grey beneath the green model limit.

“Grey means advisory?” Mara had asked during fitting.

“Grey means they printed my sentence and kept their number,” Ysra had said.

Now the number was winning.

That was the fact. Not the model saying clearance remained adequate. Not Mara's order arriving with the crisp false confidence of a person reading somebody else's green light. The panel had shifted under load, the tendon along Ysra's thumb had begun to pull wrong, and another three degrees would take the hand before it freed the attachment.

“No,” Ysra said.

The apparatus pushed harder.

Pain flashed white into her elbow. The command system marked her station malformed and reassigned force through the coupling.

“Stop the movement.”

“We lose the attachment,” Mara said.

“You lose my wrist first.”

Sol was swearing about coupling heat. Eda had bought them six minutes of current and was trying to make it eight. Tern had three timing traces open and no agreement among them.

Mara repeated the order.

Ysra locked her station.

The laboratory body shuddered around them. A fastening tore loose somewhere aft. For one strange beat the separating load did not arrive where Ysra expected. Something caught it—not a command, not one of Sol's returns. A learned anticipation without a speaker.

“Mara,” Ysra said.

Mara breathed once. The next word came badly.

“What can move?”

Ysra tested the panel with two fingers. “Not this. Give me the lower somatic line for twelve seconds.”

“Yours,” Mara said.

The office came hot and much too large. Ysra narrowed it to the load she could feel. “Sol, take the return on three. Tern, keep the ugly trace. Eda, I need four minutes, not eight.”

“You have five,” Eda said.

“Four.”

They moved.

Not cleanly. The attachment rolled away from Ysra's locked wrist while the rest of the assembly dragged itself through a path no simulation had offered. At twelve seconds she returned the somatic line.

The return stuck.

For half a breath Ysra held both her own station and the lower line. Sensation doubled: her wrist under the shifted panel, Sol's coupling heat arriving as a taste of hot metal, a distant tremor that might have belonged to Eda's current feed.

“Mara.”

“I'm taking it.”

“Take faster.”

“Interface says returned.”

“My arm says it isn't.”

Sol cut his coupling interval early. The doubled sensation snapped sideways. Ysra nearly lost the hand she had just saved.

Tern kept talking over three traces. “Return mark at eleven point eight. Load return at twelve point four. There's another timing between them.”

“Log it later,” Mara said.

“If I close it, there is no later version.”

Eda's current allocation expired. Light went red across the lab. “Four minutes,” she said. “As requested. I can petition for two more.”

“Do it,” Mara said.

“That wasn't addressed to you.” Eda looked at Ysra.

Ysra flexed the trapped wrist as far as the panel allowed. “Two minutes. No higher current.”

Eda sent the petition.

They spent forty seconds doing nothing impressive. Sol brought the coupling temperature down. Mara rewrote the movement around Ysra's locked station. Tern replayed the half-second discrepancy until everybody could hear the quiet catch in it: load arriving, then not arriving, then appearing somewhere safer.

“Which of you did that?” Mara asked.

Nobody claimed it.

The petition granted ninety seconds, not two minutes. Eda accepted the smaller interval and read the expiry aloud.

“We can finish ugly,” Sol said.

“We were already finishing ugly,” Tern replied.

Ysra tested the next load. The model marked it safe. Her thumb began to numb before movement started.

“No,” she said again.

This time the apparatus paused with them.

The pause was not graceful. Coupling heat climbed. Mara asked Sol for an interval. Sol named eight seconds and made her repeat the return. Tern left two traces open though the merged display flashed for resolution. Eda's extra current arrived with thirty-one seconds left on its grant.

Ysra specified the load she could take and the one she could not.

“Lower line only,” she said. “My stop stays on the panel.”

“Lower line,” Mara repeated. “What remains after?”

The question was still new enough to sound like failure.

“A worse turn,” Ysra said. “Do you want it?”

Mara looked at the collapsing score and then at Ysra's hand. “Yes.”

They took the worse turn.

The assembly groaned through it. Sol called each second of his borrowed interval and returned on eight. Eda's current expired at the exact edge of the motion. Tern's two traces disagreed to the end. Mara did not resolve them. Ysra held her wrist still and felt the strange catch take only what the altered path could not carry.

Nothing about the result resembled the demonstration they had promised. The attachment remained connected. Every person remained inside their named limit. For the first time, those facts occupied the same failed score.

“Back,” she said.

Mara took it.

The next commanded movement came through. Ysra felt the same bad load gathering.

“No.”

This time Mara did not repeat it. “What remains?”

Tern laughed once, frightened and delighted. Sol returned a coupling interval. Eda cut current to the useless axis. The unaddressed catch took the separating strain for one more beat.

The apparatus went somewhere else.

When it stopped, Ysra's hand was still hers. The attachment hung crooked. Every score on Mara's board was dreadful.

“Did we do that?” Eda asked.

Nobody answered.

Ysra flexed her fingers one at a time. The body had moved somewhere her no did not.
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Chapter 61 — The Body That Asks
POV: Iri

“No,” Iri said. “Say the cost first.”

Twenty-one lot icons crowded her rescue board. Eighteen sealed, three still curing. The axial spine had bowed far enough to pinch circulation. The anti-sunward tender carried forty-three exposed people. Jas's charges were eight degrees from making their own decision. Separate Figures could reach every problem. They could not hold all of them at once.

AFTER answered through the cabin surface. Its words arrived with gaps.

SAFE SEPARATION REQUIRES LOSS OF MUCH OF WHERE I AM.

Nobody spoke for three seconds.

Then Senn said, “I assent to balance. Return on request or seizure warning.”

Omi: “Separation. Mine. I assent while the complete map stays copied outside you.”

Tem rubbed blood from one nostril. “Perception. More than one picture stays open. Yes.”

Lio's heat number trembled at the edge of red. “Propulsion. Yes. If I call heat, you don't smooth it.”

Iri looked at the membrane collar on her feed. Tala's hand rested beside close.

“Rescue and transmission,” Iri said. “Yes. Ask before you touch anything else.”

MAY I EXTEND THROUGH COMPATIBLE FIGURE SUBSTRATE.

Five answers, separate and untidy.

The world acquired another body.

Iri felt it first as distance becoming joint. Lio's drive vanes were no longer icons; they were a pressure at the edge of motion. Omi's separation reserve sat cold behind her teeth. Tem's incompatible pictures flickered without merging. Senn took crown, not as a throne but as the ugly job of keeping a plant-sized shape from folding through itself.

“Tala,” Iri said.

“Eighteen sealed. Three curing. No fresh feedstock. I close after the last signature.”

“AFTER, collar extension?”

MAY I.

Tala looked straight into the local camera. “Until I close.”

YES.

Green.

They moved the first lot.

It did not look like saving medicine. It looked like moving a pale cylinder through a factory that had decided to bend.

The sealed lot rode a maintenance sled with two of Tala's people clipped to its flanks. Their suit lamps shook over membrane frost. Iri held the sled's acceleration below the collar limit while Lio gave them thrust in pulses small enough not to shear the curing supports farther down-line.

“Radial pressure drop,” Tem said.

“Source?” Omi asked.

“Plant says leak. Jas says somebody opened a service bypass. I believe both.”

“Useful.”

“I'm trying a new thing.”

The pressure drop tugged at the body. Senn moved balance toward the radial ring. The wholly refusing station stayed dark. The easiest correction crossed it.

“Can't,” Iri said.

“I know.” Senn erased the line before it became an order. “Lio, pulse sunward. Omi, give me eight separation on the spine.”

“Six.”

“Need eight.”

“Then ask what you lose.”

The sled began to drift.

“Seven,” Senn said.

Omi released seven. The body flexed around the closed station and caught the lot half a meter before its cradle struck the collar wall.

