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    Chapter 1

    The door had three locks, and only one of them belonged to the woman inside.

    Kellan Oris studied them through the rain that had followed him down forty-one tiers of Morrow. The municipal lock was buried in the frame, its status light steady green. The landlord’s seal pulsed amber above it. The third lock was a length of transit rail jammed between the handle and the opposite wall.

    That one belonged to Lys Mar.

    ‘She knows we’re here,’ Nia said.

    Water ran from the shoulders of her black field coat. The corridor’s extractor had failed years ago, so every landing on Tier 41 kept its own weather: damp walls, damp wiring, damp people breathing air that tasted of old coins. Somewhere below them a child coughed. An advert flickered on the ceiling, offering respiratory credit in six cheerful colours.

    Kellan checked the stairwell behind them, then the service door, then the blind angle beside the broken vending unit. Habit, not nerves. The stairwell was empty. The service door had been welded shut. Nothing moved in the blind angle except a curtain of water under the vending unit.

    ‘She watched us cross the landing camera,’ he said. ‘Then she killed the feed.’

    ‘You sound impressed.’

    ‘Transit workers understand systems.’

    ‘Former transit worker.’

    The correction came from the warrant displayed at the edge of his left eye. LYS MAR, forty-four, suspended after an unauthorised shift absence. Three missed payments. Two leased assets in recoverable default: right manipulator, Series H industrial; pulmonary assist, Lumaire P3. Estimated combined value scrolled beneath the names, followed by a reminder that obstruction could suspend her remaining medical cover.

    Kellan dismissed the numbers. ‘We don’t know that yet.’

    Nia looked at him. Her gaze was level and unhurried, which meant she had noticed something. It usually did.

    The warrant also contained the flat's recent service history. Four days without hot water. Two power reductions. A landlord claim for damage to the entrance, filed before there was any visible damage. Lys's pulmonary unit had reported three stress events during the night, each automatically billed as unauthorised high-load use.

    Kellan expanded the last reading. Her blood oxygen had fallen while she slept. The unit had compensated, then charged her account for exceeding the basic respiratory profile.

    ‘She has been awake since 03.00,’ he said.

    ‘How do you know?’

    ‘The lung records exertion.’

    Nia looked at the closed door. ‘Useful.’

    ‘Clinically.’

    ‘Of course.’

    Kellan opened the contact channel. The flat rejected video but allowed mandatory audio under the warrant.

    ‘Lys,’ he said. ‘Your pulmonary readings indicate distress. If you cooperate, the medical frame can stabilise you before transport.’

    ‘Transport where?’

    ‘A receiving clinic.’

    ‘Name it.’

    He checked the list. The first three facilities were marked unavailable to suspended accounts. The fourth accepted emergency transfers but required a credit guarantee Lys did not have.

    ‘Placement will be assigned after assessment.’

    ‘You don't know.’

    ‘The system allocates capacity in real time.’

    ‘You don't know,’ she repeated.

    Something heavy moved against the door. Not the rail this time. Kellan heard the whine of an industrial joint taking load.

    Nia lowered her voice. ‘She could have run through the service bridge.’

    ‘Sealed.’

    ‘Before we arrived?’

    ‘Six years ago.’

    ‘Then she stayed in a room with one exit.’

    ‘Her medical unit loses full function beyond the district relay.’

    The words settled between them. Lys had not chosen defensible ground. She had chosen the last place where the machine in her chest would continue working.

    He placed his palm against the municipal lock. The Civic Stack read his badge, his employer, his warrant and the registered implants inside his body. The green light turned blue.

    ‘Contract Integrity,’ he called. ‘Lys Mar, we are entering under recovery authority. Step away from the door and keep both hands visible.’

    Metal scraped on the other side.

    ‘Both?’ a woman shouted. ‘You’re funny.’

    Nia’s mouth tightened by half a millimetre. On anyone else it might have been a smile.

    Kellan sent the opening command. The landlord’s seal released. The municipal bolt withdrew. The door moved two centimetres and struck the rail.

    ‘Last warning,’ he said.

    ‘I used the last one on rent.’

    The industrial hand punched through the door.

    Composite fingers burst between the panels and closed around Kellan’s wrist. The grip indicator in his vision flashed red before his reflex mesh had finished naming the threat. He turned with the pull instead of against it, drove his shoulder into the door and let the hand drag him close. Nia was already moving. She slipped a wedge through the split and fired its expansion charge.

    The door jumped inward. The rail tore loose from the plaster.

    Kellan went with it.

    The flat beyond was six metres long and crowded with dismantled transit equipment. Cable looms hung from the ceiling. Brake shoes and relay housings covered a narrow table. Someone had built a wall of maintenance crates across the room, leaving a channel barely wide enough for a body. Lys released his wrist and vanished behind it.

    Kellan landed on one knee. The floor plan bloomed across his vision from the warrant file, but half the marked walls no longer existed. He killed the overlay. Bad information was worse than darkness.

    Nia entered low behind him. ‘Heat source rear left.’

    ‘Boiler.’

    ‘Moving heat source.’

    A bolt driver barked.

    Kellan heard the tool before he saw it. His spine tightened his shoulder and shifted his head. A steel fixing crossed the space where his eye had been and shattered a light strip behind him.

    The room went dark.

    Emergency advertisements woke in the window glass. A smiling pair of lungs inflated over the city, pink and clean and available from thirty-two credits a week.

    Lys came through the crates beneath them.

    She wore transit overalls with the company marks burned off. Her leased hand was too large for the rest of her, built to lock mag-clamps and pull emergency doors apart. She swung a length of ceramic brake plate in her organic hand and drove the industrial one towards Nia’s throat.

    Nia caught the organic wrist. The augmented fist struck her shoulder hard enough to put her into the wall.

    Kellan closed from Lys’s left. He caught the industrial forearm where its torque was weakest and hit the manual isolation points with two fingers. Nothing happened. She had plated over them.

    ‘Illegal modification,’ he said.

    ‘Send me a fine.’

    Her elbow reversed farther than a human joint should. The back of the hand clipped his ribs. His bone weave distributed the force, but a sharp edge under the wrist housing opened his coat and drew a hot line along his side.

    Kellan trapped the arm under his own, stepped behind her and pressed his thumb to the nerve cluster below her ear. She dropped the brake plate. She did not drop.

    The pulmonary unit under her left collarbone changed pitch. He heard its turbine labour as her body demanded more air. Her pulse raced in his overlay.

    Nia recovered and reached for a restraint pulse.

    ‘No,’ Kellan said.

    Lys stamped his foot and threw her weight backwards. He let her. They struck the crates together. Plastic cracked. Something heavy rolled loose inside.

    Kellan drove his forearm across the control cable at the rear of the leased hand. The joint locked. Lys tried to turn, dragging twenty kilograms of dead composite with her. He folded the arm across her chest and took her to the floor without striking her head.

    Nia secured the organic wrist. Kellan looped the restraint around the industrial elbow and cinched both arms to a floor anchor.

    The fight had taken eight seconds.

    Lys spat blood from a bitten lip. ‘That quick enough for your performance review?’

    Kellan stood. The cut along his side pulled when he breathed. His endocrine node softened the pain before it could become distracting. He closed his coat over it.

    ‘Are you injured?’ Nia asked.

    ‘No.’

    She glanced at the floor. A drop of blood darkened the concrete between his boots.

    ‘Not usefully,’ he amended.

    Nia scanned Lys while Kellan made a second circuit of the room. One window, sealed. One ventilation grille, too narrow. The internal door opened into a washroom with half its wall removed to make room for tools. The only exit remained behind them.

    He always checked the doors after a fight. People became careless when they thought they had won.

    ‘No one else,’ he said.

    Lys laughed once. ‘That disappoint you?’

    ‘It simplifies the recovery.’

    The portable medical frame waited in the corridor. Nia brought it in and unfolded it beside Lys. White arms emerged from the case, arranging sterile packs and an asset cradle. The machine requested confirmation for two procedures.

    RIGHT MANIPULATOR: FIELD DETACHMENT APPROVED.

    PULMONARY ASSIST: RECOVERY APPROVED WITH MINIMAL SUPPORT SUBSTITUTION.

    The second line remained amber. Kellan opened the clinical note. The substitute was a chemical bronchodilator and a disposable pressure mask rated for twelve hours. The nearest receiving clinic accepting suspended accounts was nine hours away by public transit, if the lifts behaved.

    ‘You knew what they’d send,’ Lys said.

    He did not answer.

    ‘That’s why you came in person. Two clean assets. One body for the building to throw out.’

    ‘The warrant was generated after a verified default.’

    ‘A verified default.’ She tried the phrase as if it might have a flavour. ‘My shift gate failed me twice. The appeal took eleven days. Payroll says I wasn’t there. The Stack says payroll is right. Nexum says the Stack is right. Look at that. Whole city agreeing.’

    Nia crouched beside the medical frame. ‘The hand contains unlicensed torque modifications. We’ll need to isolate the motor channels before removal.’

    ‘I needed the torque to do my job.’

    ‘The modification voided your injury cover.’

    ‘The job voided my wrist.’

    Kellan called up the original implant record. Lys had lost her right hand in a tunnel coupling accident six years earlier. The transit authority had paid the deposit on the replacement, then transferred the lease when it dismissed her. There were eighteen months left on a hand she had already used for five years.

    He had seen worse contracts. That was not the same as saying this one was good.

    ‘We can complete the hand recovery here,’ he said. ‘The frame will seal the interface and leave a passive cap.’

    Lys stared at him. ‘And the lung?’

    ‘Pulmonary assist.’

    ‘It assists my lungs by being one of them.’

    ‘It isn’t a replacement lung.’

    ‘It’s the part that keeps the others moving.’

    Nia looked up at him. Her expression did not change. She had worked beside him long enough to know silence could be a question.

    Kellan knelt and opened the service panel below Lys’s collarbone. The skin around it was inflamed. A cheap sealant had collected black residue at the edge.

    The warrant offered him a standard route: confirm identity, stabilise the subject, detach registered assets, photograph the site, close the case. It did not ask whether the subject would still be alive when the case reached archive.

    He magnified the residue. Fungal contamination was common on the lower Tiers. Most Nexum housings tolerated it. The P3’s intake membrane was sealed behind two filters and showed normal pressure.

    ‘When was this serviced?’ he asked.

    ‘Sixteen months.’

    ‘Required interval is six.’

    ‘Service centre won’t book suspended transit accounts.’

    ‘You were not suspended sixteen months ago.’

    ‘No. I was working double shifts.’

    Kellan took a sterile swab from the frame and ran it under the edge of the port. It came away dark.

    Nia said, ‘External contamination.’

    ‘Potential internal contamination.’

    ‘Pressure is nominal.’

    ‘Pressure does not exclude membrane colonisation.’

    Lys watched the exchange. Hope would have made most people softer. It made her furious.

    Nia’s eyes moved briefly to his closed coat, then back to the port. ‘Recovery protocol requires quarantine if there’s a credible biohazard.’

    ‘Correct.’

    ‘A field swab can distinguish surface mould.’

    ‘The swab reader in this frame was last certified three months ago.’

    ‘Four.’

    ‘Then we cannot rely on it.’

    They both knew the service tolerance was twelve months.

    The frame asked again for confirmation. Kellan selected PULMONARY ASSET CONTAMINATED and attached the magnified image. The system rejected the entry.

    EVIDENCE BELOW AUTOMATED THRESHOLD.

    He opened his badge authority and overrode it.

    The refusal returned at once.

    OVERRIDE REQUIRES OPERATIONAL JUSTIFICATION.

    Kellan dictated, ‘Possible invasive fungal growth. Field recovery presents risk of asset contamination, operative exposure and subject fatality. Recommend clinical quarantine and supervised review.’

    He placed the last item first in his mind and last in the record. Systems listened differently depending on who was at risk.

    The frame processed for six seconds.

    PULMONARY RECOVERY DEFERRED.

    The case did not close. A liability questionnaire replaced the approval.

    WILL THE SUBJECT RETAIN ACCESS TO BASIC RESPIRATORY SERVICE?

    Kellan selected YES.

    HAS THE SUBJECT BEEN ADVISED THAT CONTINUED USE MAY ACCRUE CHARGES?

    YES.

    IS NEXUM RESPONSIBLE FOR DELAY ARISING FROM CONTAMINATION OUTSIDE REQUIRED SERVICE CONDITIONS?

    NO.

    The system accepted the deferment only after responsibility had been placed somewhere else.

    Lys shut her eyes.

    Nia began the hand procedure.

    The frame numbed the interface, clamped the blood supply and projected a line showing where corporate property ended. The line crossed scar tissue and two centimetres of Lys’s remaining forearm. Kellan adjusted it back to the manufactured socket.

    ‘Contract boundary includes anchor tissue,’ the frame warned.

    ‘Anchor tissue has vascular integration.’

    ‘Recovery authorised.’

    ‘Recover the asset, not the patient.’

    He entered another override.

    Lys kept her face turned towards him while the field arms worked. There was no screaming. The frame blocked the major nerves. But her jaw shook, and the pulmonary unit under her collarbone whined each time she tried to breathe slowly.

    The hand came free with a soft mechanical release. It lay in the cradle, fingers curled as if still holding something.

    The frame sealed the socket and fitted a grey passive cap. No articulation. No sensory return. A clean end to the part of her the contract recognised.

    Nia removed the restraints.

    Lys sat against the crates, holding the capped arm to her chest. ‘How long?’

    ‘The deferment?’ Kellan asked.

    ‘Before someone comes back.’

    ‘Clinical review within seventy-two hours.’

    ‘So seventy-two hours.’

    ‘If the contamination is confirmed, treatment precedes recovery.’

    ‘And if it isn’t?’

    He closed the medical frame. ‘You need to attend the review.’

    She gave him a look stripped of anything he could file as gratitude. He preferred it that way.

    Outside, people had gathered along the corridor. A man in a food-service apron stood nearest the door. Two school-age girls watched from behind his legs. None of them spoke while Nia carried the sealed asset case out.

    Kellan stepped into the corridor last.

    The man in the apron touched his own chest. A service light glowed faintly beneath his shirt.

    ‘Thank you,’ he said.

    Kellan stopped.

    There were many reasons the man might have said it. Because they had not fired. Because one asset remained inside. Because violence performed with restraint could resemble kindness from a safe distance.

    ‘Don’t,’ Kellan said.

    The man lowered his hand.

    The lift rejected the asset case twice before recognising the warrant. As the doors closed, Kellan saw Lys in the opening of her flat. The passive cap was pale against her overalls. She had wrapped her organic hand around the frame of the ruined door.

    ‘You think choosing which piece of me to take makes you kind?’ she called.

    The doors sealed before he had to answer.

    Nia waited until the lift began to rise.

    ‘You’re bleeding through the coat.’

    Kellan looked down. The line along his side had widened to a dark patch.

    ‘The housing edge caught me.’

    ‘You denied injury.’

    ‘I denied a useful injury.’

    ‘There are clinics in the Crown that specialise in useless ones.’

    He pressed two fingers to the cut. His overlay gave him depth, clotting estimate and infection risk. Superficial. Eight stitches if he wanted to be decorative. Dermal sealant if he wanted to return to work.

    ‘The P3 was clean,’ Nia said.

    ‘We didn’t have a certified reader.’

    ‘We had your eye.’

    ‘My eye is licensed for threat assessment, not fungal diagnosis.’

    ‘Convenient.’

    He looked at her. ‘Do you disagree with the report?’

    ‘No.’

    The answer bothered him more than an argument would have.

    Tier numbers rose above the door: 40, 39, 38. The lift shuddered through a splice in the shaft. Kellan’s lung adjusted before he noticed the pressure change.

    ‘You preserved a life-critical asset,’ Nia said. ‘Reduced liability. Avoided a death in an uncertified environment. Very professional.’

    ‘It was the correct procedure.’

    ‘Of course.’

    His wrist display vibrated.

    DIRECTOR ELARA SORN REQUESTS IMMEDIATE SECURE CONTACT.

    Kellan accepted. Sorn’s voice arrived without an image.

    ‘Are you clear of the recovery site?’

    ‘Yes, Director.’

    ‘Good. Report to the Crown. I have a priority recovery that requires your particular judgement.’

    The phrase left no room for delay.

    ‘What is the asset?’

    ‘Software, primarily. The carrier is believed to possess a city-level medical threat.’

    The lift climbed. Through its narrow glass wall, Morrow unfolded in wet layers: housing blocks, rail lines, clinic signs, towers lost in cloud.

    Kellan looked at the sealed case beside Nia. The recovered hand shifted as the lift changed speed, and one composite finger tapped once against the lid.

    ‘How soon?’ he asked.

    ‘Now,’ Sorn said.

  
    Chapter 2

    The clinic cut Kellan’s coat off him before asking whether it was damaged.

    ‘It was waterproof,’ he said.

    The service technician dropped the two halves into a reclamation slot. ‘It was punctured.’

    ‘So was I.’

    ‘You’re under warranty.’

    Kellan sat bare-chested in a white chair while a surgical arm cleaned the line along his ribs. Above him, daylight shone through the clinic ceiling. It was real daylight, channelled down from mirrors on the roof of the Nexum tower. Warm. Colourless. Expensive.

    The Crown made weather look like a design decision.

    ‘Four-millimetre penetration,’ the technician said. ‘No thoracic involvement. Bone weave untouched.’

    The surgical arm drew the edges together and sealed them with a transparent strip. Kellan felt pressure and a distant itch. His pain node had already turned the wound into information.

    Nia stood at the glass wall with the asset case at her feet. Beyond her, the Crown campus rose in pale terraces above the cloud shelf. Trees grew in real soil between the buildings. Silent trams passed without visible rails. People walked slowly because nobody charged them by the minute for occupying the space.

    ‘You can go,’ Kellan told her.

    ‘I can.’

    She did not.

    The technician placed two contacts beneath Kellan’s collarbone. His left lung paused.

    The first time it had happened, twelve years earlier, he had believed he was dying. Now he waited through the hollow second while the clinic took control of his breathing. Air entered him in a measured flow. The synthetic lung vibrated behind his ribs as diagnostics tested pressure, oxygen transfer and immune response.

    SYSTEM CONTROL: NEXUM CLINICAL.

    PATIENT CONTROL: LIMITED.

    The words hovered at the lower edge of his sight.

    ‘Respiratory unit is at ninety-eight point seven per cent,’ the technician said. ‘Routine membrane service due in nineteen days.’

    ‘Book it.’

    ‘Already booked.’

    ‘Then why tell me?’

    The technician glanced at him as if unsure whether the question was serious. ‘Informed-care requirement.’

    The surgical arm moved to his left eye. A pale instrument descended until it filled his vision.

    ‘Please remain still.’

    ‘The restraint indicator is sufficient.’

    ‘I’m required to say it.’

    ‘Then you’ve said it.’

    Light passed through the retinal lattice in hard blue bands. His right eye saw the room. His left saw grids, calibration marks and a magnified view of its own blood vessels. When the instrument touched the service node behind his lower lid, his vision broke into coloured squares.

    Across the room, Nia became a series of clean measurements: height, distance, centre of mass. Her threat outline pulsed once, then cleared.

    ‘Overlay stable,’ the technician said. ‘Reflex mesh stable. Endocrine regulator stable. No contamination from the field wound.’

    ‘There was no contamination.’

    ‘The director requested a complete check.’

    Kellan looked at Nia through the flickering grid. ‘Before or after the recovery report?’

    ‘Before,’ Nia said.

    The instrument withdrew. The room assembled itself again.

    Director Sorn had summoned him before he entered Lys Mar’s flat. That meant the recovery had not earned her attention. It had only delayed it.

    The technician released clinical control of his lung. For a fraction of a second, neither the machine nor Kellan seemed to own the next breath. Then the regulator caught, and his chest rose.

    The display offered him a summary.

    SERVICE STATUS: CURRENT.

    EMPLOYMENT COVER: ACTIVE.

    PATIENT CONTRIBUTION: WAIVED.

    He signed without reading the full terms. He had read them before. Nexum paid for membranes, calibrations and replacement parts while he remained in an eligible role. If his employment ended, the balance transferred to him at the retail medical rate. The number beneath that clause was greater than the value of every room he had ever lived in.

    The technician noticed where his attention rested. ‘Would you like a financial-continuity consultation?’

    ‘No.’

    ‘It is included with service.’

    ‘That means it is included in the price.’

    ‘Your contribution is waived.’

    Kellan closed the summary. ‘Exactly.’

    ‘Service complete,’ the technician said.

    Kellan pulled on the dark shirt waiting beside the chair. It fitted him perfectly. Nexum kept his measurements more carefully than he did.

    The recovered hand went to Asset Assessment. Nia signed the chain of custody. The case slid through a wall aperture and vanished into the building.

    ‘It will be sterilised and reissued,’ she said.

    ‘If the torque modifications haven’t damaged the frame.’

    ‘And if they have?’

    ‘Materials reclamation.’

    ‘Efficient.’

    They crossed the clinic towards the internal lifts. Doors opened ahead of Kellan before he reached them. His badge did not need to announce itself here; the building knew the pattern of his walk, the mesh in his spine and the key buried behind his eye.

    At the lift, he looked back.

    The technician had already turned the chair sterile-white again. No blood. No torn coat. No evidence that anything unpleasant had occurred there.

    The lift took Kellan and Nia upwards.

    ‘You lied about the cut,’ Nia said.

    ‘I assessed it.’

    ‘You saw blood and decided it was administratively inconvenient.’

    ‘That is an assessment.’

    ‘You could have damaged the weave.’

    ‘I didn’t.’

    ‘Because you’re never wrong after the fact.’

    The lift opened onto Contract Integrity.

    The division occupied six floors near the tower’s narrow upper third. There were no reception desks. Staff moved through soft grey corridors that curved just enough to hide their ends. Public-facing departments used Nexum blue. Contract Integrity used no colour at all.

    Director Elara Sorn’s office waited behind two transparent doors.

    Kellan checked the corridor behind them, the emergency stairwell, the narrow maintenance panel beside the entrance.

    Nia said, ‘If someone makes an armed assault on the director’s office, the doors are unlikely to be the vulnerable part.’

    ‘Doors are always the vulnerable part.’

    ‘You should put that on a wall.’

    ‘Then it would be a wall’s problem.’

    The first door read their identities. The second sampled the active systems in their bodies. It held for a moment on Kellan.

    JANUS ARCHITECTURE VERIFIED.

    The text vanished before the door opened.

    He had seen the label in old maintenance records. It referred to the transitional system used during his reconstruction. He had never found a reason to care about the name.

    Nia's verification took less than a second. BALANCE, MUSCULAR SUPPORT, PREDICTIVE SAFETY. All standard Contract Integrity systems. The door listed them as if it were checking tools from a cabinet.

    ‘You always take longer,’ she said.

    ‘Older hardware.’

    ‘You were rebuilt at twenty-six.’

    ‘In implant years, that's elderly.’

    ‘Does it get a pension?’

    ‘It gets serviced until I stop being useful.’

    The answer came out flatter than he intended. Nia glanced at him, but the second door had already opened.

    Sorn stood at the window with Morrow below her.

    She was fifty-five and looked exactly that, which in the Crown was a statement of power. No cosmetic age suppression softened the lines around her eyes. Her dark hair was cut close to the jaw. She wore a charcoal suit without visible interfaces.

    ‘Nia,’ she said. ‘Kellan.’

    She never called him Operative Oris in private. She never called him by his first name in front of anyone she did not trust.

    ‘Director,’ he said.

    ‘Sit if you need to.’

    ‘I don’t.’

    Her gaze touched the transparent seal along his ribs, visible where the shirt collar opened.

    ‘The clinic says otherwise.’

    ‘The clinic is paid by procedures.’

    ‘The clinic is paid to keep you alive.’

    It sounded like concern because it was concern. Sorn had signed the authorisation that rebuilt him after the accident. She had sat beside his hospital bed while his new lung learned his blood chemistry. Kellan had no memory of the first three days, but the visitor record showed she had been there for eleven hours.

    He sat.

    Nia remained standing until Sorn gestured to the second chair.

    A model of a human nervous system appeared above the desk. It rotated slowly, overlaid with product families in different colours: vision, respiration, movement, endocrine regulation, cardiac support. Millions of devices reduced to clean lines.

    ‘At 04.20 this morning,’ Sorn said, ‘a developer copied a migration package from a restricted medical repository. At 05.03, he used it against a Nexum visual system. Root ownership transferred away from the company.’

    Kellan leaned forward. ‘Transferred where?’

    ‘A local key.’

    ‘That shouldn’t be possible.’

    ‘It wasn’t, until this morning.’

    She separated one eye from the model. Its Nexum key vanished. A second key took its place, marked UNKNOWN.

    ‘The package calls itself Nullware,’ Sorn said. ‘We believe the name is political rather than technical.’

    ‘What happened to the subject?’ Nia asked.

    ‘The eye continued to function for forty-seven minutes. It then lost calibration during a safety update. The subject suffered seizures. The visual system had to be removed.’

    ‘Alive?’

    ‘Yes.’

    Sorn brought up the patient record. The man was a refrigeration engineer named Sel Baret. He had signed no political declaration and joined no anti-corporate group. He had agreed to a cheap unauthorised repair after Nexum denied a warranty claim. The repair technician had offered him permanent local control as part of the price.

    ‘Did he know it was a test?’ Kellan asked.

    ‘He says he thought he was receiving an ordinary service.’

    ‘Then whoever installed it used him.’

    ‘That is our assessment.’

    Nia read the surgical timeline. ‘The clinic initiated seizure response after six minutes.’

    ‘Their systems could not authenticate the eye,’ Sorn said. ‘Every automated tool treated it as foreign equipment. Staff had to perform a physical removal while he remained conscious.’

    The image changed to the device after extraction. It looked small in the evidence tray. A lens, a wet cable and a manufacturer's mark.

    Kellan remembered Lys Mar's hand shifting inside its case.

    ‘Where is Baret now?’ he asked.

    ‘Stable. Blind on the left. Nexum has offered a replacement under a protected evidence agreement.’

    ‘Meaning?’

    ‘He receives the eye if he signs a complete account of the unauthorised procedure and permits monitoring for further contact.’

    ‘And if he doesn't sign?’

    ‘He remains entitled to public baseline care.’

    Blindness, at public baseline.

    ‘And the code?’ Kellan asked.

    ‘Gone before the clinic could isolate it.’

    He studied the model. Migration tools were used whenever Nexum replaced an implant or transferred a lease between service plans. They allowed an old controller and a new one to overlap without interrupting a heartbeat, a breath or a neural signal. Access was tightly held because a failed transfer could leave two systems issuing commands to the same tissue.

    ‘A full platform mapping would be enormous,’ he said.

    ‘The copied package contained one.’

    ‘For an eye.’

    ‘For every current Nexum family.’

    The model filled with unknown keys.

    Kellan’s synthetic lung seemed louder in the quiet office.

    ‘That repository should have been isolated from the Civic Stack,’ Nia said.

    ‘It was.’

    ‘So this wasn’t remote.’

    ‘No. The developer had authorised physical access.’

    Kellan looked at Sorn. ‘Staff.’

    ‘Former staff. Biomedical systems group.’

    The nervous system disappeared. A personnel file replaced it.

    The photograph was three years old. Longer hair than Kellan remembered. A thin face, tired eyes and the hint of a smile that looked inappropriate on a corporate identity card.

    TOMAS ORIS.

    For several seconds, the office became very still.

    Kellan read the name twice. The letters remained in the same order.

    ‘No,’ he said.

    Sorn did not correct him. She waited.

    ‘Tomas left Nexum four years ago.’

    ‘He resigned from his official post four years ago.’

    ‘He moved off-Stack.’

    ‘Intermittently. He retained access through contracted research accounts and three false identities. We have confirmed his authorship on portions of the stolen package.’

    Kellan looked for a flaw in the personnel record because that was easier than looking at the photograph. Tomas’s developer certificates were valid. His last authorised entry had been two hundred and eleven days earlier. Flagged projects had been redacted even from Contract Integrity review.

    ‘You knew he was still accessing the company.’

    ‘We suspected.’

    ‘You didn’t tell me.’

    ‘You had no operational need to know.’

    The answer was pure Sorn: true, narrow and shaped like a closed door.

    ‘What does he want?’ Nia asked.

    ‘Distribution.’

    ‘Payment?’

    ‘Ownership transfer. He has made contact with groups who regard all corporate root access as bodily enslavement.’

    Kellan turned from the file. ‘If he wanted to sell it, he’d have made contact before stealing the final mappings.’

    ‘Agreed.’

    ‘So he intends to use it.’

    ‘Yes.’

    ‘How many people?’

    Sorn restored the human model. ‘Potentially every person with a compatible system.’

    ‘That’s not distribution. He can’t reach them without the maintenance channel.’

    ‘Not yet.’

    She expanded a line from the model into the Civic Stack. A date appeared nine days away.

    CONCORDANCE DEPLOYMENT.

    Kellan had seen the internal notices. Everyone in Contract Integrity had. Concordance was the next common security layer for civic-linked implants, designed after a series of compatibility attacks on public clinics. One verified update, one stable response to corrupted code, less fragmentation across generations of hardware.

    ‘He’s using the deployment window,’ Kellan said.

    ‘We believe he intends to enter Nullware during final staging. Concordance will touch more systems in one hour than any maintenance release in Morrow’s history.’