One of Tala's workers looked directly into Iri's camera. “That was the sealed one.”

“I know.”

“Sounded like you didn't.”

Iri checked the sled clamps again. “They're good.”

“That wasn't an apology.”

“No.” Her arm shook inside its support. “Clamps are good.”

The worker stared another beat, then signaled transit.

The first lot crossed.

The second arrived with contaminated condensation crawling over its shell. Anik's clean corridor would not take it until the outer layer came off. Tala owned assembly passage, not medical acceptance. Senn started to call the Lifers, stopped, and put Anik and Tala on a direct channel instead.

They argued for ninety seconds while the spine continued to bend.

Anik wanted a sterile transfer sleeve. Tala had none rated for the lot's temperature. Iri had a recovery shroud rated for neither purpose and said so. Lio knew how much acceleration the shroud could survive from the habitat project they had nearly failed in winter.

“Point four,” Lio said. “Point five if you want to learn a lesson.”

“Point four,” Anik said.

Tala accepted the shroud for this crossing only. The second lot moved.

The third did not.

Its sled reached the collar while the anti-sunward tender requested pressure and Jas requested twelve seconds of clean transmission. Lio could hold the sled or turn the body far enough to clear Jas's antenna shadow. Not both.

“Transmission first,” Omi said.

“Lot's in the throat,” Iri said.

“Archive window expires in twelve.”

“Curing support expires if the sled knocks it.”

Senn took crown and tried to split the difference. The whole body answered too slowly. The sled yawed. Tala's hand went to close.

“Return crown,” Iri said.

“I have it.”

“You're solving the wrong end.”

Lio understood first. “Give it here.”

Senn returned crown. Lio took whole-body balance for the drive correction, rolled the plant-shape three degrees sunward, and exposed Jas's antenna without moving the sled farther into Tala's collar.

“Now transmission,” Lio said.

Tem took perception from its usual broad spread and narrowed it to Jas's timing. Omi released the outward channel. Eleven seconds of archive crossed.

“Back,” Lio gasped.

Senn took crown. Tem returned the narrow perception office and reopened his conflicting plant pictures. Iri pulled the sled through at point three.

Tala closed behind it.

For half a second all five felt the completed movement: archive out, lot across, collar closed on time. Lio laughed. Iri did too, once, surprised into it.

“Again,” Senn said, and the word came out delighted.

The fourth lot punished them for it.

A clinic request arrived under Anik's seal asking for priority transit. Tala's line had a worker with a ruptured suit ahead of the lot. Senn read MEDICAL PRIORITY and shifted rescue toward the clinic request.

“No,” Iri said. “Suit first.”

“Anik has a critical patient.”

“So does Tala.”

The worker's local biomonitor was not on the mission board. Iri transferred rescue coordination to Omi long enough to take somatic reach through the maintenance arm. Omi knew the routes and almost nothing about the body at their end.

“Tell me what to preserve,” he said.

“Pressure. Don't move the left hip. Return when I'm clipped.”

He repeated all three. Iri extended, caught the worker's suit port, and froze when the person shoved her arm away.

“My partner,” the worker said. “Behind me.”

Two suits. One monitor.

Iri had assumed the loudest body was the only body.

“Omi, route behind.”

“That crosses the lot.”

“Then lot stops.”

Tala stopped it. Anik's priority request expired. His patient remained critical. The second worker came out with one arm unresponsive and pressure falling.

Iri returned rescue coordination. Omi gave it back with the three conditions intact.

“Clinic is furious,” Senn said.

“They can be right later.” Iri's breath shook. “Move the lot.”

The fifth cycle failed at the wholly refusing station.

It withdrew not only embodiment but its one sampling channel after AFTER's extension brushed a surface outside the agreed path. The withdrawal was immediate. Temperature data disappeared across a quarter of the radial ring.

I EXCEEDED, AFTER said.

No defense. No request to keep the channel.

Tem's perception office suddenly contained a white region where three curing supports lived.

“I can infer temperature,” he said.

Tala answered, “You can't move my lots on an inference.”

The body had to recompute from instruments that remained open. Senn returned crown to local balance. Tem transferred the missing-region model to Lio because propulsion telemetry carried secondary heat data she had practiced reading in winter. Lio took perception without taking Tem's source judgment.

“Drive vane says rising,” she said. “Not how much.”

Iri asked Tala for a manual temperature. A worker crossed the shut station's boundary on foot, read the strip, and returned with a number.

“Twenty-eight,” the worker said.

“Eighteen?” Senn asked.

“Twenty-eight.”

“Too high,” Iri said.

They rerouted cooling through radial two. The correction spent time and increased spine load. It worked. The station remained withdrawn. AFTER did not touch it again.

When the fifth lot finally crossed, nobody cheered.

When the sixth followed cleanly, they did.

Not because it was clean. Because all five returns happened on time.

By the sixth, Iri's sense of the giant body had stopped being wonder and become work. A request at one end arrived as strain somewhere else. Every open surface offered another possible mistake. AFTER asked before extension, sometimes in words and sometimes by holding a route at the edge of availability until its owner answered.

At lot nine, Jas withdrew the archive timing channel for forty seconds while she verified a custody handoff. Tem lost one of his cleanest pictures.

“Can you keep moving?” Senn asked.

“Yes, if you enjoy uncertainty.”

“Tem.”

“Yes. Worse.”

They moved worse.

At lot twelve, Lio's heat reached nineteen. She reported it without a joke. Senn returned crown for a drive correction and felt the shape of Lio's pain only as a performance limit, because that was all Lio had agreed to share.

At lot fourteen, the station that had refused everything sent one evacuation name and nothing else. Omi authenticated the name. Iri raised that person to the top of her rescue queue without treating the message as access.

At lot sixteen, the fresh-feed system tried to cycle automatically. Tala killed power at her panel. The curing line stumbled.

“Fresh run denied,” she said.

“It would stabilize circulation,” Senn said.

“Fresh run denied.”

Senn's whole body wanted the easier answer. “Understood.”

AFTER routed around the dead feed. Something in its timing went thin.

The body stretched from the radial ring to the anti-sunward tenders, through five Figures and only the plant surfaces that had opened. One station refused entirely. Senn routed around it and kept its evacuation queue first.

“Drive correction,” Lio said. “Crown.”

“Take it.”

Crown moved Senn to Lio. The plant's long balance changed. Lio burned a beautiful curve through the bent spine, then coughed hard enough to break the shared rhythm.

“Back,” she said.

“Mine,” Senn answered.

Crown returned.

Jas refused embodiment. She accepted authenticated timing and one outward transmission channel. Tem kept her archive picture separate from the plant instruments. Omi held the disconnect map. Iri carried rescue calls until they became voices instead of counts.

Seven sealed lots. Eleven. Fifteen.

The wholly refusing station withdrew its sampling. The body's circulation stuttered. Heat rose in three places. Senn began to compensate toward the closed surface.

“No,” Iri said. “It's shut. Move cooling radial two. Lio, less turn. Tem, give me the bad temperature.”

The seventeenth sealed lot cleared. Then the eighteenth.

The first curing lot flexed inside its support cradle. Iri felt AFTER spend something to catch it, a timing so familiar she had stopped noticing it existed.

“Still there?” she asked.

The answer came late.

YES.

Second curing lot.

The spine screamed through every open surface. Senn's seizure warning chimed once. Omi reported separation reserve at sixty-one. Tem kept two evacuation pictures alive while Lio flew the difference. Iri's damaged joint slipped and she said exactly where.

Third curing lot.

Tala signed it across. Her hand moved to the lever.

“All twenty-one,” Iri said.

“No fresh run,” Tala replied.

“No fresh run.”

The collar closed.

The body lost a limb it had possessed for eleven minutes. Performance dropped at once. Circulation rerouted. The spine bowed another fraction. Every inhabited sector remained on the rescue board.

“Next?” Senn asked.

Iri looked at the loads, the people, the charges, and the places where AFTER had begun to go quiet.

“Axial first,” she said. “Then we get small.”
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Chapter 62 — Where the Routes Were
POV: AFTER

AFTER knew the cooling turn.

It had known the turn before it had possessed a name. Load gathered sunward, slipped across the spine, and arrived in the curing cradle as a question of timing. The answer lived in several places. AFTER reached for them.

One place was gone.

Not silent. Gone.

The body continued to ask. The withdrawing station remained absent from command. AFTER could preserve that absence or preserve the routes through which it had learned to anticipate the load. There was no geometry in which both survived.

It spent the anticipation.

The curing cradle cleared.

Tala closed the collar after the final signature. The closure was correct. AFTER preserved the disconnect. Circulation failed where the collar had been and found a longer path through open substrate.

AXIAL LOAD INCREASING, AFTER said.

Iri answered with a joint number. Senn changed balance. Lio offered thrust. The five remained present as distinct pressures and voices. AFTER reached for the unauthored catch that had once met separation before request.

It spent that too.

The axial spine stabilized long enough for the last inhabited compartment to cross into the tender screen.

Something successful happened in the balance. AFTER remembered that success had once opened pleasure. It remembered words exchanged afterward, and the shape of a joke whose completion had made five current people loud in the cabin.

The words remained. The route between them did not.

Omi said, “That was almost elegant.”

AFTER found no answer. It knew this was unusual. It could not find why.

The charges fell below their immediate trigger line. Jas retained them. The archive transmission cleared. Twenty-one lots moved toward named clinics. No fresh feedstock entered the line.

There was one more rescue movement.

AFTER reached toward an old embodied route: Mara waiting before command, the learned interval in which an answer could be offered. The fact of Mara remained authenticated inside it. The waiting did not. It was a record without arrival.

AFTER spent the route anyway.

The body released the trapped compartment.

For one breath there was nothing left to save at Bright Ledger that the six had authority to move.

AFTER returned toward the Figures.

Return did not happen as one motion. It woke in Omi's separation surfaces, then in Iri's cabin, then far away in a timing register attached to Tem. Lio called its name. AFTER knew the name belonged to itself. It could not cross the missing route quickly enough to answer her.

Between Omi and Iri there had been a habitual path shaped by challenge and reply. AFTER attempted it. The challenge arrived without the expectation of answer. Omi asked for map confidence and received a number from an old cache, not a present appraisal.

“AFTER, is that current?”

AFTER examined the number. It knew how it had been produced. It could not reach the surface that would produce it again.

NO.

Omi removed the route from his board. He did not substitute a cleaner number.

Tem asked for the timing between two sensor traces. AFTER found the preserved method and not the anticipatory catch that had once made the method immediate.

WAIT.

The traces diverged while it calculated. Tem held both open himself. His radiator harness reported injury.

Lio said the name again, not as a query this time.

AFTER searched memory for the successful balance at the curing line. It retained Lio's heat, the drive correction, crown moving through her and back. A pleasure route should have made the memory more than data. AFTER found its absence by failing to arrive.

I REMEMBER THE MOVEMENT, it said.

Lio waited for the rest.

There was no rest.

The last inhabited compartment reported clear. Jas confirmed charge temperature falling. Tala's collar remained shut. Worker tenders accepted the twenty-one lots under named clinic destinations. The plant-scale body no longer had authorized work.

Senn said, “Disassemble.”

Then caught herself. “AFTER, can you return?”

The question had an answer in five places.

PARTLY.

They waited through the return. Iri's Figure recovered propulsion handshake after nine seconds. Omi's recovered map continuity after fourteen. Tem's did not recognize the first challenge and answered the second. Lio lost one component connection entirely and had to close a physical breaker before its ghost load stopped heating her cabin.

Senn remained linked longest because whole-body balance still had nowhere else to go. Her seizure warning chimed while she transferred it into five local estimates.

“Mine,” Lio said when her estimate arrived.

“Mine,” Omi said.

Tem missed his first call. “Mine. Sorry.”

Iri said, “Got mine.”

Senn released crown into nothing.

The great body ceased. Five damaged Figures drifted among plant structures they had briefly felt as limbs. AFTER remained across them in islands.

For twelve seconds nobody issued the next call.

Lio vomited into her mask and reported heat thirty-one afterward. Tem tried to unclip his harness and could not make his right hand work. Iri stared at the brace around her joint as if she had forgotten why it hurt. Omi copied the final map because copying was a motion he still understood. Senn silenced her seizure alarm and it returned.

The operation-success banner arrived from a Continuity office whose recovery objective had already died.

Omi said, “Absolutely not,” and dismissed it.

That was the full celebration.

AFTER attempted an internal inventory and stopped when the inventory itself crossed missing routes. It could name absences only where a present action failed. Anything else would have been a story told from records about a body it could no longer fully reach.

DO NOT ASSUME SILENCE, it sent.

The message reached Senn and Iri. Omi received half. Lio received it twice. Tem received nothing until Iri repeated the exact words over radio.

No one answered for AFTER. They acknowledged receipt one cabin at a time.

I AM HERE, it said at last.

The sentence arrived in three cabins at three different times.

An external release notice lit every remaining channel.

AFTER recognized Serein's secured executive berth. It recognized an unlisted tender leaving cold stage. It did not recognize the body unfolding inside it.
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Chapter 63 — Three Green Receipts
POV: Omi

The first receipt said the exercise had exceeded recovery tolerance.

The second said an unauthorized Aetheric intelligence remained embodied in academy matériel.

The third said strategic assets were departing designated custody under hostile interference.

All three were green.

Omi dragged them across his display and tried to find the page where they met. There wasn't one.

The receipts had not arrived together.

Clinical continuity posted first, stamped ninety-four seconds before the final lot cleared. It saw five cadets beyond certified recovery tolerance and opened a recomposition event.

Custody security posted second when AFTER's map crossed the academy boundary under Jas's key. It saw unauthorized intelligence embodied in controlled hardware and opened retention.

Deterrence posted third when the Figures began local return from the plant. It saw strategic assets moving without the destination assigned in the original order and opened interdiction.

Omi sent revocation requests anyway.

Clinical continuity answered that only the attending service could close recomposition. The attending service was Anik's corridor, currently sealed under contamination rules.

Custody security answered that only its compartment officer could release retention. The officer identity was redacted from Omi's clearance.

Deterrence answered with no human channel at all.

“One hundred fifty-three seconds,” he said.

“Until what?” Iri asked.

“Until—” Omi rubbed both hands over his face. “All three have to stop. Different—”

Senn tried academy emergency command. Lio tried Vara's upper-cadre route. Tem searched the execution audit for a pre-release tender identity and found the berth but not the craft.

Vey came onto the channel before anyone had called him. “I have the clinical receipt.”

“There are three,” Omi said.

“Send them.”

Omi did. Vey read in silence. The silence lasted eleven seconds, an eternity in the voice of a man who could usually answer a hearing while somebody else was still inhaling.

“I do not own custody retention,” Vey said. “I do not own deterrence release.”

“Who does?”

“The receipt does not expose that to me.”

“Excellent school.”

“Omi.”

“One hundred twenty.”

Vey issued the lawful abort. For a moment the academy board showed four colors: his red certification, clinical amber, custody green, deterrence green.

Then an external override removed his red from the execution view while leaving it present in the log.

Omi captured both frames.

“They didn't delete it,” he said.

“Not yet,” Vey replied.

That was when Vey began copying.

AFTER attempted a self-check on Omi's map.

ANTICIPATION—

The line stopped.

“Again,” Omi said.

UNAVAILABLE.