    ‘Then delay it.’

    ‘Delay would leave known attack paths open and tell him we understand his method. It would also move the deployment outside the medical staffing window coordinated with the city.’

    ‘People can survive an update delay.’

    ‘Some cannot survive the attacks the update is designed to stop.’

    ‘How many confirmed attacks?’

    ‘Seven in the last month. Two fatal.’

    ‘Publicly attributed to device failure.’

    ‘To avoid advertising the method.’

    ‘And the attacker?’

    ‘Unknown. Possibly more than one. Concordance closes the shared vulnerability.’

    Kellan studied the deployment date. Nine days was enough time to search a district, not a city. It was enough time for Tomas to cross Morrow through service routes, change identities and place copies with people Nexum did not know existed.

    ‘If we announce the theft, clinics can isolate maintenance channels,’ he said.

    ‘They can also panic, disconnect patients without support and create a market for counterfeit protection. We are telling clinical directors what they need to know.’

    ‘A narrower truth.’

    Sorn met his eyes. ‘An actionable one.’

    Sorn opened three case files. Kellan saw emergency rooms, patients convulsing, a child held down while a cardiac unit rebooted.

    ‘Those were linked?’ he asked.

    ‘Proofs of concept. Crude ones. Nullware is more sophisticated. It may transfer an ordinary limb safely and stop a life-critical system in the same second. Your brother is not building a weapon, as he understands the word. That makes him more dangerous.’

    Kellan looked again at Tomas’s photograph.

    They had not spoken in seven years. The last message sat unanswered in a private archive Kellan never opened and never deleted. Three lines from Tomas after Edda’s funeral. The first was an accusation. The second was worse. Kellan could no longer remember the third without calling it up, and he had never called it up.

    ‘What is the recovery authority?’ he asked.

    Sorn’s shoulders eased slightly. She had expected the question and recognised acceptance inside it.

    ‘Secure the package. Take Tomas alive if possible.’

    ‘If possible is not a legal condition.’

    ‘The package may be integrated with his neural systems. Forced isolation could trigger distribution or destroy evidence. Your judgement will determine the approach.’

    ‘Why me?’

    ‘Because you know him.’

    ‘I knew him.’

    ‘That may be more useful. Familiarity creates assumptions.’

    Nia said, ‘And if another team reaches him first?’

    ‘They will treat him as a city-level medical threat.’

    Which meant they would shoot before asking whether his hands were visible.

    Sorn moved around the desk. ‘Kellan, I can assign this to Tactical Containment. Commander Coil has already requested authority. If I do, Tomas’s survival will rank below asset security.’

    ‘You’re offering me the recovery to protect him.’

    ‘I am offering you the chance to prevent mass harm while preserving options.’

    ‘His options.’

    ‘Everyone’s.’

    The office stayed quiet. Far below, sunlight vanished into the cloud layer and became the grey rain falling on Tier 41.

    Kellan could refuse. The thought existed clearly enough to examine. Refusal would be recorded as a conflict of interest. Coil would take the case. Tomas would either disappear into a secure clinic or die resisting one.

    And Kellan would have chosen purity over control of the outcome.

    ‘I’ll recover him,’ he said.

    Sorn nodded once. ‘Good.’

    Nia shifted in her chair. ‘I stay on the assignment.’

    Sorn looked at her. ‘This is a family conflict involving an adaptive neurological threat.’

    ‘That’s why he needs a partner who knows his tells.’

    Kellan said, ‘I don’t have tells.’

    ‘You checked the office door three times.’

    ‘Twice.’

    ‘You checked the reflection.’

    Sorn’s expression almost warmed. ‘Your loyalty does you credit, Nia.’

    ‘It isn’t loyalty. It’s risk management.’

    ‘Naturally.’

    Sorn authorised the pairing.

    A pale strip appeared along the inside edge of Nia’s field display. Kellan recognised the colour before it vanished: escalation authority. It allowed a recovery officer to use lethal force without waiting for a second warrant when an asset posed an immediate propagation risk.

    His own display remained unchanged.

    Nia met his eyes. If she had received a target condition, she gave no sign.

    ‘You will have full access to Tomas’s known records,’ Sorn said. ‘Contract Integrity transport is waiting.’

    Kellan rose.

    ‘One more thing,’ Sorn said.

    The personnel file closed. In its place appeared a Civic Stack access event from 06.11 that morning. A service account had authenticated in the lower Tiers, purchased thirty minutes of diagnostic power and scheduled a data transfer. The account holder’s photograph showed a woman with dark hair and tired, amused eyes.

    Edda Oris.

    Kellan’s mother had been dead for seven years.

    ‘Tomas used her identity,’ Sorn said, ‘to tell us where to look.’

  
    Chapter 3

    Edda Oris bought thirty minutes of electricity seven years after her death.

    The charge was small enough to escape ordinary fraud detection. Tomas had paid through an obsolete family account, authenticated it with their mother’s face and directed the power to a wall terminal in the lower Tiers. He had wanted Nexum to notice, but only after the transaction completed.

    Kellan watched the payment move across his display while the district train descended.

    Nia stood beside him in the crowded carriage. Their field coats made a pocket of space around them. People noticed the Nexum mark at the collar and found reasons to move. A courier with reinforced knees chose to stand on the far side of a handrail. An elderly man dimmed both ocular lenses until their advertisements went dark.

    ‘He’s leading us,’ Nia said.

    ‘Yes.’

    ‘You sound pleased.’

    ‘A target who wants contact is easier to locate.’

    ‘A brother who wants contact?’

    Kellan enlarged the transaction record. ‘We’re not having that conversation on public transport.’

    ‘Nobody is listening.’

    Every face in the carriage remained carefully turned away.

    ‘Everybody is listening,’ he said.

    The train dropped beneath a rain channel. Water hammered the roof. Across the windows, a housing advert laid an artificial view over the dark: clean rooms, high ceilings, a kitchen large enough for more than one person to turn around. Kellan’s retinal overlay personalised the price to his salary and service status. The same apartment would cost the courier twice as much. The elderly man’s dimmed lenses saw only the rain.

    Kellan disabled the advert.

    Tier 28 had once been called Calder Ward. The name remained on old drainage covers, but the Civic Stack now labelled it Residential Renewal Zone 3. The narrow brick buildings of Kellan’s childhood stood between new support columns thick as towers. Walkways crossed above them at three levels. Rain fell through the gaps, carrying rust and detergent from the city overhead.

    The train platform recognised Kellan before he reached the gate.

    CONTRACT INTEGRITY. PRIORITY PASSAGE.

    The barrier opened.

    Nia followed on his warrant. Behind them, the courier pressed his wrist to the reader.

    EMPLOYMENT STATUS UNVERIFIED. TRANSIT ACCESS LIMITED.

    ‘I was on the train,’ the courier said.

    The barrier remained shut.

    ‘I got on at Fifty-Two. Check the journey.’

    PAYMENT WINDOW EXPIRED.

    The next gate accepted a woman carrying two sleeping children and rejected the insulated case on her back. She argued that the case held medication. The station sent her towards an assistance queue where fifty people already waited beneath a sign promising average resolution in twelve minutes.

    Kellan and Nia crossed the concourse without slowing.

    ‘We could clear the gate,’ Nia said.

    ‘Our warrant doesn’t cover unrelated access.’

    ‘I didn’t ask whether we could bill it.’

    He looked back. The courier had begun prising at his reinforced knee as if a manual reset might restore his employment.

    ‘If we override without cause, his account will be flagged for fraud,’ Kellan said. ‘That will make it worse.’

    ‘There’s always a reason not to touch the machine.’

    ‘Usually several.’

    They left the station.

    Kellan knew the route to his mother’s building, though he had not walked it since the funeral. His body turned before the navigation arrow did. Left past the old water office. Down a stairway that used to smell of fried onions and now smelled of curing polymer. Through a market where every stall had become a sleep bank, medical reseller or identity lender.

    The neighbourhood had been built for daylight before six hundred metres of Morrow accumulated above it. Now the sun reached Calder Ward as a grey square glimpsed between towers.

    Edda used to claim she could tell the hour by the colour of the square.

    Kellan could see the exact time in the corner of his vision.

    The building entrance had been replaced with a service-status gate. A red-haired woman stood in front of it, pressing her thumb to the reader again and again.

    ‘My daughter’s upstairs,’ she said.

    RESIDENT GUEST QUOTA EXCEEDED.

    ‘She’s six.’

    RESIDENT GUEST QUOTA EXCEEDED.

    The woman kicked the frame. The gate emitted a soft warning tone and illuminated the debt mark on her wrist.

    Nia’s badge opened it from three metres away.

    The woman moved with them before it could close.

    ‘You’re welcome,’ Nia said.

    ‘You just logged her entry under our warrant,’ Kellan said when they reached the stairs.

    ‘Did I?’

    ‘The audit will show it.’

    ‘Then you’d better recover something important.’

    A man stepped out from behind a partition at the foot of the stairs. He wore a property-services vest over a thermal shirt and had the smooth, sleepless face of someone whose work feed never fully closed.

    ‘You can't take guests upstairs under enforcement access,’ he said.

    The red-haired woman was already climbing.

    Nia looked at the open gate. ‘Apparently we can.’

    ‘I'll have a compliance mark against the building.’

    ‘Then dispute it.’

    The man laughed without humour. ‘With who?’

    Kellan showed the warrant. ‘We need Room 8-14.’

    ‘There is no 8-14.’

    ‘Former designation.’

    ‘Before my contract.’

    ‘Access records show you manage the current units.’

    The man's eyes flicked as he read something only he could see. ‘Police search is a two-hundred-credit service charge. Corporate recovery is three hundred.’

    ‘You don't charge officers to execute a warrant.’

    ‘I charge for disruption to occupants. You open a paid pod, I lose the booking. You wake a tenant, I owe a rest-credit refund. You damage the wall, the owner charges me. The warrant leaves, the charges stay.’

    Nia said, ‘Send the invoice to Nexum.’

    ‘They reject third-party access costs.’

    ‘Then send it to me.’

    Kellan looked at her.

    She shrugged. ‘I reject them more personally.’

    The property manager planted himself in front of the stairs. He was not large, but the building door had recognised him. The lights, locks and sleep-pod controls would too. In his own narrow territory, authority changed shape.

    Kellan transferred a temporary indemnity from the case budget. It covered one hour and no structural damage.

    The man's interface confirmed it. His shoulders loosened.

    ‘Eighth floor,’ he said. ‘Yellow door. The terminal's dead.’

    ‘Not this morning.’

    For the first time, the man looked concerned. ‘Nothing in this building wakes for free.’

    ‘It wasn't free.’

    ‘Then somebody will come to collect.’

    Kellan went upstairs.

    The building lift had become a stack of private sleep cages. Tenants rented them by the hour when the stairs were too much for damaged joints. Kellan took the stairs.

    On the fourth landing, he checked the door to the roof bridge. Locked from both sides. On the sixth, he checked a service closet and found a man asleep between warm pipes. On the eighth, Edda’s old door had been painted yellow.

    Room 8-14 no longer existed.

    Three plastic doors divided the old flat. A payment screen advertised four-hour, eight-hour and twelve-hour rest blocks. A longer stay required employment authentication.

    Nia read the conversion notice. ‘Sleep capacity: nine.’

    ‘It was a two-bedroom flat.’

    ‘Now it’s efficient.’

    Kellan touched the warrant to the payment screen. All three doors unlocked.

    The first room held two occupied pods. The second was empty except for a woman’s shoes beneath the lower bunk. The third contained an old wall terminal boxed behind a sheet of clear plastic.

    Kellan stopped inside the doorway.

    The walls had moved, but he knew where he was. The terminal had hung beside the kitchen table. Edda had used it to dispute bills, book clinic appointments and watch Tomas’s school performances while pretending the connection was not freezing.

    The table was gone.

    He remembered his mother sitting in that corner on her last night, one hand flat against her chest as the support unit faltered. Tomas had been kneeling beside her. Kellan had stood at the terminal demanding an emergency authorisation from a service agent whose face never appeared.

    The memory came with useless precision. A cup on the floor. Water shaking in it each time Edda’s breathing support cycled. The clock on the terminal reading 23.14. Tomas shouting that the manual cartridge was empty.

    Kellan had told him to check again.

    ‘I checked,’ Tomas had shouted.

    ‘Then check the seal.’

    ‘It's empty, Kel.’

    Their mother had reached for Tomas's sleeve. Even struggling to breathe, she had tried to quiet them. That was like her. She hated raised voices in small rooms. She said anger used up air.

    Kellan remembered placing his palm against the terminal, forcing his voice into the calm register service agents rewarded.

    ‘This is an active medical emergency. Account disputes must be suspended under continuity law.’

    The terminal had answered with music.

    He remembered the melody. Four notes descending, then beginning again. He had heard the same hold pattern in later recoveries and never once disconnected the call.

    Then Kellan remembered the room at 23.33. Medical responders at the door. His own hand bleeding where he had struck the wall. Edda silent.

    He looked at the corner where the cup had stood.

    Nothing in the room explained why that was the part he could see most clearly.

    ‘Kellan,’ Nia said.

    He realised she had spoken before.

    ‘What?’

    ‘The terminal.’

    The plastic sheet was new. So were the two screws holding it. Someone had opened the wall recently, then concealed the work behind the sleep-bank conversion.

    Kellan cut the sheet away. The terminal beneath it belonged to a generation the Stack no longer supported. Its glass had yellowed around the edge. The power icon glowed faintly.

    ‘Thirty minutes,’ Nia said. ‘Twenty-six left.’

    Kellan pressed Edda’s account token to the reader.

    ACCESS DENIED. USER DECEASED.

    ‘Touching,’ Nia said.

    ‘It accepted her for payment.’

    ‘Death affects spending and access differently.’

    He tried his warrant. The terminal recognised Nexum but produced no open file. Nia connected a field lead to the maintenance port.

    ‘No civic relay,’ she said. ‘It’s caching locally.’

    ‘That’s why he bought power here.’

    Tomas had used a dead account to wake a dead machine. The transaction announced the location, but the contents would never touch the wider Stack.

    Kellan removed the terminal’s lower panel. Dust lay thick across the boards except around one physical data slot. Something had been inserted that morning.

    ‘Trap?’ Nia asked.

    ‘Probably.’

    ‘You first.’

    He gave her a look.

    ‘Family privilege,’ she said.

    Kellan isolated the terminal from his implants and connected through a disposable reader. Text appeared on the glass, plain and unformatted.

    EDD-41 / SERVICE CONTINUITY REQUEST.

    The file was encrypted. Kellan recognised Tomas’s habits in the structure: short key blocks nested inside longer ones, each checksum placed where a less patient engineer would assume it belonged to the next section. Tomas had built puzzle boxes as a child and become furious when anyone forced the lid.