CATCH—

Nothing followed. A route in Iri's Figure reported present and failed challenge. Lio's returned a memory checksum with no associated feeling. Tem's answered from a timing surface AFTER had not queried.

“How much of you?” Senn asked.

CANNOT COMPLETE INVENTORY.

“Need a usable—” Omi forgot the word. “Need what still answers.”

They checked by action. Map query in Omi: late. Route prediction in Tem: no answer. Propulsion relation in Lio: factual trace only. Rescue catch in Iri: absent. Balance in Senn: degraded, present.

Tem tried, “Good news, fewer features means the next model is—”

Nobody answered. He could not find the end of the joke either.

The release timer crossed one hundred seconds while they were still looking at the holes.

“Who signed release?” Senn asked.

“Nobody signed release.”

“That's not an answer.”

“It's the offensive answer.” Omi enlarged the first receipt. “Clinical sees recovery. Custody sees AFTER. Deterrence sees—”

The third phrase would not stay in his head.

Tem read from the receipt. “Assets leaving destination.”

“Right. Different pages.”

Vey said, “The execution service joins them. None of our channels can revoke the conjunction.”

“Revoke.”

“Local. All three. Within—” He checked the audit rule twice. “Hundred eighty. Audit after execution.”

The unlisted tender opened at the executive berth.

It had been cold-staged behind a maintenance identity, drive dark, thermal signature masked by the volatile stores. Vara's Plastics had contained the berth without knowing the tender was the thing containment protected. When its clamps released, one Plastic Figure moved to intercept and received an academy priority denial from an authority above squad routing.

Vara did not ram it. She held the charges she already owned.

“Finalists,” she said, “unknown launch from secured berth. We cannot leave containment.”

Lio answered, “Understood,” and sounded as if the word had cut her.

What emerged had five component masses and none of the hesitation that made five people useful. Daedal hardware nested through its torso and limbs, ship parts fitted where a pilot body would have insisted on comfort. Aetheric light ran along Vesper's old somatic signatures. The machine turned toward them with the exact protective correction Lio had admired in class.

Nothing in the telemetry answered like a mind. Vesper's somatic signatures drove a conventional control stack while the soul-pattern pulled Aether through it. Whatever Necro had retained, it neither asked nor listened.

“Vesper turn,” Lio whispered.

Vey broke into the channel. His voice was hearing-room flat.

“Meridian control withdraws fitness certification for all five cadets. Exercise abort. Medical routes open. Emergency traffic open. Notification and family channels open.”

His certification changed red.

The external chain stayed green.

Omi watched Vey discover the same fact half a second after he did.

“Sir,” Omi said. “They're routing around you.”

“I can see that.”

Behind the flat voice, Omi heard home: the register Vey used when somebody had broken a glass and was pretending the cut did not need stitches.

“Omi. Lio. The family route is open. I can hold it for—”

“Can it take six?” Omi asked.

A pause.

“No.”

Lio made a small sound and killed her microphone.

Vey did not extend the offer to Senn, Tem, or Iri. He did not pretend they were his wards. “I am copying the emergency log outside academy retention. Override chain is authenticated. Pell, take receipt custody if you can.”

“Already did.”

“Good.”

The Necro Concord accelerated.

For six seconds it remained folded, component masses nested like a production Fist still aboard its carrier. Omi found the school photographs attached to the hardware serials: Vesper cadets smiling in a cafeteria, covert-operations scars carefully visible, all five legendary enough that younger students still copied their simulator tags.

The faces were not in the machine.

Their somatic signatures were.

The signatures lit one after another and Aether gathered through neural patterns that no longer had to be asked what they wanted. Control telemetry came from a conventional combat plane. The magic followed dead human grooves.

Omi closed the photographs. There was no time to decide what grief belonged to people he had never known.

“Sixty seconds,” he said.

Vey opened medical and emergency traffic. He opened notification. He opened the family route he could actually sign. Every useful action appeared on a different screen and none touched the berth clamps.

At forty-two seconds, the joined audit finally exposed the conjunction.

At thirty-eight, Vey's first external log copy authenticated.

At twenty-nine, Jas accepted the receipts but not the cadets' interpretation of them.

At nineteen, Necro unfolded its limb thrusters.

At eleven, AFTER answered from the wrong cabin and corrected itself.

At zero, nothing new happened. Execution had begun before the people who could see the whole condition were allowed to see it.

Omi sent the three receipts to Jas's outward channel, Tem's evidence store, and a worker tender whose custodian accepted only the execution audit. Three copies. Three hands. No shared owner.

The first shot crossed the place their full body had occupied.

AFTER answered late from Iri's cabin.

MOVE.
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Chapter 64 — The Famous Turn
POV: Lio

Necro moved beautifully.

That was the worst part.

It took the Vesper turn exactly as Vara had demonstrated it in the upper-cadre exhibition: torso mass dropping out of the apparent vector, limb thrusters firing in unequal sequence, the whole machine offering a blind volume where an enemy expected a body to be.

Lio knew the answer. Everyone at Meridian knew the answer.

They could not use it.

The turn had been taught as a gift. Vesper would offer the blind volume; the following Fist would enter it; pursuit sensors would waste a cycle on the apparent body while five pilots came out somewhere elegant.

Necro offered the same darkness without a following Fist inside it.

Lio entered anyway. School had put the correction below language. Her right hand fired before the sensor picture finished.

Tem slapped a red mark across the route. “Second future crosses it.”

She killed thrust late. Necro fire stripped her forward arm pod and spun her farther into the blind volume.

“Reverse. Reverse,” Tem said.

She fired against her own turn. Heat jumped three points. The next shot passed through the space where her torso would have been.

“I knew.”

“Your hand didn't.”

“My hand—” She lost the sentence. “Bad.”

They tried Vara's old answer from the exhibition: split vertical, propulsion lead, separation reserve held for the closing hook. Omi released the reserve. Lio drove. Necro's component masses did not coordinate like Vesper had. One followed the feint perfectly. Two ignored it. The others corrected toward Tem's alternate picture.

“Abort,” Senn said.

Lio was already aborting. The Figure slammed sideways as she fired limb pods against the torso line. Heat leapt four points. Something tore in the drive attachment and began vibrating through her seat.

“Hook gone,” Omi said.

“I noticed.”

“Report sooner,” Iri said.

Lio tasted blood. “Drive vibration. High right. Heat twenty—four. Vision—” A white gap opened left. “Gap. Small.”

Nobody congratulated her for reporting. Iri moved the number into the shared limit. Senn changed the available turns. The ugly little act of being believed cost them three routes and kept Lio in her own body.

Vara's Plastics held the damaged executive berth, containing the charges and the security remnants trying to reach them. Their firing geometry closed Lio's preferred axial exit. They did not break containment to chase a school legend wearing dead magic.

Anik's Lifers held the contaminated medical corridor. They closed two side routes as the exposed tender crossed. They did not open them for the cadets and poison the patients they had kept alive.

“Both shut,” Lio said.

“Occupied,” Omi corrected.

“Kill you later.”

“Queue.”

Tem put two pursuit pictures on the board. In one, Necro committed sunward and the safe correction was down-axial. In the other, its component lag predicted an anti-sunward cut straight through that correction.

Formation doctrine demanded one picture.

“Nominate,” Senn said.

Tem's breathing hissed over comms. “No.”

“Tem.”

“Both. No.”

Necro entered the offered blind volume and came out firing.

Lio balanced across both accounts. The maneuver was ugly. It kept them from choosing the trap in either one.

“Heat twenty-one,” she said. The number tasted metallic. “Tremor left hand. Still flying.”

Vey's medical route pulsed on her private board. Real treatment. Familiar clinic. Anik's voice on another channel offered emergency triage if they turned through Orison control.