    ‘Can you open it?’ Nia asked.

    ‘Not here.’

    ‘Is that a no?’

    ‘It’s a request for time.’

    ‘How much?’

    ‘More than twenty-four minutes.’

    Kellan examined the outer encryption without touching the payload. Tomas had signed it with a childhood key: the number sequence printed on the underside of their mother's old ration card. Kellan had memorised it because Edda was always losing the card and Tomas was always finding it.

    He entered the first six digits.

    The terminal unlocked a header, not the file.

    SERVICE CONTINUITY REQUEST.

    PATIENT: E. ORIS.

    STATUS: UNRESOLVED.

    The status field should not have existed. Death closed medical requests automatically. Paid, denied, expired—every account ended in a word the Stack could total.

    Unresolved was not an outcome. It was a failure to choose one.

    ‘Could he have fabricated this?’ Nia asked.

    ‘Yes.’

    ‘Did he?’

    Kellan checked the metadata signature. The request carried the checksum of a Nexum archive system Tomas had once been authorised to use. The signature might be stolen. It might be copied. It might be bait wrapped in something real.

    ‘He wants us asking that question,’ Kellan said.

    ‘And are you?’

    ‘I'm asking how he placed it here.’

    Nia leaned against the wall. ‘A professionally narrow question.’

    He did not look at her.

    Footsteps sounded in the hall.

    Kellan disconnected the reader and turned. A child stood in the doorway. Nine or ten, thin, hair cut close on one side where an ocular cable ran behind the ear. The lens in the child’s right eye was an old public-health model, translucent enough to show the pupil moving beneath it.

    ‘You’re him,’ the child said.

    Kellan checked the corridor behind the child. Clear.

    ‘Who?’

    ‘The hand man.’

    Nia’s head tilted. ‘That sounds like a story.’

    The child touched two fingers to the old lens. A video opened on the terminal’s remaining clear panel.

    Kellan recognised the room from the angle. Tier 41. Someone in the corridor had recorded through the broken door. The image showed Kellan kneeling beside Lys Mar while the medical frame detached her hand. The clip had been cut to twenty seconds. It began with the surgical line and ended as the asset entered the case.

    Text floated beneath it:

    HE TAKES WHAT YOU CAN’T PAY FOR.

    The view count changed while Kellan watched.

    Comments moved too quickly to read in full. Kellan caught fragments.

    MY MOTHER HID IN A WATER TANK FOR THREE DAYS.

    THEY TOOK JAVI'S LEGS AT WORK.

    HE LET HER KEEP THE LUNG. WATCH THE WHOLE FEED.

    NEXUM ACCOUNT POSTING. DO NOT ENGAGE.

    The defence of him was already labelled corporate before anyone could ask whether it was true.

    ‘That’s not the full recovery,’ he said.

    The child shrugged. ‘It’s the part where you take it.’

    ‘She attacked two authorised officers.’

    ‘Did the hand attack you, or did she?’

    Nia said softly, ‘What’s your name?’

    The child looked at her badge. ‘Not registered.’

    ‘What do people call you?’

    ‘Pax.’

    ‘Do you live here, Pax?’

    Another shrug. ‘Sometimes.’

    Kellan closed the video. ‘This terminal is evidence. You need to leave the room.’

    Pax stared at him with the old lens. Its iris motor clicked whenever it tried to focus.

    ‘If I miss a payment, do you take my eye?’

    ‘Public-health devices have protected status.’

    ‘My aunt says protected means they have to wait longer.’

    Kellan looked at the lens. The model had been recalled for overheating. A clinic should have replaced it years ago.

    ‘Your aunt should request a service review.’

    ‘She did.’

    ‘Then there will be a record.’

    ‘There’s always a record.’

    Pax turned and ran down the corridor.

    Nia watched the doorway after the child disappeared. ‘You handled that well.’

    ‘The lens requires service.’

    ‘I’m sure that was the lasting impression.’

    The property manager appeared at the far end of the corridor, breathless from the stairs.

    ‘What did you open?’ he asked.

    ‘A terminal.’

    ‘The pods have stopped billing.’

    Kellan checked the local network. Tomas's file had used the power transaction as cover to interrupt the building's payment controller. Every occupied sleep pod now showed an active session with no account attached.

    ‘Reboot your controller after we leave,’ he said.

    ‘And who pays for the lost hour?’

    Nia nodded towards Kellan. ‘Recover something important.’

    Doors opened along the corridor. Tenants looked out, uncertain whether the unbilled minutes were a fault or a gift. Nobody stepped into the hall.

    The property manager stared at his dead payment screen. ‘He did this?’

    ‘Temporarily.’

    ‘Why?’

    Kellan considered the sleeping rooms, his mother's dead account and the message waiting inside a wall.

    ‘To make sure we noticed the price.’

    Kellan returned to the terminal. The video had left a reflection on the darkened glass: his own face above the frozen image of Lys’s empty sleeve.

    He had done the procedure correctly. The clip omitted the deferred lung, the modified boundary, the restraint he had prevented Nia from using. It omitted the parts that proved judgement.

    It did not invent the hand in the case.

    He copied Tomas’s encrypted file to the isolated reader. As soon as the transfer completed, a second message appeared.

    NINE YEARS TOO LATE IS STILL BETTER THAN NEVER.

    Nia read over his shoulder. ‘Nine?’

    ‘He’s trying to make it personal.’

    ‘Using your mother’s account suggested that.’

    Kellan opened the metadata. The message had been written two days earlier, but the file pointed to a live booking made that morning. An appointment at 07.00 the next day. Tier 19. Medical intake, no patient identity.

    The clinic name appeared beneath it.

    SABLE COMMUNITY RESPIRATORY.

    Kellan knew the building.

    Nine years ago, it had been operating outside its licence, servicing pulmonary implants without manufacturer approval. Two patients had died after receiving contaminated membranes. Contract Integrity had sent Kellan to close it.

    He remembered the owner standing in the rain while Nexum sealed the doors.

    He remembered saying the closure would prevent further harm.

    ‘It’s abandoned,’ he said.

    ‘According to the Stack,’ Nia replied.

    The wall terminal began counting down its remaining power.

    ‘Tomas chose it for a meeting,’ Kellan said.

    ‘With whom?’

    The obvious answer should not have needed thought. Yet Tomas had built every part of the trail to be read by more than one person: Nexum would see a stolen identity; Nia would see an operational challenge; Kellan would see the woman whose name neither brother had spoken to the other since she died.

    That was Tomas's talent. He could make one line of code accuse three people of different things.

    Kellan removed the disposable reader and watched Edda’s account return to darkness.

    ‘Me.’

  
    Chapter 4

    The clinic doors were open.

    Kellan stood beneath the dead sign and watched rain fall through the reception area. Nine years of weather had lifted the floor in black curls. A sapling grew from the old appointment desk, its leaves pale from the light leaking through Tier 18.

    His display marked no active Civic Stack relay inside.

    That was wrong.

    Every registered building in Morrow carried at least one relay, even after closure. The device kept structural sensors, fire controls and ownership records connected. This clinic had three, and all of them had stopped answering twelve minutes earlier.

    ‘He knows we’re here,’ Nia said over the private channel.

    Her voice came from the alley behind the building. They had separated two blocks away to cover both exits.

    ‘He invited us.’

    ‘That isn’t the same as wanting company.’

    Kellan checked the street. Six pedestrians beneath patched umbrellas. One delivery drone grounded by the rain. Two windows overlooking the entrance, both shuttered. A maintenance walkway crossed twenty metres above him.

    ‘Your route?’ he asked.

    ‘Rear service door. No lock response.’

    ‘Mechanical seal?’

    ‘Cut from inside.’

    ‘Hold.’

    He stepped into the clinic.

    The reception sensor recognised movement and attempted to wake a welcome display. The glass produced a white line, then went dark. Kellan scanned for pressure plates, wires, heat differences and fresh surfaces.

    Nothing.

    ‘Front clear to reception.’

    ‘That sounds disappointed,’ Nia said.

    ‘Tomas used to put bells on his bedroom door.’

    ‘To warn him?’

    ‘To annoy me.’

    ‘Did it work?’

    ‘Every night for two years.’

    He crossed the reception area. Old medical posters sagged on the walls, their warnings softened by mould. MAINTENANCE IS CARE. REPORT UNAUTHORISED SENSATIONS. A smiling woman held a replacement lung against her chest like a gift.

    The hall beyond split towards diagnostics and procedure rooms. Kellan checked the fire exit first. Chained, but the chain had been oiled recently.

    Tomas had prepared an escape. He had not trapped the door.

    ‘Entering from rear,’ Nia said.

    ‘No weapons unless confirmed.’

    ‘The warrant says armed software counts as a weapon.’

    ‘Software has poor aim.’

    ‘People improve it.’

    Kellan moved towards Diagnostics. The floor was cleaner there. Dust had been pushed aside by shoe soles and the small hard wheels of medical equipment.

    A tone sounded in his left ear.

    The dead relay above him woke long enough to issue a credential challenge.

    CONTRACT INTEGRITY ACCESS—

    The message broke apart. His display filled with duplicated doors, each shifted a few centimetres from the real frame. He closed his left eye. The false images remained.

    ‘Relay contamination,’ he said.

    ‘Mine too.’

    ‘Disable civic feed.’

    He severed the clinic from his overlay. The false doors vanished. A warning replaced them: NAVIGATION SUPPORT UNAVAILABLE.

    Tomas had not attacked the building. He had altered the relays so they delivered bad information to authenticated Nexum systems. Anyone without a corporate interface would see an empty clinic. Anyone like Kellan would see whatever Tomas wanted for the half-second it took to walk into a wall or miss a weapon.

    Physical access. Known credentials. Limited range.

    Sorn’s briefing had been right. Nullware did not need magic when the city was already connected to the body.

    ‘He expected Nexum officers,’ Nia said.

    ‘He expected me.’

    ‘There’s that pleasure again.’

    A human voice came from the ceiling.

    ‘Good morning, Kellan.’

    Tomas had routed the old public-address system through a physical recorder. The voice carried no live signal Kellan could trace.

    ‘You are currently standing under a relay that claims the north corridor is clear,’ the recording said. ‘The north corridor has not existed since the flood brace went in. If you are seeing it, close your corporate feed.’

    Kellan looked left. His unaided right eye saw a concrete wall. The retinal overlay behind his closed left eye still suggested an open passage.

    ‘Helpful,’ Nia said.

    ‘Demonstrative.’

    ‘Same thing, if you enjoy an audience.’

    The recording continued. ‘Nothing in the building is trapped. The civic relays are. There is a difference, although your employer has spent years teaching you not to recognise it.’

    The speaker clicked off.

    Kellan examined the relay housing. Its seal had been drilled, the access port bridged with a length of copper and an obsolete clinic key. Tomas had needed to stand here to alter it. No remote miracle. No citywide power from a basement. Just access, time and a system that trusted the right piece of plastic.

    He photographed the modification.

    ‘Evidence of hostile interference,’ Nia said.

    ‘Evidence of a physical service breach.’

    ‘You're correcting me now?’

    ‘Precision matters.’

    ‘It mattered yesterday too.’

    He sent the image to the case file. The upload failed while the relay remained isolated, so the record cached inside his own system. For the first time since entering, he became conscious of how much evidence he carried in the same body Tomas wanted to prove Nexum could control.

    Kellan opened the first diagnostic room.

    Empty.

    The examination chair had been stripped for parts. Its control housing sat open, wires running through a hole drilled into the wall. Rainwater dripped into three buckets. A fourth bucket was full.

    He checked the next room. Empty again. A portable steriliser hummed on the floor, drawing power from a cable that disappeared beneath the skirting.

    ‘Nia, power line running south.’

    ‘I see it.’

    ‘Don’t cut it.’

    ‘I wasn’t going to.’

    ‘You’re holding a cutter.’

    A pause. ‘You can’t see me.’

    ‘I know you.’

    ‘Apparently I’m predictable.’

    ‘Professionally.’

    He followed the cable.

    It entered the old imaging suite, where a diagnostic arch stood over a narrow bed. Tomas had rebuilt the machine from incompatible generations. Newer fibre lines were taped to yellowed mechanical arms. Cooling fans turned inside an open cabinet. A wired data lead hung from the arch, its connector polished from use.

    On the far side of the room, a man sat at a console.

    Tomas had lost weight since his personnel photograph. His hair was shorter and uneven at the back. A grey jacket covered one arm; the other sleeve was rolled above an interface port darkened by repeated access. He looked up as Kellan entered.

    For one second, neither of them moved.

    Tomas smiled without warmth. ‘You came alone.’

    ‘No.’

    ‘Still honest when it’s useless.’

    ‘Stand up. Hands where I can see them.’

    Tomas lifted both hands from the console. ‘You always did know how to start a family conversation.’

    Kellan aimed his field weapon at the centre of Tomas’s chest. Non-lethal mode. At that distance, the restraint pulse would lock voluntary muscle for thirty seconds. Long enough.

    ‘Move away from the equipment.’

    ‘You don’t know what it is.’

    ‘Stolen migration architecture.’

    ‘The architecture belongs to everyone keeping it alive.’

    ‘A slogan isn’t an answer.’

    ‘It wasn’t a question.’

    Tomas looked older when he was angry. For an instant Kellan saw their father’s narrow jaw, then Edda’s eyes. It made the weapon feel less stable, though Kellan’s hand did not move.

    ‘You used her account,’ he said.

    ‘It got your attention.’

    ‘You could have contacted me.’

    ‘I did. For seven years.’

    ‘Three messages.’

    ‘Three more than you answered.’

    ‘You left before the funeral.’

    Tomas’s face changed. Not guilt. Something closer to disbelief worn smooth by time.

    ‘I left before you could turn it into another procedure,’ he said.

    ‘You left me to identify her.’

    ‘I identified her while she was alive.’

    The words landed harder than the knee Tomas had not yet thrown.

    Kellan kept the weapon steady. ‘You were twenty-six.’

    ‘Old enough to know when she stopped breathing.’

    ‘You vanished.’

    ‘I went to the service office. I thought there would be a person behind the record if I got high enough in the building.’

    ‘There wasn't.’

    ‘There were fourteen people. Every one of them could see the denial and none of them could change it.’

    Kellan remembered searching for Tomas after the responders left. The apartment full of uniforms. The unanswered calls. He had imagined his brother on a train out of Calder Ward, choosing distance before the body was cold.

    ‘You could have told me.’

    ‘You were already telling them I was unstable.’

    ‘You threatened an account officer.’

    ‘I threatened a desk.’

    ‘You broke his hand.’

    ‘He tried to restrain me.’

    ‘There is always a version where you are the only person with a choice.’

    Tomas's smile vanished. ‘You would know.’

    ‘Step away from the console.’

    ‘Ask what they’re installing.’

    ‘I know what Concordance is.’

    ‘No, you know the description they let recovery officers read.’

    ‘A common security layer.’

    ‘A control system.’

    The word struck the room and stayed there.

    ‘For updates,’ Kellan said.

    ‘For people.’

    ‘You stole code that can stop life-support systems.’

    ‘I stole the keys that let a company stop them.’

    ‘A patient seized after your test.’

    Tomas’s hands lowered a fraction. ‘He seized because Nexum pushed a safety update after the root changed.’

    ‘The root change broke calibration.’

    ‘The update refused to recognise an eye it no longer owned.’

    ‘That distinction doesn’t matter to the person convulsing.’

    ‘It matters if you want it not to happen again.’

    Tomas nodded towards Kellan's chest. ‘When did you last choose a lung update?’

    ‘The regulator accepts certified safety releases.’

    ‘That wasn't my question.’

    ‘I consented when the system was installed.’

    ‘Twelve years ago. Half-dead, according to the surgical record.’

    Kellan's grip tightened. ‘You accessed my record.’

    ‘I helped write the compatibility layer keeping you alive.’

    ‘You weren't on my clinical team.’

    ‘No. I was the junior engineer they called when your old architecture refused the new root. I spent thirty-one hours teaching their controller not to stop your heart while it negotiated with your spine.’

    Kellan searched Tomas's face for the satisfaction of a lie. He found exhaustion.

    ‘You never visited.’

    ‘I was three floors below you.’

    ‘Sorn said you were off-site.’

    ‘Sorn says things that remain true until you ask one more question.’

    The line sounded rehearsed. That made it no less like Sorn.

    ‘If you touched my clinical system,’ Kellan said, ‘you know what an unauthorised migration can do.’

    ‘Yes.’

    ‘Then surrender it.’

    ‘No.’

    ‘People will die.’

    ‘People are already dying with perfectly authorised keys.’

    ‘That doesn't make your code safe.’

    ‘It makes their ownership unsafe.’

    Kellan heard movement behind the south wall. Nia, close to the secondary door.

    He kept his voice even. ‘Surrender the package. You’ll receive a closed medical hearing.’

    Tomas laughed softly. ‘You say that as if you’ve never attended one.’

    ‘I’m giving you a route out.’

    ‘You’re giving Nexum a route in.’

    ‘This doesn’t end with you walking away.’

    ‘No. It begins there.’

    Tomas’s right hand dropped.

    Kellan fired.

    The restraint pulse struck the diagnostic arch because Tomas had thrown himself sideways before Kellan finished pulling the trigger. Blue current ran across the machine. The old equipment woke all at once.

    The room filled with alarms.

    Tomas swept the hanging data lead towards Kellan. It was too short to reach. Kellan moved inside the arc and caught his brother by the jacket.

    Tomas drove a knee into his stomach.

    Kellan’s pain regulator blunted the impact. His reflex mesh turned the next movement into a set of angles. He trapped Tomas’s leg, rotated him against the console and pinned one wrist between the shoulder blades.

    ‘Stop,’ Kellan said.

    ‘You first.’

    The south door opened.

    Nia entered with her weapon raised.

    Her display flashed through Kellan’s shared tactical view. New authority flooded the channel in red.

    LETHAL CONTAINMENT AUTHORISED.

    SUBJECT COMPROMISE: PRESUMED.

    Nia’s weapon changed mode.

    Tomas saw the light on its barrel. ‘There’s your route out.’

    ‘Nia, hold.’

    ‘Step clear, Kellan.’

    ‘I have control.’

    ‘The order changed.’

    ‘I can read.’

    Tomas moved under him. Not towards freedom. Towards the console.

    Kellan forced his shoulder down.

    ‘The code,’ he said. ‘Where is it?’

    ‘Inside everything you think is yours.’

    Tomas slapped his free palm against a switch.

    The diagnostic arch dropped.

    Kellan twisted away from the metal arm. Tomas tore loose, leaving part of his jacket in Kellan’s hand. Nia fired. The pulse struck the console and blew a spray of hot glass across the room.

    Tomas caught the wired diagnostic lead.

    Kellan saw the connector coming and understood its target a moment too late.

    It struck the service port at the base of his neck.

    The plug locked.

    There was no wireless breach, no code leaping through the air. Just metal in a physical socket and Tomas’s hand closing the circuit.

    Kellan reached back to tear it free.

    His body stopped belonging to the present.

    Pain arrived first.

    Not the muted line along his ribs or the clean report of damaged tissue. This was twelve years old and everywhere. His left chest crushed inward. His spine burned. Light entered his skull through a ruined eye.

    He smelled antiseptic and hot plastic.

    Someone was shouting.

    Kellan stood in a room he did not recognise, though his hands rested on a desk he knew. Sorn was across from him, younger, her face exhausted.

    ‘You can’t bury this,’ he heard himself say.

    His own voice. Uncontrolled. Ragged.

    Sorn reached towards him. ‘You are not well enough to understand what you found.’

    ‘I understand her name.’

    Sorn's office in the memory was not the one above the clouds. The walls were green and a red emergency strip pulsed near the floor. Kellan could hear pumps through the ceiling. He held a data wafer so tightly its edge cut his palm.

    ‘The record is incomplete,’ Sorn said.

    ‘The denial is signed.’

    ‘By an automated service.’

    ‘Owned by Nexum.’

    ‘Kellan, listen to your breathing.’

    Only then did he hear it: wet, failing, each breath smaller than the last. A warning flashed across his vision, but this vision was blurred and organic. No retinal lattice. No clean measurements.

    ‘You need treatment,’ Sorn said.

    ‘She needed treatment.’

    Someone entered behind him. He turned too slowly to see who.

    The memory broke.

    Kellan was on the clinic floor with the data lead still in his neck.

    Every nerve fired at once. The pain node had opened instead of closing. His lungs fought each other: the organic right trying to breathe fast, the synthetic left holding to a clinical rhythm from years before.

    Tomas knelt over him, one hand on the connector.

    ‘Look at me,’ Tomas said.

    Kellan looked.

    ‘They changed you.’

    Nia crossed the room.

    Kellan’s threat overlay returned in fragments. It outlined her twice: one body with a restraint weapon, one with lethal authority. Both were real enough to kill Tomas.

    He moved before he chose to.

    His hand caught Nia’s wrist. He diverted the weapon into the floor and drove his shoulder into her centre. She struck the diagnostic arch. The machine’s field clamps closed around her reinforced forearm and locked.

    ‘Kellan!’

    He tore the lead from his neck.

    The pain did not leave.

    Tomas backed towards the fire exit. ‘Come with me.’

    ‘No.’

    ‘You saw it.’

    ‘I saw contamination.’

    The answer came automatically, a clean phrase from an incident report.

    Tomas looked at him with something worse than anger. Pity.

    ‘Then ask why it knew where to look.’

    He ran.

    Kellan raised his weapon.

    The sight settled between Tomas’s shoulders.

    Nia fought the clamp. ‘Fire.’

    Kellan’s finger tightened.

    The memory returned in one white flash: his hands on the desk, Sorn saying his name, himself shouting about a woman whose face he could not see.

    His shot struck the wall beside the fire exit.

    Tomas disappeared through it.

    Kellan fired again, late and wide. The report sounded convincing in the empty corridor beyond.

    He released the diagnostic clamp. Nia ripped her arm free and turned on him.

    ‘What did you do?’

    ‘The handshake entered my spinal bridge.’

    ‘You knocked me into a machine.’

    ‘System interference.’

    ‘You aimed.’

    ‘My threat classification duplicated.’

    ‘You aimed at me.’

    Kellan kept his weapon lowered. He could have told her about the memory. The argument with Sorn. The pain that felt older than the room.

    His left lung continued the wrong rhythm. He forced a long exhale and waited for the regulator to match him. It did not. Clinical cadence persisted: four seconds in, two held, four released.

    ‘Manual respiratory control,’ he said.

    Nia crossed the distance between them and pressed two fingers beneath his collarbone. Her field access could not command the lung, but it could read the surface pulse.

    ‘You're in diagnostic fallback.’

    ‘I know.’

    ‘Sit down.’

    ‘Tomas is leaving.’

    ‘Your systems were penetrated.’

    ‘By direct service contact. The lead is disconnected.’

    ‘You don't know what stayed behind.’

    ‘Then watch me.’

    She held his gaze. The lethal-authority strip still edged her display.

    ‘That is not a medical protocol,’ she said.

    ‘It's the one we use in the field.’

    ‘On other people.’

    Kellan took one deliberate breath. This time the synthetic lung followed.

    Instead he said, ‘Tomas injected hostile control.’

    Nia studied his face. ‘Can you move?’

    ‘Yes.’

    ‘Vision?’

    ‘Functional.’

    ‘Do you know where you are?’

    ‘Sable Community Respiratory, Tier 19.’

    ‘Do you know who I am?’

    ‘You’re the person blocking the exit.’

    She did not move.

    Kellan stepped around her and entered the fire corridor.

    The chain had been released from inside. Rain blew through the open door at the far end. Beyond it, a maintenance stair dropped into a lattice of old service routes. Tomas had prepared the path and had at least thirty seconds.

    Too long.

    Nia pushed past him and reached the exterior landing. Her balance system calculated the wet stairs before her boots touched them. She descended one flight, stopped and looked into the service maze below.

    ‘Three routes,’ she said. ‘Thermal traces on all of them.’

    ‘He heated the rails.’

    Kellan crouched by the nearest pipe. Warm water had been released through it less than a minute earlier. The second route carried a portable heater dragging on a timer. On the third, fresh rain had erased every print.

    ‘He planned for pursuit,’ Nia said.

    ‘He planned for Nexum pursuit.’

    ‘You keep separating those.’

    Kellan looked down through the lattice. Walkways crossed at angles between abandoned clinics, pump housings and residential blocks. Hundreds of people moved below. Any one of them could hide a grey jacket. Firing a tracker into the crowd would mark everyone it touched.

    ‘No clean route,’ he said.

    Nia returned her weapon to its holster. ‘There was one.’

    He knew she meant the shot.

    ‘System interference,’ he repeated.

    ‘Your system or your judgement?’

    ‘At the time, there was no difference.’

    ‘There needs to be.’

    Kellan’s display tried to rebuild the tactical map. The clinic relays remained corrupted, so he opened his private system log instead.

    Thousands of lines recorded the handshake: service requests, rejected keys, physical-interface warnings. At the bottom, one conflict remained active.

    OWNERSHIP DOMAIN MISMATCH.

    NEXUM ROOT: VERIFIED.

    ORIS ROOT: VERIFIED.

    Kellan read the last line until the letters stopped moving.

    Inside his body, two owners had answered to his name.

  
    Chapter 5

    The train arrived twice.

    The first version slid into the station without sound, silver doors opening on an empty carriage. The second followed half a metre behind it, brakes screaming, windows crowded with faces.

    Kellan shut his left eye.

    Both trains remained.

    ‘Don’t move,’ Nia said.

    He had already shifted his weight towards the false door. The real train struck the platform buffers and a gust of hot air pushed rain across his boots.

    Passengers flowed around them. Kellan stood still until the two images settled into one.

    His private display offered an explanation.

    SENSORY RECONCILIATION IN PROGRESS.

    ‘That’s a generous description,’ Nia said.

    ‘You can’t see the warning.’

    ‘I can see you trying to board a train before it arrives.’

    The clinic’s contaminated relays were six blocks behind them. Nexum had sent a sealed transit unit, but the nearest authorised landing point was above Tier 19 and the public line had been faster. Faster had seemed important while Tomas might still be close.

    Now every illuminated surface carried an echo. Faces moved a fraction before their bodies. Advertisements changed one word too early. Kellan’s right eye saw wet concrete while his retinal lattice laid a clean floor over it and then apologised for the disagreement.

    Nia stepped into the carriage first. ‘After you.’

    ‘You’re already in.’

    ‘I want you where I can see you.’

    The doors closed behind them.

    Contract Integrity cleared a pair of seats without asking. A woman gathered a sleeping child into her lap and moved away. The child’s breathing mask hissed against the woman’s coat.

    Kellan remained standing.

    ‘Sit,’ Nia said.

    ‘I’m functional.’

    ‘That wasn’t the question.’

    The carriage accelerated. For three seconds Kellan felt the movement before he saw it. His balance corrected for both signals, and nausea rose through the gap.

    He sat.

    Nia took the place opposite. She had clipped her weapon shut, but the red edge of lethal authority remained in the shared tactical channel. She could use it without another request.

    ‘What did you see?’ she asked.

    ‘At the clinic?’

    ‘Unless the train has shown you something more interesting.’

    He watched their reflections in the dark window. Hers was single. His turned its head twice.

    ‘A trauma replay,’ he said. ‘From reconstruction.’

    ‘Which reconstruction?’

    ‘Mine.’

    ‘I was hoping you’d say the clinic’s.’

    ‘You asked what I saw.’

    ‘No. I asked which lie you’d start with.’

    He met her eyes. ‘Sorn was there. I was injured. We argued about a record.’

    ‘What record?’

    ‘The fragment ended.’

    Nia looked at the service port beneath his hairline. The skin around it was red where the diagnostic lead had locked.

    ‘Did Tomas show you the memory?’

    ‘He opened something.’

    ‘That is not the same answer.’

    ‘It’s the only accurate one.’

    The train passed through a relay field. Light broke across the carriage. Kellan smelled antiseptic.

    His hands were suddenly bare and bloodied, moving across a Nexum archive console. He knew the console had never been on this train. He knew the blood was not present. Even so, his thumb found a hidden maintenance catch beneath the screen.

    The panel opened.

    Inside was a data wafer marked with a service-continuity seal.

    His own hand took it.

    Then he was seated again, gripping the metal edge of the train bench hard enough for the bone weave in his forearm to warn him.

    Nia had moved beside him. ‘Kellan.’

    The child across the aisle had woken. The woman held the breathing mask to the child’s face and watched Kellan with open fear.

    ‘I’m all right,’ he said.

    ‘Don’t tell strangers things you can’t prove,’ Nia said.

    The Nexum campus accepted the train directly into its medical intake. Security shutters closed behind the carriage before the public doors opened. Two diagnostic officers waited on the platform with a mobile isolation frame.

    Kellan stood without help.

    ‘Operative Oris,’ one officer said. ‘Please surrender weapons and external storage.’

    ‘I’m carrying active evidence.’

    ‘All evidence will be isolated.’

    ‘Under whose authority?’

    Sorn’s voice answered through the station speakers. ‘Mine.’

    He removed his field weapon and placed it in the officer’s case. The isolated reader holding Edda’s file followed. When he reached for the private relay cache at his belt, his hand paused.

    No more than half a second.

    Nia saw it.

    Kellan surrendered the cache.