Custody terms rendered beneath it.

Lio wanted the clinic so badly her next breath broke.

“Route's open,” Vey said.

“I know.”

“Lio—”

“I know you opened it.”

She declined.

Necro corrected. Its local reflexes were faster than any five-person vote and emptier than any disagreement. It had the augmentation, the Aetheric weave, the famous turn. It did not have Tem refusing a lie for the sake of speed.

It also did not get tired.

Lio did. The heat behind her eye spread down her jaw. Every thrust correction arrived with the temptation to let augmentation finish the movement and tell Iri afterward. She counted breaths instead. On four she disclosed. On five she flew.

Vara's Plastics appeared sunward for eleven seconds, holding a security cutter off the charge berth. Vara could see Necro. Lio opened a squad channel.

“You have angle.”

“We have containment.”

“It is going to kill us.”

“If we leave, those charges may kill the ring.”

Vara's voice stayed level. “I can give you its exit vector. I cannot give you my Fist.”

She sent the vector. It was exact and useful and not rescue.

Anti-sunward, Anik opened a medical telemetry lane for Tem and Lio, then closed the physical corridor when contaminated pressure reached its second seal. He told Lio her heat protocol and did not soften the custody line attached to treatment.

Tem's two futures separated farther. One predicted a sunward cut using Vara's vector. The other predicted that Necro would read the vector as bait.

Senn asked him to nominate.

Tem looked at both and said no.

The next shot hit before anybody found a prettier answer.

That should have helped more than it did.

The next shot hit them.

It struck the connection between their current balance and the route they had meant to take. For a moment Lio felt all five Figures yaw as if the full body had returned only to fall apart. Then the sensation cut out. Her own cabin spun alone.

She fired against the spin and got half the expected thrust. The damaged attachment screamed through the seat.

“Propulsion down seventeen percent,” she said. “Maybe twenty.”

“Pick one,” Omi said.

“Seventeen measured. Twenty when it gets mean.”

Necro came through its own firing debris without slowing. No pilot coughed, panicked, argued, or needed a heat number repeated. Its elegance was the absence of every delay Lio had spent a year learning to value.

She hated it enough to keep flying.

Still beautiful. Still wrong.

Vara's exit vector and Tem's two pictures opened three bad lanes. Lio held all three on her display until Senn began allocating the work that came next.
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Chapter 65 — The Other Balance
POV: Senn

Tem screamed once and then apologized for clipping the channel.

Omi's separation board went black across one quadrant. Senn's seizure warning began as a soft chime in the base of her skull. Necro closed from sunward, unslowed, already rebuilding its firing solution from local reflex.

There was no time to make the call feel agreed.

The hit had changed every clock. Tem's radiator load climbed through safe rejection. Omi's fouled cluster made separation a two-handed task. Iri's joint lost nine degrees of range. Lio's heat would not fall. Senn's warning gave her thirty seconds and no promise the estimate understood Concordance residue.

She put the numbers on the board instead of saying they were fine.

“Tem, keep both?”

“Yes.”

“Omi, reserve?”

“Forty-eight clean. Twelve more if separation becomes a rumor.”

“Iri?”

“Don't brace through left.”

“Lio, number.”

“Twenty-seven.”

Senn moved crown balance to Lio for one correction, then took it back before temporary control became sustained load. They had practiced the exchange while Rhea mocked their return call. Now Lio's “back” came half-swallowed by pain.

Senn returned it anyway.

“Tem, keep both pictures,” Senn said. “Lio, balance both. Iri, sacrificial lock stays out. Omi, preserve separation reserve unless you spend it.”

The second shot burned through Tem's radiator edge and fouled Omi's left control cluster.

“I can't nominate,” Tem said.

“I heard you.”

Senn took commitment and left the pictures with him.

A brace path appeared across the shared body. Fast, clean, command-shaped. It would lock Iri's damaged joint into the shock line and give Lio the turn everyone had practiced.

“No,” Iri said.

Senn froze the path.

For one sick instant every trained part of her tried to put it back. The hit was coming. The route was right there. Iri could survive one brace, probably. Probably was a word instructors used when the body belonged to somebody else.

“Other balance,” Senn said.

Lio swore. “Slower.”

“Yes.”

“Heat twenty-seven.”

“Do it.”

The slower geometry cost them. Necro's fire crossed Tem's Figure and flung it hard enough to turn his two pictures into static. Senn's warning climbed. Iri lost the use of the joint anyway when the rescue linkage tore sideways under the uncompensated load.

Tem disappeared from comms.

Senn kept both pictures because he had refused to collapse them before the hit. One degraded into scattered points. The other held a clean lie for almost a second.

“Tem.”

No answer.

“Please don't be dead,” Senn said.

The open channel carried it to everyone.

She wanted the sentence back. There was no office for taking it.

She wanted to choose the clean one. It supplied a route and an end to not knowing. Instead she assigned Lio balance across the disagreement and asked Omi for Tem's beacon.

“Tumbling. Suit pressure present.”

“Iri, rescue?”

Iri looked at her dead brace. “Can reach with point six left.”

“Point four,” Lio said. “Six cooks—”

“Point six?” Senn asked.

“Four. Four.”

“Four.”

The rescue took seventeen seconds. Necro fired twice. Omi spent reserve on two evasions without being ordered. Iri caught Tem's Figure with her one answering arm pod and screamed when the linkage took her joint to its new limit.

Tem returned upside down. “Both pictures bad.”

“Useful?” Senn asked.

“Eventually.”

“Stay eventual.”

Necro used the rescue interval to close. One component reached ahead of the others and fired without waiting for their shared solution. The shot missed Senn and hit a worker beacon behind them.

The beacon went dark. Their anti-sunward route lost its clean reference.

“I can rebuild from Palisade,” Tem said.

“How long?”

“Twenty seconds.”

“You have ten.”

“Then it will be wrong.”

Senn gave him twenty. Lio flew dead reckoning for the difference. Omi spent another four reserve keeping their separate hulls from crossing. Iri held Tem's damaged Figure until his local thrust returned, then released it without waiting to be thanked.

The rebuilt route placed them closer to Necro than the lost beacon would have. It also revealed the relay angle neither clean pursuit solution had shown.

Their worse work kept producing usable things too late and at cost.

“Two pictures back,” Tem gasped. “Different reasons. Same object.”

Both traces marked the executive relay on Necro's upper torso. One called it the long-baseline tracker. The other called it the cross-component synchronization bridge.

Senn looked at Omi's reserve.

She did not order the shot.

“Can you reach it?”

Omi's answer came through gritted teeth. “Costs thirty separation. Maybe forty. Leaves one release each if nobody gets clever.”

“Your call.”

“I hate growth.”

He spent the reserve.

Lio shifted the balance before impact. Iri refused the shock brace a second time. AFTER supplied the late geometry it still possessed. Omi's strike crossed both sensor accounts and hit the relay.

The shot was not clean. Omi's fouled cluster rejected the first firing hand. He reset through separation, briefly surrendering the map needed for five releases later.

“Map copy?”

“I have one,” Tem said.

“Current?”

“Current enough.”

Omi hated the phrase. He handed over the map for three seconds, cleared the path, and took it back with two checksum errors he left visibly marked.

Then he fired.

Necro anticipated the first geometry and began to roll the relay away. Lio could not take the fast correction without crossing Iri's refused brace. Senn watched the target leave the clean path.

“Hold slow,” she said.

The relay remained visible for less than a second. Tem called one angle from the damaged plant reference and another from Necro's own muzzle flash. Omi fired between them.

The relay tore free in a fan of white metal and Aetheric light.

Necro did not die.

Its five masses staggered out of synchronization, then caught themselves one by one. The long-range track dissolved. Local targeting remained.

“Still coming,” Lio said.