    The isolation frame closed around him. Its transparent walls misted with sterilising vapour. A wheel caught in a groove as the officers pushed him from the station, and Kellan’s body prepared for a fall that did not happen. His reflex mesh fired late, jerking his shoulder after the frame had steadied.

    One officer entered the delay on a clinical slate.

    ‘Don’t write “motor instability”,’ Kellan said.

    ‘I wrote “response latency”.’

    ‘Cause unconfirmed.’

    The officer added the words.

    Nia walked beside them. ‘You make an excellent patient.’

    ‘I make an accurate record.’

    ‘When it suits you.’

    The diagnostic suite had no corners. Pale walls curved into floor and ceiling so a disoriented patient could not mistake a shadow for an opening. The examination platform rose from the centre. Robotic arms waited above it with soft restraints and bright surgical ports.

    Kellan disliked it at once.

    Sorn stood behind the glass partition. She had changed neither clothes nor expression since the briefing above the clouds. Only the cup in her hand suggested time had passed.

    ‘Nia,’ she said through the room channel. ‘Your report.’

    ‘The target modified local relays, made direct physical access to Kellan’s Janus service port and escaped through prepared routes.’

    ‘Why was the target not contained?’

    Nia looked at Kellan. ‘Operative Oris experienced involuntary motor interference during the engagement.’

    It was true. Narrowly.

    ‘Did that interference affect your shot?’ Sorn asked.

    ‘He displaced my arm before I fired.’

    ‘After you regained your weapon.’

    Nia’s face did not move. ‘Environmental conditions prevented a clean line.’

    Sorn let the silence remain long enough to mark the answer without challenging it.

    ‘Wait outside,’ she said.

    Nia did not look at Kellan as she left.

    The platform scanned his weight and adjusted. Kellan sat on its edge.

    ‘Lie back,’ the senior diagnostic officer said.

    ‘I can answer questions upright.’

    ‘Your vestibular feed cannot be mapped upright.’

    ‘Then map around me.’

    Sorn set down her cup. ‘Kellan.’

    He lay back.

    The platform caught his wrists and ankles with padded bands. They were described as stabilisers in clinical documents. He had used the same kind during recoveries.

    ‘Is restraint necessary?’ he asked.

    ‘You struck your partner,’ Sorn said.

    ‘My system was under hostile control.’

    ‘Then restraint protects you as well.’

    An arm descended to the service port at his neck. Kellan heard the connector lock.

    His body remembered the pain before it came.

    It did not come. The suite lowered his sensory feed until the ceiling looked distant and harmless.

    ‘Tomas used a stolen migration handshake,’ Sorn said. ‘It searched for obsolete root states and forced your memory partition to answer.’

    ‘Why would memory answer an ownership request?’

    ‘Because your reconstruction was performed during a transitional architecture. Clinical and autobiographical partitions shared authentication until your Janus bridge stabilised.’

    ‘I was told Janus affected motor compatibility.’

    ‘That was its purpose.’

    ‘Not its limit.’

    Sorn’s expression softened. ‘Few systems are defined by what they cannot do.’

    The diagnostic officer opened a layered map above Kellan. His lung, eye, spine and endocrine node appeared as clean blue shapes. Between them ran a net of white connections. One line pulsed amber at the base of his skull.

    ORIS ROOT: UNRESOLVED.

    ‘The foreign key is not controlling an organ,’ Sorn said. ‘It is caught in a maintenance bridge. That is why it produces conflicting responses.’

    ‘And the memory?’

    ‘Trauma corruption. Tomas knew where to apply pressure. He has read your treatment history and built a stimulus from it.’

    ‘I saw myself remove evidence from a Nexum console.’

    Sorn did not answer at once. The delay was almost too small to notice.

    ‘You worked evidence recovery before Contract Integrity,’ she said. ‘You removed thousands of records from compromised systems.’

    ‘I was bleeding.’

    ‘You were often injured.’

    ‘It was a service-continuity record.’

    ‘Kellan, memory is not stored footage. Pain, suggestion and damaged indexing can assemble a convincing event from unrelated material.’

    She had not said it had never happened.

    The diagnostic officer rotated the amber line. ‘We can clear the foreign root and rebuild the affected index.’

    ‘What happens to the fragment?’ Kellan asked.

    ‘Corrupted associations will be removed.’

    ‘Not answered.’

    The officer looked towards Sorn.

    ‘It will be gone,’ Sorn said. ‘Along with the sensory doubles and motor delay.’

    The word gone entered Kellan more cleanly than the diagnostic lead.

    On the ceiling, the white light became a red strip. For an instant he was back in the green-walled office, holding the wafer. Someone moved behind him. He turned.

    The suite returned before he saw the face.

    ‘Begin,’ Sorn said.

    Cold pressure travelled down Kellan’s spine. System after system announced temporary clinical ownership.

    RETINAL LATTICE: SERVICE MODE.

    REFLEX MESH: SERVICE MODE.

    RESPIRATORY REGULATOR: SERVICE MODE.

    MEMORY PARTITION: ACCESS REQUESTED.

    The request carried Sorn’s authority and his twelve-year-old treatment consent.

    He could refuse. The interface offered the word in grey, below the brighter confirmation. Refusal would suspend his operative clearance and classify the procedure as incomplete.

    Kellan confirmed.

    The diagnostic arms entered the bridge.

    His display filled with white static. The Oris root contracted into a smaller and smaller knot as the suite isolated it. A status bar appeared.

    FOREIGN DOMAIN REMOVAL: 4%.

    Kellan counted the machine’s cycles. On each fifth cycle, the suite wrote a safety copy to a temporary field buffer before validating the next block. Standard practice. If the process failed, the buffer restored the last clean state.

    Field buffers were erased on completion.

    Unless an active operative cache claimed them first.

    He no longer had the cache from his belt. But the clinic evidence had failed to upload and remained inside his private relay partition. That partition was authorised to accept contaminated records in the field. It sat beyond ordinary clinical storage so a hostile system could not rewrite evidence after seizure.

    Kellan opened it with a thought.

    The action appeared nowhere on the room display. It was an old recovery habit, used when a debtor tried to flood an implant with false ownership claims. He routed the next safety copy sideways.

    The cache asked for a case number.

    He assigned the Chapter 1 recovery. Lys Mar. Open contamination exception. No one would inspect it before audit.

    The knot of foreign code disappeared.

    FOREIGN DOMAIN REMOVAL: COMPLETE.

    The sensory world snapped into a single version. The ceiling was white. The platform was still. His left lung breathed in time with the right.

    ‘How do you feel?’ Sorn asked.

    ‘Functional.’

    ‘That is not a feeling.’

    ‘It’s the one the company measures.’

    The restraints opened.

    Sorn came into the room while the diagnostic staff withdrew the lead. She examined the reddened skin at his neck herself.

    ‘Tomas designed this to make you distrust your own mind,’ she said. ‘He chose family material because it would survive professional discipline.’

    ‘What did he steal?’

    ‘We have discussed Nullware.’

    ‘What did I steal?’

    Her fingers rested briefly against the old surgical scar below the port. The touch was clinical, but not impersonal.

    ‘You are asking a memory to authenticate itself,’ she said. ‘It cannot.’

    ‘You can.’

    ‘I can tell you that after your accident you were frightened, hypoxic and carrying fragments from several investigations. You accused people. You accused me. Recovery was not orderly.’

    ‘Which people?’

    ‘Anyone connected to the systems you believed had failed your mother.’

    ‘Had they?’

    Sorn stepped back. ‘Your mother died after an account dispute interrupted support. That is not hidden from you.’

    ‘Unresolved,’ Kellan said.

    ‘What?’

    ‘Her service request.’

    The senior officer stopped packing the diagnostic lead.

    Sorn’s face remained calm. ‘Tomas gave you that word.’

    ‘The archive signature was Nexum.’

    ‘A stolen signature attached to stolen code.’

    Again, not a denial.

    The door opened. Nia entered carrying two sealed equipment cases.

    ‘Clean?’ she asked.

    ‘Foreign root removed,’ the officer said. ‘Full functional restoration.’

    Nia handed Kellan his weapon but kept the isolated reader. ‘What colour was the stair rail at Vey Crossing?’

    Kellan checked the weapon’s chamber. ‘What?’

    ‘Vey Crossing. The stair rail.’

    ‘Yellow.’

    ‘Blue.’

    ‘It was repainted after the collapse.’

    ‘Before the collapse.’

    Kellan looked at her.

    Nia said, ‘Who went through the glass at Rook Market?’

    ‘You did.’

    ‘You did.’

    He remembered both: Nia striking the window shoulder-first, then himself landing among broken fruit crates. The images fitted the same space.

    ‘We went through together,’ he said.

    ‘No.’

    Sorn watched them without intervening.

    ‘What are you testing?’ Kellan asked.

    ‘Whether they put you back in the right order.’

    ‘My operational memory is intact.’

    ‘Then tell me who cut the power at Saint Lio.’

    ‘You did.’

    ‘Correct.’ Nia picked up the weapon case. ‘The rail at Vey was yellow. You went through the glass at Rook. I wanted to know whether you’d agree with whatever I said.’

    Kellan’s answer came too quickly. ‘I knew you were testing compliance.’

    Nia gave him a tired look. ‘That’s a poor lie.’

    Sorn dismissed the diagnostic staff. When the door closed, she brought up a city map. Freight and transit lines webbed the air between them.

    ‘Tomas has moved twice since the clinic,’ she said. ‘He used medical queues to shield both transfers. He is trying to reach the Veins before his stolen credentials expire.’

    ‘You have a trace?’ Kellan asked.

    ‘A probability field. You have until tomorrow night to make it physical.’

    Nia studied the map. ‘And if we make contact?’

    ‘The handshake establishes deliberate contamination of a Nexum operative. The public-risk threshold has been met. Recovery is no longer required before lethal containment.’

    ‘You want him executed,’ Kellan said.

    ‘I want the software contained before it enters a community with unregulated life-critical implants. Tomas has chosen the conditions under which that can happen.’

    ‘Medical containment remains possible.’

    ‘If he surrenders before further distribution.’

    ‘You just said recovery was no longer required.’

    ‘It is no longer required. It remains preferable.’

    Sorn looked at him, not Nia. ‘Bring him back if you can. Stop him if you cannot.’

    The order entered Kellan’s system. He accepted it because failure to accept would be visible and because he did not yet know what refusal meant.

    Outside the suite, Nia headed towards equipment control.

    ‘I need ten minutes,’ Kellan said.

    ‘For what?’

    ‘To review the transit trace.’

    ‘I’ll come.’

    ‘You need your forearm checked. The diagnostic clamp exceeded field pressure.’

    She flexed the hand. A faint tremor ran across two fingers.

    ‘You noticed.’

    ‘I hit you.’

    ‘The machine did.’

    ‘That is another poor lie.’

    Nia went towards the field clinic. ‘Ten minutes.’

    Kellan entered a sealed review room and closed the door. No private room on the Nexum campus was private from Nexum. He opened the Lys Mar case anyway.

    The contamination evidence appeared ordinary: relay noise, service conflicts, two seconds of useless clinic telemetry. Beneath it sat the diagnostic safety copy.

    He isolated the room display and played the fragment without sound.

    His own bloody hands opened the archive console. The data wafer came free. The scene jumped to Sorn’s green-walled office. Kellan stood over her desk, breathing through damaged lungs.

    This time the memory continued for four seconds beyond the point where it had broken.

    Sorn said something he could not hear. Kellan saw himself answer.

    He enabled the damaged audio.

    Static filled the room. Pumps. An alarm. His own voice, torn by pain and fury.

    ‘They killed her for a forecast.’

    The sentence ended. Kellan played it again.

    The words did not identify a woman. They did not identify a company, a system or a forecast. In another case he would have called the fragment suggestive and unusable. He would have warned an investigator against building a conclusion around it.

    He played it a third time.

    A request appeared at the edge of his display.

    CASE AUDIT: LYS MAR / CONTAMINATION EXCEPTION.

    The diagnostic suite had noticed the unusual write. An automated reviewer wanted the added data released for comparison.

    Kellan’s hand hovered over the control. If he refused, the request would go to an integrity officer. If he accepted, the fragment would return to the system that had tried to erase it.

    He changed the evidence classification from neural telemetry to hostile relay output. The audit accepted the narrower category and scheduled an ordinary review in thirty days.

    It was not a lie. The data had travelled through a hostile relay. It was simply not the reason the data mattered.

    Kellan closed the case. His pulse remained elevated. The endocrine node offered a corrective dose, a cool chemical flattening he had accepted thousands of times before interviews, recoveries and notifications of death.

    He declined it.

    The anger stayed.

    Nia was waiting outside when he opened the door. Her forearm had a fresh compression wrap around it.

    ‘Nine minutes,’ she said.

    ‘Efficient.’

    ‘What did you find?’

    ‘Three likely freight routes.’

    ‘That wasn’t what I asked.’

    Kellan walked towards the lift. For once, its doors did not open before he reached them. He had to place his palm on the reader and wait for the building to decide he belonged.

    ‘Nothing that proves anything,’ he said.

    Nia joined him inside. ‘You’re doing it again.’

    ‘What?’

    ‘Answering the question you wish I had asked.’

    The lift began its silent descent through the Crown. Below the glass floor, Morrow’s lower levels disappeared into cloud and electric rain.

    Kellan looked down at the city he had spent twelve years entering without permission.

    ‘Three freight routes,’ he repeated.

    Nia watched his reflection rather than his face. ‘Then choose one.’

    He enlarged the map. Tomas disliked enclosed passenger systems when he was frightened. He preferred movement he could see and machinery he could touch. One interchange linked the upper freight loops to maintenance descent rails no public route admitted existed.

    ‘Harrow Interchange,’ Kellan said.

    ‘Why?’

    ‘Because he thinks I’ve forgotten him.’

    The lift doors opened.

    Kellan stepped out with the stolen fragment hidden inside a case belonging to someone else. It was the first piece of Nexum property he had ever taken with no intention of giving it back.

  
    Chapter 6

    Harrow Interchange moved six thousand tonnes of freight each minute and trusted no human being with the timing.

    Cargo platforms crossed above and below one another in a steel chamber open through forty levels. Containers arrived on horizontal rails, slowed just long enough for magnetic cranes to lift them, then dropped towards markets, factories and waste exchanges. Warning lights flashed in the rain. The sound never stopped.

    Kellan stood on an inspection bridge and watched for a man who knew machines better than crowds.

    His retinal lattice picked faces from the lower platforms and compared them with Tomas. No match. The search included the wrong shoulders, wrong height, wrong walk. Tomas would know how Nexum measured him and change what the system expected.

    ‘Coil team is eight minutes out,’ Nia said.

    She had taken the east bridge. Their tactical channel showed her as a blue outline behind two moving freight stacks.

    ‘Sorn assigned Coil?’ Kellan asked.

    ‘Containment support.’

    ‘We didn’t request it.’

    ‘No.’

    Three red outlines appeared at the outer gates as Coil’s advance officers entered the interchange.

    Kellan looked away from the faces and studied hands.

    Porters wore grip gloves. Load controllers kept their palms open so crane cameras could read commands. Travellers held railings or bags. One man on Platform 12 carried nothing and kept his right sleeve rolled down despite the heat.

    He also looked directly at every mechanical exit.

    ‘Twelve,’ Kellan said.

    Tomas moved before the tactical marker reached him.

    He vaulted a low barrier onto a departing cargo sled. Workers shouted and scattered. The sled accelerated beneath a suspended container, carrying him across the central void.

    Kellan ran.

    Nia converged from the east. She had the shorter route, but a freight arm descended between them and placed thirty tonnes of frozen protein across her bridge.

    Tomas had chosen his moment.

    Kellan reached the platform edge as the next sled arrived. Its surface was wet steel with no passenger grips. His reflex mesh calculated speed, angle and braking distance. He jumped.

    His boots struck hard. The sled’s acceleration pulled him backwards. He caught a cargo latch with one hand and felt the bone weave take the load through his right forearm.

    Ahead, Tomas stepped from one moving sled to another. He did not jump like Kellan. He waited until their corners met and walked across the narrowing gap.

    Kellan followed.

    A crane warning sounded. The platform beneath him changed route, curving down towards a sorting throat where clearances were measured in centimetres. Tomas’s sled continued level.

    Kellan had two seconds.

    He fired a restraint line. The dart struck Tomas’s rear latch. Kellan released his own platform and swung across the void as the sorting wall passed beneath his boots.

    Tomas cut the line.

    Kellan landed on one knee. His field weapon slid towards the edge. Tomas kicked it into the rain.

    ‘That was expensive,’ Kellan said.

    ‘Send me the bill.’

    Tomas drove a hand towards Kellan’s neck port. Kellan caught the wrist, turned and used the sled’s motion to throw him against a container.

    ‘No wires this time,’ Kellan said.

    ‘You remembered something.’

    ‘You contaminated something.’

    ‘Still using their words.’

    Tomas struck his injured hand against the container latch. Kellan’s grip opened. Tomas twisted free and ran to the front of the sled.

    Above them, Nia fired a tracking round. It burst against the steel between Tomas’s feet and spread a luminous mesh across the deck. Tomas skidded, fell, rolled clear before it hardened.

    ‘Clean line?’ Kellan asked.

    ‘Environmental interference,’ Nia replied.

    The words from the clinic passed between them.

    Kellan did not have time to decide what they meant.

    The cargo sled entered an enclosed transfer tube. Darkness swallowed the rain. Emergency strips along the walls pulsed red, then green, then red again. Kellan’s left eye adjusted. Tomas became an outline ahead.

    The tube narrowed towards a junction. A maintenance walkway ran along one side behind a waist-high barrier.

    Tomas jumped for it.

    Kellan caught the back of his jacket. Fabric tore. Tomas struck the barrier chest-first and hung over a kilometre of open service shaft.

    Kellan pulled him up.

    Tomas came over the rail fighting. His elbow caught Kellan beneath the jaw. They went down together on the walkway as the empty sled vanished into the junction.

    ‘You could have let go,’ Tomas said.

    ‘You could stop giving me reasons.’

    Kellan pinned him against the barrier. Tomas’s face was grey with exhaustion. A cut above his eye had opened in the rain.

    ‘Where’s the package?’

    ‘Distributed.’

    ‘To whom?’

    ‘People with bodies.’

    ‘Names.’

    ‘You’re going to repossess a category?’

    Kellan tightened his hold. ‘Your test put someone into seizure.’

    ‘And Nexum’s response kept him there.’

    ‘Is Nullware safe?’

    Tomas stopped fighting.

    Behind them, the tube gates locked one after another. Coil’s team was closing the interchange by sectors.

    ‘Safe for what?’ Tomas asked.

    ‘Life-critical systems.’

    ‘Some.’

    ‘All?’

    ‘No.’

    The answer was quiet. It carried no argument.

    Kellan eased the pressure enough for Tomas to breathe. ‘Failure rate?’

    ‘Architecture dependent.’

    ‘How many?’

    ‘I don’t have a number I trust.’

    ‘But you plan to release it.’

    ‘Before Concordance closes the root channel.’

    ‘Knowing people may die.’

    ‘Knowing they are being denied the choice to leave.’

    ‘A dead person has made no choice.’

    Tomas’s jaw tightened. ‘Neither has a person whose heart can be stopped for missing a payment.’

    The tactical channel opened in Kellan’s head.

    Sorn said, ‘Operative Oris, hold position.’

    Her voice was calm beneath the machinery.

    Kellan looked along the walkway. A civic relay hung thirty metres ahead, feeding position and biometric data from every authenticated body in the tube. Nia was moving towards them from the south junction. Coil approached from the north with five officers.

    Tomas felt the change in Kellan’s grip. ‘They can hear us?’

    ‘Not clearly.’

    ‘That means yes.’

    ‘Give me proof.’

    ‘Of what?’

    ‘That Nullware came from their system. That Concordance is what you say.’

    Tomas laughed once, breathless. ‘You finally ask and give me thirty seconds.’

    ‘Use twenty.’

    Tomas reached slowly towards the interface port in his forearm. Kellan drew his backup restraint blade and placed its edge against the sleeve.

    ‘No connection.’

    ‘It’s a checksum, not a sermon.’

    Tomas opened the port and removed a wafer smaller than a fingernail. He placed it on the wet walkway.

    ‘Read only,’ he said.

    Kellan scanned it through his weapon sight rather than his body. A column of characters appeared. Source hashes. Build dates. One branch labelled concordance-migration. The same code blocks appeared beneath a Nullware signature.

    ‘Copied labels prove nothing,’ Kellan said.

    ‘Compare the dead functions. Three obsolete pacing calls and a misspelt variable your excellent employer never fixed. You can forge a signature. You don’t forge mistakes you don’t know exist.’

    Kellan ran a remote comparison against the public Concordance compatibility package. The system refused access to the source branch.

    His field authority should have opened it.

    ACCESS OUTSIDE OPERATIONAL NEED.

    ‘Sorn,’ he said, ‘authorise source comparison.’

    ‘Negative.’

    ‘The evidence may establish provenance.’

    ‘The hostile package is already proven stolen.’

    ‘It may establish function.’

    ‘Your medical review found residual judgement contamination.’

    The phrase appeared in his record while she spoke. He watched the classification change.

    Tomas saw his face. ‘One more question.’

    Nia reached the far end of the walkway. Weapon raised. She had a clear line to Tomas’s back and Kellan’s shoulder.

    ‘Move away from him,’ she said.

    Kellan pocketed the wafer.

    ‘I have the target controlled.’

    ‘Then bind him.’

    Tomas looked at Nia. ‘Does your order still say recovery?’

    She did not answer.

    Coil’s team entered the north junction in black environmental armour. Ferran Coil led them, broad and unhurried. He carried a recovery carbine set to lethal discharge.

    ‘Oris,’ Coil said. ‘Release the subject and move south.’

    ‘Medical containment requested,’ Kellan said.

    Sorn answered in his private channel. ‘Denied.’

    ‘He is in custody.’

    ‘He has distributed an unstable medical weapon and compromised a senior operative. Containment cannot be assured.’

    ‘We have a sealed diagnostic suite six minutes away.’

    ‘His direct access defeated the last one.’

    ‘Then remove the ports.’

    Tomas flinched. Kellan felt it.

    Sorn said, ‘Your suggestion assumes the code resides only in his body.’

    ‘Interrogate him.’

    ‘There is no reliable time.’

    Coil continued along the walkway. His officers spread behind him, careful to keep their fields of fire apart.

    ‘Final instruction,’ Sorn said. ‘Execute the containment order.’

    Kellan’s weapon presented the legal basis. Public medical risk. Hostile control. Contaminated judgement of arresting officer. A confirmation field waited beneath his thumb.

    He had asked for a route that kept Tomas alive. Nexum had declined every one because none guaranteed control.

    Tomas whispered, ‘Kellan.’

    ‘Quiet.’

    ‘I didn’t come here expecting you to save me.’

    ‘Good.’

    ‘I came because the man I remembered would ask for proof.’

    Kellan heard his own damaged voice in the review room.

    They killed her for a forecast.

    It proved nothing.

    The access refusal proved nothing.

    Sorn’s careful answers proved nothing.

    He had ended lives on evidence stronger than that. He had entered homes on evidence weaker.

    Nia’s weapon remained trained on them. ‘Kellan, move.’

    ‘I’m going to stand,’ he told Tomas.

    ‘I noticed.’

    ‘When I release you, keep your hands visible.’

    ‘For how long?’

    ‘As long as you can.’

    Kellan rose, pulling Tomas with him. Coil stopped ten metres away.

    ‘Step clear,’ Coil said.

    Kellan drew his backup pistol.

    Tomas’s eyes closed.

    Kellan aimed past his head and fired.

    The round struck the civic relay.

    White light filled the tube. The relay burst, throwing glass and copper across the walkway. Tactical outlines vanished. Doors froze halfway through their closing cycles. The freight system, suddenly blind to authenticated bodies in the sector, dropped into mechanical safety.

    Nia fired on instinct. Her restraint round tore Kellan’s sleeve and struck the barrier.

    Coil shouted, ‘Contact!’

    Kellan drove Tomas towards a maintenance hatch beneath the ruined relay.

    ‘Run.’

    ‘Come with me.’

    ‘No.’

    ‘They’ll revoke you.’

    ‘Then don’t waste it.’

    Tomas dropped through the hatch.

    Coil’s first shot hit the metal where his head had been. Kellan kicked the release. The hatch slammed shut, and the dark service duct took his brother out of sight.

    Kellan ran south.

    Nia stood in his route.

    For a fraction of a second neither fired.

    ‘The relay,’ she said.

    ‘Missed.’

    ‘No.’

    Coil’s team advanced behind him. Kellan jumped the barrier.

    The drop below was not empty. A maintenance cradle moved along the outer wall, six metres down and travelling in the opposite direction. His reflex mesh drew the line. He pushed away.

    Nia caught his wrist.

    His body slammed against the barrier. Her reinforced arm held his full weight above the shaft.

    ‘Let me pull you up,’ she said.

    Coil closed from behind.

    ‘Then what?’ Kellan asked.

    Her grip tightened.

    He twisted the compression wrap across her injured forearm. Pain opened her fingers. Kellan fell.

    He landed on the cradle, rolled across wet grating and struck the outer rail. Above, Nia leaned over the barrier. Her weapon tracked him but did not fire.

    The cradle carried him into the dark between levels.

    It had not been built for passengers. Hydraulic housings occupied most of the deck, slick with lubricant and rain. Kellan wedged himself between two of them as the cradle crossed beneath the freight tracks.

    Above, the interchange resumed movement in sections. The broken relay had forced local machinery to trust load sensors rather than civic authentication. Cargo could move. People could not be identified.

    That would last perhaps ninety seconds.

    Kellan opened the cradle’s service panel. Its controls were physical: raise, lower, stop. No destination list. No city map. He pressed lower.

    Nothing happened.

    The cradle had received a remote hold.

    Coil appeared on the bridge above, reduced to a black shape through the rain. He pointed two officers towards the nearest descent stairs and kept the rest at the hatch Tomas had used. He was dividing pursuit correctly. Tomas carried the code; Kellan carried knowledge of Nexum procedure. Coil would take either if he could.

    Kellan pulled the panel open farther. Three hydraulic lines entered a manual valve beneath it. A yellow label warned that unauthorised release could cause uncontrolled descent.

    Recovery officers were trained to read warnings for the option hidden inside them.

    He turned the valve a quarter rotation.

    The cradle dropped.

    His stomach rose as the brakes disengaged. Wind tore at his coat. The wall blurred beside him, marked every five levels with numbers he could not hold in focus. The false image of the train returned: one wall close enough to touch, another displaced into open air.

    He closed both eyes and counted.

    At twelve seconds he turned the valve back. Metal screamed. The cradle struck its lower stops hard enough to drive him to his knees.

    When he opened his eyes, the images had joined.

    Tier 24. A cargo service floor open to public contract workers. People stared from behind pallet stacks. Their identity displays had begun flashing security instructions.

    REPORT UNAUTHORISED OPERATIVE.

    Kellan’s own face appeared beside the words.

    The image was his current employment portrait: clean collar, neutral expression, Nexum service marks visible at his throat. The warning classified him as medically compromised and potentially dangerous. It offered a thousand-credit account reward for location confirmation.

    A loader raised her wrist.

    Kellan pointed at the hydraulic fluid spreading around the cradle. ‘Brake failure. Move away.’

    Training overcame profit. The nearest workers backed towards the marked safety lanes.

    Kellan left the cradle before anyone decided the machine and the man could be dangerous at the same time.

    He entered a packing corridor. His badge opened the first door, hesitated at the second and failed at the third. Status changes were moving through the Stack faster than he could descend.

    His private channel connected without permission.

    ‘Kellan,’ Sorn said.

    He kept walking. ‘You refused containment.’

    ‘You destroyed civic infrastructure and released an active threat.’

    ‘Tomas was contained.’

    ‘By you. His successful compromise made that distinction meaningless.’

    ‘You said you wanted him alive.’

    ‘I said I preferred it. I did not permit you to gamble other lives on the preference.’

    The packing corridor ended at a security shutter. It began to close as he approached.

    Kellan ran and slid beneath it. The lower edge caught his coat. He tore free, leaving a strip of dark fabric under the seal.

    ‘Restore my authority,’ he said. ‘I can still recover him.’

    ‘Give me the checksum he passed you.’

    Kellan touched the wafer inside his pocket.

    ‘Evidence intake has it,’ he lied.

    ‘No evidence intake occurred after the relay failed.’

    ‘Then you already know where it is.’

    ‘I know you concealed it.’

    He reached an open market concourse. The public warning had arrived before him. Screens showed his face over food prices, rental offers and employment queues. People moved away, but not all of them looked afraid. Some looked interested in the reward.

    ‘Return to an authorised station,’ Sorn said. ‘Submit to isolation and this can remain a judgement failure under hostile influence.’

    ‘And Tomas?’

    ‘Will be contained by people whose judgement remains reliable.’

    ‘Killed.’

    ‘If he refuses the remaining safe options.’

    There was the narrower truth. It did more work than a lie.

    ‘You trained me to protect life when recovery remained possible,’ Kellan said.

    ‘I trained you to distinguish the life in front of you from the lives placed at risk beyond your sight.’

    A young man moved to block the concourse exit. The reward notice glowed in his ocular lens.

    Kellan changed direction. Two others followed.