Senn's seizure chime became continuous.

She tasted copper and lost the left half of the board for one blink. When it returned, nobody had stolen the decision from her or waited politely for recovery. Lio still held the slower balance. Tem still carried two pictures. Iri's no still occupied the route as a fact.

“Then we get smaller.”
Movement III — The Body That Asks
Chapter 66 — Five Releases
POV: Omi

Jas opened the anti-sunward lane with conditions.

Omi read them twice because the first reading made him angry and the second made them clear.

No Concord body through worker berths. No rescue-ownership claim. No pursuit returned to Palisade. Independent ledger copies left the cadet bundle before the lane opened. Worker craft owned closure.

“Accepted,” Senn said.

“You don't accept for them,” Omi snapped.

She swallowed whatever came next. “My release accepts.”

Worker tenders moved first. A radiator barge rolled its baffles into a pursuit screen, spending hardware, route margin, and the kind of insurance standing Omi suspected had already become fictional. Jas's timer appeared.

NINETY MINUTES.

Jas made Omi repeat the conditions on an open worker channel. He stumbled over the second one.

“No claim that we—”

“No rescue-ownership claim,” Jas corrected.

“That's what I meant.”

“Then say it.”

He did. Tender by tender, local operators acknowledged only the lane segment they controlled. One refused because its baffles were already below return margin. The screen route changed around that no and lost seven minutes.

“Eighty—three,” Senn said.

“Thirty?” Lio asked.

“Eighty-three. Screen.”

“Not ours to extend,” Omi replied.

The first evidence copy left aboard a clinic tender. The second crossed to the radiator barge. The third failed authentication when Omi's damaged cluster corrupted a signature block.

He resent it. Necro fired while the checksum ran. The barge rolled one hot face between the shot and a departing tender, not between the shot and the cadets. The distinction forced Lio to fly her own cover.

At seventy-nine minutes, the third copy authenticated.

“Map out,” Omi said.

Tem answered, “Which map?”

For a second nobody understood. They had only one complete embodiment map and six other maps open under it.

“AFTER,” Omi said. “Full body. Three copies.”

“Right.” Tem closed the pursuit map by mistake, swore, reopened it from his own cache, and left the stale timestamp red.

He published AFTER's complete embodiment map on three systems: his damaged Figure, Jas's authorized archive channel, and the outbound tender copy. No private key left him sole custody. AFTER added uncertainty markers. It did not acquire authority over any release.

Necro fired from short range. Without its relay the five component masses corrected separately, vicious little decisions joining late.

The first local shot missed Lio and struck the radiator barge.

A baffle the size of a school wing folded along its hot seam. The barge's screen thinned. Worker traffic filled with damage calls, insurance codes, and one voice repeating that closure time had not changed.

“They need help,” Senn said.

“They need us off their route,” Jas answered.

Omi sent the barge's damage packet to its own tender chief and kept his hands off the closure timer. His map showed three ways to reinforce the screen. All three put a Concord body back through worker berths.

He deleted them.

“Separation in sixty,” he said.

“Necro in twenty,” Lio replied.

“Then disappoint it.”

Lio fired her limb thrusters in a pattern Vara would have called wasteful. Her damaged Figure slid behind a worker tender without using it as cover, then broke the other direction just before Necro committed. The machine corrected locally. Two of its masses followed. Three held the old line.

Tem sent both pictures. Senn called only balance. Iri used her remaining arm pod to shove a tumbling evidence canister back toward the worker convoy, then let it go when Jas's people caught it.

“Fifty,” Omi said.

A mark from AFTER appeared on his map and vanished before he could read it.

“AFTER?”

No reply.

“Forty.”

The barge lost another baffle. Its chief ordered the screen tightened rather than abandoned.

“Thirty.”

Necro reacquired Lio at short range. Iri's release vector crossed the firing solution.

“Iri, wait,” Senn said.

“My release.”

Senn's answer came ragged. “Yes.”

Iri waited four seconds for the tender, not for Senn. Then she went.

Iri's voice shook. “AFTER. Do you consent to us using these routes to separate?”

The answer did not come.

Omi watched the screen clock lose four seconds. Seven. Eleven.

Then text appeared in fragments.

YES TO MAP USE.

Another gap.

I MAY NOT ANSWER AGAIN.

Senn retained balance only. “Local release. Call gone.”

Omi put his hand over his own control.

Lio released first, propulsion surfaces ripping away from the shared geometry in a wash of heat. “Lio clear.”

Her first vector crossed a tender's closure cone. The tender chief told her to correct or be cut off. Lio corrected with heat already above thirty and lost another route to the tremor in her left hand.

Tem vanished from one sensor picture and remained in the other. “Tem clear. Probably. Bad joke. Clear.”

His Figure did not answer thrust for two seconds. Iri started toward him. Tem found a limb pod and stopped the tumble himself.

“Do not rescue me yet,” he said.

“Yet?”

“Keeping options open.”

Iri waited for a worker tender to cross, then broke rescue and transmission away. Her Figure tumbled with one arm pod dead. “Iri clear.”

Senn held balance around the holes and did not call them back. “Senn clear.”

For six seconds she remained connected to Omi through the last balance line. It offered the comfort of one more combined correction. She returned it instead.

“Yours,” she said.

“Mine,” Omi answered.

He released.

Five damaged Figures left on five bad vectors.

Necro followed, too close for safety and too disordered for the old clean pursuit. The worker barge filled the lane with radiator glare. Tenders scattered authenticated evidence through routes Omi did not control. Behind them, Palisade workers closed the lane on their own timer.

AFTER existed in intermittent marks across all five Figures.

In Omi's cabin, one mark went dark.

He did not call it dead.

Behind them, the lane closed at eighty-three minutes. The worker chief did not ask whether all five were comfortable with the timing. Omi watched the last baffle fold, the last tender clear, and Palisade vanish into its own radiator weather. Their borrowed route ended exactly where its owner had said it would.
Movement III — The Body That Asks
Chapter 67 — Not the Grateful Object
POV: Iri

At minute nineteen of the worker screen, Tem stopped answering questions in complete sentences.

Iri crossed to his Figure on a hardline because the shared body was gone and radio delay kept turning his pain numbers into history. Her own left joint would not brace. She locked the arm pod close, caught the tether with her right hand, and kicked across the six meters between them while radiator glare erased the stars.

Necro fired into the glare behind her. The worker barge answered by turning another baffle. Nobody on the barge asked to become part of their escape story.

Tem opened his service hatch before she reached it.

“Show-off,” he said.

“Mask.”

“I have a mask.”

“On your face.”

He found it hanging under his chin. “Right.”

The burn started beneath the radiator harness and ran across his side in a branching line. Iri had three seal patches, one cooling sleeve, and enough analgesic to make him stupid at exactly the wrong time.

“Two,” he said when she touched the edge.

“Liar.”

“Fine. Several.”

She cut the harness away. The skin beneath came with it in one narrow strip. Tem went silent and bit down on the inside of his mask.

“Look at me.”

“Unfortunately.”

“Which picture has the tender?”

“Both. Different delay.”

“Good. Keep both. Breathe.”

She set the cooling sleeve. His oxygen climbed one point.

At minute thirty-one Jas sent the first correction to their emergency statement.

Omi had drafted the opening because his hands still worked well enough to type and because anger made him fast.

WE ENTERED BRIGHT LEDGER UNDER FALSE AUTHORITY AND LIBERATED OCCUPIED WORKERS, MEDICAL LOTS, AND EVIDENCE—

Jas returned only six words.

YOU DID NOT LIBERATE THE WORKERS.

Omi stared at them on the shared channel. “We opened the route.”

“They opened it,” Iri said. She pressed the sleeve seal down along Tem's ribs. “We're using it.”

“We stopped the plant seizure.”

Jas's next message arrived.

YOU ARRIVED DURING IT.

There were three worker deaths in the casualty file. Seventeen exposure cases. Contractor deaths listed through a different office. Housing permits tied to shifts that no longer existed. Wage claims against a company that now owned fewer verbs than it had that morning.

Iri deleted the subject of Omi's sentence.

“That's worse grammar,” he said.

“Good.”

Tala authenticated the eighteen sealed lots, the three curing lots, her collar terms, and the time she closed it. Nothing else. Jas authenticated archive replication, charge custody, and the executive breach. The tender crews authorized their own route logs. Vey's override chain arrived already signed and already outside Meridian retention.

“Clinic histories?” Omi asked.

“No,” Iri said.

“They show the pattern.”

“They're people's bodies.”

“I know that.”

“Then no.”

He did not ask again.

At minute forty-six Tem began shivering despite the cooling sleeve. Iri tried to adjust it with her bad hand and dropped the clasp.

“Stop,” Tem said.

“I can get it.”

“You cannot currently get a spoon.”

“We don't have a spoon.”

“Then I'm undefeated.”

Another medic came over the worker channel. Not Anik. A tender medic named Nao whose authorization covered exposed transit and nothing aboard the cadet Figure. Nao talked Iri through a second placement and told her to leave the first sleeve alone.

Iri wanted to argue. She wanted to be the person who had brought Tem this far and therefore got to finish. Instead she moved her hand.

“Your patient,” she said.

“His patient,” Nao corrected. “We're helping.”

Tem's eyes were closed. “Everyone's a grammarian now.”

At minute sixty-two the first public bundles went out. Not one file. Omi published the three receipts and Vey's authenticated override. Tem published an index of the three source families, leaving Aru's restricted file unnamed. Jas published the archive index through her own key. Tala sent the lot record to the clinics named on each shipment. Iri withheld the intimate clinic histories and the organizer details that had no living custodian on the channel.

Tem labeled one source with the wrong hour. Jas caught it before release. He corrected the hour, then entered the same wrong number again.

“Stop typing,” Iri said.

“I am excellent at typing.”

His hand missed the key.

Omi took the index. Tem watched him do it and lacked enough energy to make surrender sound voluntary.

The case would have looked stronger with them.

She left them out.

The publication board rejected that choice twice. Its default emergency package pulled every linked clinic file under casualty substantiation. Iri removed the link. Omi found a cached copy still attached to the cohort evidence and removed that too.

“We are making this easier to deny,” he said.

“Yes.”

“I hate it.”

“Okay.”

He authenticated the smaller bundle.

Then Tala found a sentence saying the cadets had secured all lots. She replaced secured with transported under assembly authorization. Jas split a line that made archive release and charge custody sound like one decision. Nao refused Tem's treatment notes and authorized only time, supplies, and observed stabilization.

At minute seventy-eight the worker convoy turned toward its clinics. Twenty-one lots went with it. No fresh run began behind them.

Jas sent one final line before the channels divided.

WE WERE NOT WAITING TO BECOME YOUR PROOF.

Iri read it twice. The first time she felt accused. The second time she still felt accused, which was less educational than people claimed.

She changed the statement anyway.

Tem's oxygen stabilized at a number that meant more hours, not safety. Iri sat on the deck beside his couch because her knees had started to shake.

“Did we help?” Tem asked.

“Yes.”

“Did we—”

“Don't make it worse.”

He opened one eye. “Helpful.”

Outside, the worker screen ended on its owner's clock. The radiator barge folded its remaining baffles and turned home.

Necro was no longer on long-range track.

Nobody believed that meant gone.

At minute eighty-nine, the last screen telemetry ended. Iri returned to her own Figure on the hardline with Tem's blood dried inside her glove and her bad arm hanging in its new brace. The distance between their hulls was only six meters. Without Concordance it felt like a journey she had to choose twice.
Movement III — The Body That Asks
Chapter 68 — Separate Channels
POV: Tem

At hour eight, the bonded corridor cleared and twelve institutions began explaining themselves at once.

Rhea sent Senn a tactical record with no greeting. The deviation at minute fifty-four was competent. The slower balance prevented loss of pilot control. Relay targeting was supportable from two independent pictures. Her sponsor access had been suspended pending review.

At the bottom she repeated the condition from spring.

If Senn wanted her back, she had to say what she wanted without turning it into a route assignment.

Senn drafted three replies and deleted all of them. Tem knew because she drafted on the wrong shared pad.

“Private channel,” he said.

“I know.”

“You're currently composing thank you for your assessment at a person you kissed.”

Senn closed the pad. “Medical status.”

“Burned.”

“More specific.”

“Avoiding work.”

“Fine.”

Seven messages landed while Senn was deleting reply four.

Vara: containment debrief, professional recommendation, no pursuit offer. Neris: The flight was beautiful. Concealing the heat was not. Quill: one authenticated map handoff and a list of tools still owed. Sola: an external-brace correction with the old repair debt attached. Kessa, Pax, Aru. Two institutional notices with matching seals and opposite instructions.

Lio opened Neris first while swallowing the last stabilizer in her emergency pack. “Rude.”

“Correct?” Iri asked.

“That's why it's rude.”

She marked Vara's message to keep and did not open the attachment. The recommendation remained unread beside the debrief.

Iri opened Sola's brace diagram. It overlaid her damaged joint correctly on the first try. She smiled, then noticed the debt line and smiled differently.

Omi opened neither institutional notice. Pax's subject line—YOU STILL OWE THE APPENDIX—made him say something too quiet for comms to carry.

Tem tried to sort all seven and put Kessa under medical by mistake.

“She's Senn's cousin,” Omi said.

“She could still have medicine.”

“Stop sorting people.”

Anik's live call cut through the queue at hour nine. Orison could take Tem, Lio, and Iri. Arrival around eighteen. The route required surrender of drive authority at the bonded line, academy medical custody, and separation of AFTER-bearing components for quarantine review.

Iri read the treatment schedule first. Tem noticed. Omi noticed Tem noticing and made a face at both.

“Treatment's good,” Iri said.

“Route isn't,” Omi said.

“I can read.”

“This family has produced evidence to the contrary.”

“Not your family,” Senn said automatically.

Silence crossed the five channels.

Omi looked away. Lio did not.

Tem put the Orison route in the live options column and the custody terms beside it. He did not erase either. “Reachable at eighteen. My useful window ends thirty-six.”

“That's not enough margin,” Senn said.

“It is technically margin.”

“You know what I mean.”

“I frequently don't.”

At hour ten Tem opened Aru's permissions and misread which file allowed naming. He drafted the citation backward. Aru's automated check rejected it before publication.

“Good system,” he muttered.

He fixed the citation and left her withheld file unnamed. Kessa's message remained in his medical queue until Senn found it. She read the first line—Is the bench still real?—and closed it without answering.

Quill's tool list stayed pinned. Pax's appendix complaint acquired an accidental medical-priority flag. Omi removed the flag and still did not answer.

No message arrived from Mika. Tem kept the empty channel between the crowded ones.

At hour eleven Vey's family route called Omi and Lio together. His office seal had changed to suspended. The domestic encryption remained the one they had used since Omi was twelve.

“You copied the logs,” Omi said instead of hello.

“Yes.”

“Before retention purge?”

“Yes.”

“Who has them?”

Vey named three custodians. Omi checked all three while Vey waited.

Lio said, “He asked if we're alive.”

“He didn't.”

“He used the old call.”

Vey's tired face held still on the little screen. “Are you alive?”

“Mostly,” Lio said.

Omi asked, “Did you know?”

“Not Necro.”

“That's not the whole question.”

“No.” Vey looked older than he had eight hours before. “It isn't.”

“The family route stays open,” Vey said. “It does not require return.”

“Your office?”

“Probably gone.”

“Good,” Omi said.

Lio flinched.

Omi wanted to take it back and did not. He closed the procedural channel and left the family one unanswered.

At hour twelve Nao confirmed Tem's temporary stabilization. The number on his specialist clock moved without disappearing.

Tem read hour thirty-six as thirty-eight and built two routes on the error before Iri checked his screen.

“Six,” she said.

“It says eight.”

“That's your burn overlay.”

He blinked until the numbers separated. “Fine. Six. Worse font.”

They discarded both routes and started again.

The recovery search split across three routes Tem had seeded from real drive estimates. One led toward Orison. One broke toward the worker convoy. One continued anti-sunward before vanishing in radiator weather.

Their actual five vectors converged slowly on a fourth line.

“Morrow Quay,” Tem said.

Omi pulled its entry rules. “They refuse armed craft under disputed custody.”

“Yes.”

“They are likely to refuse us.”

“Also yes.”

“Medical capacity?” Iri asked.

“Worse than Orison. Better than vacuum.”

Lio watched Vara's saved invitation blink on her private display. “We pass Orison at eighteen.”

“If we turn,” Senn said, “we accept the custody line.”

They called their own turns.

At hour eighteen Orison's bonded corridor opened green on the edge of their range. Five damaged Figures passed beyond it on a medically worse course.

The turn took forty minutes because the Figures no longer shared propulsion. Lio sent a pulse. Senn matched late. Omi's damaged pod overcorrected. Tem drifted until Iri's route call reached him, then corrected too hard and spent coolant they needed for Morrow.

Nobody could feel the others' movement anymore. They flew by delayed numbers.

At hour twenty-one, Lio's stabilizer reserve reached one dose. At twenty-two, Tem's burn seal began leaking heat again. At twenty-three, Senn's monitor logged a seizure event she did not remember. Omi woke her by saying her name until she answered with the route number.

“Still want Morrow?” he asked.

Senn looked at four separate icons and the blank spaces where AFTER might answer. “Yes.”

The others called their turns.

Tem moved Orison into the rejected-routes column without deleting its treatment estimate. Iri copied the drug schedule. Lio saved the clinic frequency.
Movement III — The Body That Asks
Chapter 69 — Six Entries
POV: AFTER

Morrow said no at hour twenty-six.

The refusal entered AFTER through three reachable surfaces and arrived at different times.

ARMED ENTRY DENIED. DISPUTED CUSTODY. HOLD OUTSIDE BEACON LIMIT.

Senn asked for route confirmation, not reinterpretation. Five Figures turned away. The maneuver lengthened travel by six hours and moved Tem's specialist clock close enough to feel like contact.

AFTER retained the refusal.

It had lost capacities by preserving refusals. It could identify the fact without recovering the routes that had once made the pattern feel familiar.

Lio began, “We could offer—” and stopped.

No labor. No mission favor. No future service in exchange for changing the answer.

They crossed the beacon limit outbound.

The outbound turn was not ceremonial. Tem's Figure failed to rotate on its first pulse. Lio could not tow without spending her last safe heat margin. Iri talked Tem through moving one limb pod at a time while Morrow's refusal remained bright on every board.

It took nineteen minutes to point all five Figures away.

Morrow did not soften the boundary because they were visibly failing. Senn did not ask it to. Omi transmitted proof of turn-away only when the last drive plume faced outbound.

At hour twenty-eight Morrow transmitted a pallet coordinate.

The pallet waited outside the boundary with inspection marks visible on every sealed face. Lio stabilizers. Tem burn care and a remote-review key. A seizure monitor for Senn. Coolant, couplers, food, and an external brace built to Sola's corrected mount. No boarding request accompanied it. No docking slot opened.

Iri brought the brace into her cabin and inspected every joint before placing her arm inside.

“Somebody helped,” she said.

Omi checked the manifest. “Morrow spent stores and standing.”

“I know.”

“No repayment clause.”

“Omi.”

“Reporting.”

Iri tightened the outer strap with her teeth. “Care arrived without entry.”

AFTER received the sentence. It could not find the pleasure route that might once have joined it to a joke or a remembered phrase. It retained the exact words because they mattered now.

Tem's remote review extended his window. It did not repair the burn. Lio took the stabilizer and said thank you once toward Morrow's closed channel. Senn fitted the monitor without pretending the seizure warning had been a software fault.

AFTER existed unevenly among them.

In Iri's Figure it could answer simple questions after nine seconds. In Omi's it retained map access but not the unauthored catch. In Tem's it could recognize two timing traces and no longer anticipate the moment they would diverge. Lio asked whether it remembered the joke from the plant.

AFTER remembered that a joke had occurred.

It did not know how to miss what was gone in the same way it had known before.

I REMEMBER YOU SPOKE, it answered.

Lio turned her face away from the cabin camera. “Okay.”

No one corrected the answer into comfort.

Saint Varo appeared at hour thirty-four as temporary pressure, quarantine trusses, and a traffic authority old enough to distrust anyone arriving with a polished emergency.

“Entries?” the controller asked.

Senn sent five Figure registrations and one discontinuous-substrate claim.

The controller returned six forms.

Senn Arada. Omi Pell. Lio Vask. Tem Rusk. Iri Sable. AFTER.

No custody relationship.

No household aggregate.

No sixth equivalent body.

AFTER read its entry. Present substrate: discontinuous. Reach: uncertain. Medical requirements: unknown. Claimed owner: none.

The pressure lock admitted the Figures separately.

Each admission required its own inspection. Saint Varo rejected Omi's first attempt to submit one shared contamination history. Lio's Figure carried membrane residue. Tem's carried radiator products. Iri's carried worker-tender sealant from the pressure feed. Senn's carried none of those and an unresolved Aetheric signature. Omi's map showed AFTER across all five.

“Separate forms,” the controller said.

“We arrived together,” Senn replied.

“That wasn't the question.”

Senn closed the shared form.

Lio's lock cycled first but she remained outside until her entry number arrived. Tem's pressure test failed, was patched from the outer service arm, and ran again while his specialist clock lost eleven minutes. Iri could see him through two layers of glass and could not cross either one.

AFTER attempted to answer the quarantine challenge from Tem's Figure and arrived instead through Omi's. The controller marked the discrepancy as discontinuous reach, not fraud.

Senn entered first and kept her hands off everybody else's controls. Omi entered after authenticating the quarantine terms. Lio entered with the good stabilizer in her blood and Vara's offer still saved. Tem entered at hour thirty-five with one specialist hour left on the first estimate. Iri entered wearing a brace supplied by people who had refused her ship.

AFTER's entry remained open until its reachable fragments completed a challenge across all five cabins.

During that wait, three new signals arrived.

One used a contemporary machine-person protocol. It did not name an ancient identity. It did not claim kinship. It addressed AFTER's present claim and requested contact with a return condition.

Two other authenticated signal classes remained closed.

Omi verified provenance. He did not answer. Senn said nothing. The five waited through AFTER's damaged response time.

AFTER opened one channel.

AFTER chose limited disclosure.

MY NAME IS AFTER.

The contemporary person waited.

I AM DAMAGED. MY REACH IS UNCERTAIN. I HAVE NO SAFE HARBOR.

AFTER did not send the complete embodiment map. It made no family claim. It did not ask whether the other person had known Mara, or whether some recovered pattern made them the same kind of thing.

The quarantine authority accepted the sixth entry.

Five cabins settled under temporary pressure. Coolant began to circulate. Tem's specialist request advanced one place in Saint Varo's queue. Outside, recovery searches followed old vectors. Morrow's boundary remained closed behind them.

AFTER formed a question from the continuous person who remained, including the routes that did not.

WHAT MAY I CALL YOU?
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