    ‘Return,’ Sorn said. ‘That is a direct order.’

    He passed a medical supply stall and entered its stock lane. The owner shouted after him. At the rear, a delivery hatch opened onto an exterior stair.

    ‘Then record my refusal,’ Kellan said.

    He closed the channel.

    The act produced no sound. No physical break. Sorn’s voice simply ceased, and the city noise rushed into the space she had occupied.

    His endocrine node immediately offered to reduce agitation. The request used the same clinical phrasing it had used before difficult recoveries: clearer judgement, steadier hands, protection from impulsive action. Kellan read it while running from the decision the company had classified as impulse.

    He declined the dose.

    Fear sharpened instead of fading. It was not pleasant. It was his.

    Kellan descended. He could not follow Tomas directly; Coil would expect it. They had escaped separately, and Kellan had no location, no shared plan, no assurance that his brother would even come back for him.

    He had only the wafer, the hidden memory and a body whose service contract had entered review.

    Review was the word Nexum used before a decision became irreversible. It made punishment sound unfinished and obedience sound like a minor administrative correction.

    Behind him, the three reward hunters pushed through the delivery hatch.

    Kellan increased his pace.

    His systems tried to report the new route and found no relay. Warnings accumulated in silence. Identity verification overdue. Operational location unknown. Command acknowledgement incomplete.

    Then the interchange found another signal.

    The warnings transmitted all at once.

    EMPLOYMENT STATUS: IMMEDIATE REVIEW.

    CIVIC IDENTITY: IMMEDIATE REVIEW.

    MEDICAL SERVICE CONTINUITY: IMMEDIATE REVIEW.

    Kellan read the final line as he descended the exterior stair away from Harrow.

    For the first time, the threat on his screen carried his own name.

  
    Chapter 7

    The first door refused him politely.

    Kellan pressed his palm to the residential stairwell reader. The lock considered his skin, bone signature and active implants.

    ACCESS TEMPORARILY UNAVAILABLE.

    PLEASE CONTACT YOUR IDENTITY PROVIDER.

    The three men from the freight market reached the top of the exterior steps below.

    Kellan tried his Contract Integrity badge.

    CREDENTIAL UNDER REVIEW.

    ‘It’s him,’ one man said.

    The door was reinforced glass. Through it, a warm corridor led towards a public lift. Kellan drew his pistol, struck the manual release cover with the grip and found the screws protected beneath the pane.

    He had installed doors like this during evictions. The release sat on the safe side so a locked-out resident could not interrupt a property seal.

    He fired into the upper hinge.

    The glass held. The hinge did not. Kellan drove his shoulder against the door and tore it sideways out of the lower mount.

    An alarm announced structural vandalism.

    ‘Stop!’ the nearest pursuer shouted. ‘We just want the credit.’

    ‘Then invoice me.’

    Kellan slipped through the gap and pulled the damaged door across it. The men struck the other side seconds later. The glass flexed in its frame.

    He reached the lift. Its display recognised him.

    PASSENGER RESTRICTION ACTIVE.

    TRANSIT SECURITY NOTIFIED.

    The lift opened anyway, revealing two civic officers waiting inside.

    Kellan turned before their hands reached their weapons.

    The corridor to his right led through a rental residence. Every room door closed as the building passed his identity warning to its tenants. A delivery cupboard stood open at the end. He climbed through, crossed a kitchen while its occupant screamed, and left by the service balcony.

    The next building was four metres away.

    His reflex mesh measured the jump. Distance, wind, surface strength. A green landing marker appeared on the opposite rail.

    Kellan ran.

    The marker shifted late.

    His foot struck the rail instead of the balcony. He fell forward, caught the metal with both hands and slammed chest-first into the outer wall. His synthetic lung increased output. The organic lung followed a beat behind.

    The retinal lattice displayed his successful landing while his body still hung above the drop.

    ‘Useful,’ he muttered.

    He pulled himself over the rail.

    The public warning followed him into the second building. Ceiling cameras turned. A cleaning machine rolled across the corridor to block his path.

    Kellan stepped over it.

    His rented room was nine levels above, in a block Nexum used for operatives between shifts. He had never called it home. It contained two uniforms, a change of civilian clothes, physical currency for low-connectivity recoveries and a manual respirator interface he had not used in years.

    He needed all of them.

    The stairwell door opened because a resident came through from the other side. Kellan caught it before it closed.

    ‘You’re restricted,’ the resident said.

    ‘The stair isn’t.’

    ‘It will charge the floor for letting you in.’

    Kellan moved past him. ‘Dispute it.’

    The answer sounded familiar. He had heard a property manager ask Nia with whom.

    He climbed.

    At the fourth level, his accounts froze.

    CURRENT BALANCE: 3,412 CREDITS.

    AVAILABLE BALANCE: 0.

    At the sixth, his retinal service changed.

    The corridor lost detail. Faces became smooth shapes at ten metres. Text on the fire notices blurred until he stood directly beneath it.

    SERVICE RESOLUTION REDUCED PENDING REVIEW.

    The lattice still functioned. Nexum had not blinded him. It had reduced his sight to the minimum defined in a contract he had accepted while learning to see again.

    At the eighth level, the reflex mesh acquired a delay.

    His right foot caught the stair edge. The correction arrived after his knee had struck concrete.

    He sat for one breath.

    MEDICAL SAFETY NOTICE: ENHANCED RESPONSE UNAVAILABLE.

    Kellan had spent twelve years believing speed lived inside him. It did, in metal threaded along the spine, owned elsewhere and billed as performance.

    He stood before the pain regulator could advise him against it.

    His room door opened before he touched it.

    Two mechanical arms pushed his possessions into the corridor. One uniform lay across a transparent storage bin. Boots followed, then a sealed case of field supplies. His civilian coat caught in the door and tore as the arms withdrew.

    TENANCY ACCESS SUSPENDED.

    COLLECTION WINDOW: 00:09:42.

    After ten minutes, the building would classify the items as abandoned and sell them against unpaid service charges.

    Kellan dragged the bin into the stairwell. The door locked behind him.

    He changed clothes on the landing. The civilian coat was dark, unmarked and ripped along one sleeve. He removed his Nexum collar tab and put it in the bin with the uniforms.

    The physical currency remained in a false base beneath his field case. One hundred and eighty credits in polymer notes. He had carried more to bribe a lift inspector during a recovery.

    The manual respiratory lead was gone.

    An inventory message explained that life-critical service equipment remained Nexum property and had been retained for his protection.

    Kellan laughed once. The sound was unfamiliar.

    He kept the pistol, restraint blade, checksum wafer and a compact tool roll. Everything else went into the refuse chute before the building could reclaim it. If Coil searched the bin, he would find an operative who appeared to have left in a hurry and taken nothing unusual.

    Kellan carried unusual things inside him.

    He left by the roof.

    Upper-tier rain hit cold and nearly clean. Wind moved between residential towers, pushing mist over gardens cultivated for people whose accounts included daylight. Kellan crossed three service roofs towards Tier 12. From there, maintenance descents reached the Veins.

    The company called before the next building.

    Sorn’s image appeared against the rain. The reduced retinal resolution made her face soft, almost kind.

    ‘You’re damaging yourself,’ she said.

    ‘Your systems are doing that.’

    ‘The review has limited non-essential performance.’

    ‘Sight is non-essential?’

    ‘Your organic eye remains within civic safety minimums.’

    ‘My reflex mesh?’

    ‘Enhanced reaction is not required for ordinary life.’

    He reached a locked maintenance gate. It refused his badge.

    ‘And the lung?’ he asked.

    Sorn’s expression did not change. ‘Your respiratory support remains active.’

    ‘For how long?’

    ‘Return Tomas and the review ends.’

    Kellan placed his tool roll on the roof and opened the gate’s access plate.

    ‘That isn’t a medical answer.’

    ‘It is the only answer that matters today.’

    ‘You said the service limitations were for safety.’

    ‘They are. An operative under external influence cannot retain unrestricted access to systems that amplify force, perception and mobility.’

    ‘My lung amplifies breathing.’

    ‘Your lung is functioning.’

    Again, the narrower truth.

    The gate used an optical lock whose wires were moulded into the frame. Kellan could not bypass it without a power saw. He looked over the edge. A cleaning rail ran beneath the roof lip, narrow but continuous to the next tower.

    Sorn saw where he was looking. ‘Do not climb.’

    ‘Restore the mesh.’

    ‘Return.’

    ‘No.’

    Kellan lowered himself onto the rail.

    The city dropped away beneath his boots. Traffic lights floated in the cloud. Far below, freight trains moved like illuminated veins.

    He kept both hands against the wall and moved sideways.

    ‘You are angry,’ Sorn said.

    ‘I’m occupied.’

    ‘The endocrine node shows a stress pattern you have not experienced since reconstruction.’

    He stopped. ‘You’re reading it now?’

    ‘Your medical telemetry remains active.’

    ‘Close it.’

    ‘I cannot while you are at risk.’

    ‘You can reduce my sight while I’m on a roof, but you can’t stop watching because I’m at risk.’

    ‘Those facts are not contradictory.’

    Wind struck the tower. Kellan’s left boot slipped. His hands closed on the rail, but the reflex mesh waited a fraction too long before reinforcing the grip.

    The synthetic lung changed tone inside him.

    Output dropped.

    RESPIRATORY ECONOMY MODE.

    He drew breath and received half of it.

    The body’s panic was immediate. His organic lung pulled harder. The left maintained a slower, shallower rhythm designed for a resting patient, not a man clinging to a building.

    Kellan pressed his forehead against the wet wall.

    ‘Restore respiratory output,’ he said.

    ‘Return to the roof.’

    ‘That is coercion.’

    ‘That is triage. Economy mode reduces the risk of immune stress while your service state is uncertain.’

    ‘Restore it.’

    ‘I will dispatch a medical team.’

    Kellan knew Nexum medical teams. Restraint arrived before treatment whenever property was at risk.

    He closed Sorn’s image.

    The call remained active as a small white light at the edge of his vision.

    He moved.

    One hand, one foot. Breathe in. Wait for the mechanical chamber. Breathe out. Do not trust the green markers. Do not look down. His arms began to shake halfway across.

    The next roof was lower. Kellan released the rail and fell the last metre onto wet gravel. He remained on hands and knees while both lungs found a shared rhythm.

    Sorn’s call light disappeared.

    A medical route opened in his display. NEAREST AUTHORISED CARE: NEXUM INTAKE, 0.8 KM.

    He dismissed it.

    An unauthorised clinic operated beneath a beauty studio two blocks east. Kellan knew because Contract Integrity had inspected it three times and never found enough leased equipment to close it. The owner treated sex workers, construction crews and anyone whose employer bought medical access by the shift.

    He reached it through service alleys, avoiding doors when he could and following residents through them when he could not. Every shared threshold made somebody step away from him.

    The beauty studio had already received his warning. Its front desk refused to display the clinic lift.

    Kellan used the freight stair.

    Downstairs, a clinician in a plastic apron looked up from sterilising a wound tool. She recognised him before the room did.

    ‘No,’ she said.

    ‘I need a manual respiratory bridge.’

    ‘No.’

    He put fifty physical credits on the counter.

    She did not look at them. ‘You inspected us last winter.’

    ‘You passed.’

    ‘You took our immune calibrator.’

    ‘It was Nexum property.’

    ‘It was keeping six people out of fever.’

    Kellan remembered the inspection. The device serial had been filed off badly. He had called the seizure restrained because he allowed the clinic to keep its surgical printer.

    ‘I need ten minutes on a bridge,’ he said.

    ‘The system will report the contact.’

    ‘Isolate it.’

    ‘We’re a clinic, not a miracle.’

    He placed the rest of his notes beside the first.

    The clinician watched his breathing. Whatever she saw made anger compete with habit.

    ‘Sit,’ she said.

    Kellan sat.

    She attached two adhesive readers to his chest and connected them to an old diagnostic slab. The slab woke, recognised a life-critical Nexum system and sent an automatic service handshake before the clinician could reach the isolation switch.

    PATIENT LOCATION CONFIRMED.

    They both stared at the message.

    ‘Out,’ she said.

    ‘Check the lung first.’

    ‘You brought them here.’

    ‘I know.’

    He removed the readers. The synthetic lung protested the interruption with a tight spasm under his ribs.

    Boots sounded on the freight stair.

    Too fast for a medical team.

    The clinician swept the physical credits into her apron. ‘Back room. Waste lift.’

    ‘They’ll search it first.’

    ‘Then why are you still sitting?’

    Kellan looked at the ceiling. Red fire nozzles ran above the treatment bays. The building was old enough to have physical emergency controls because its relay coverage failed during heavy rain.

    ‘Where’s the fire panel?’

    ‘Front stair.’

    The clinic door opened.

    Ferran Coil entered with two officers. His armour was dry.

    ‘Hands visible,’ Coil said.

    Patients froze on benches along the wall. A woman halfway through an eye repair held a cloth over the open socket. A labourer had both legs locked in a support frame.

    Kellan raised his hands.

    ‘They’re not involved,’ he said.

    ‘Then don’t involve them.’

    Coil moved closer. One officer covered Kellan. The other began identifying everyone in the room.

    ‘No civic scans,’ the clinician said.

    The officer ignored her.

    Kellan knew the recovery sequence. Secure the target. Isolate exits. Register witnesses so later testimony could be weighted by debt and service status.

    He also knew its blind point. Officers watched hands until restraint. They trusted building systems to control everything else.

    Kellan kicked the treatment chair’s foot release.

    The chair dropped. Its steel back struck Coil’s knees. Kellan caught the clinician’s sterilising tray and threw it into the ceiling nozzles.

    Glass bulbs broke.

    Water exploded across the room.

    The fire system did not ask the Stack whether the danger was authorised. Mechanical valves opened on every level. Steel shutters descended between treatment bays.

    Kellan rolled beneath the first. A shot struck the floor behind him. He reached the manual fire panel and pulled the evacuation handle.

    Every lock in the clinic released.

    Patients moved. The labourer’s support frame rolled into the aisle. The woman with the open eye crawled through a treatment door. Coil shouted for his officers to hold fire.

    Kellan entered the waste corridor and pulled the shutter closed behind him.

    The waste lift had no reader, only a lever and a cage gate. He climbed inside and released the brake.

    The cage fell one level before its counterweight caught. Kellan dragged the gate open onto a dark service floor.

    Coil’s voice came through the shaft. ‘You know where this ends.’

    Kellan looked back up. ‘I used to.’

    He ran into the dark.

    The floor belonged to an unfinished residential extension. Plastic walls divided rooms that had never received doors. Pipes hung capped above dry sinks. A sales projection still played across one wall, showing families eating beneath artificial sunlight.

    Kellan’s identity warning entered the dormant display as he passed. The family vanished. His face replaced them.

    He shot the projector.

    The pistol reported unauthorised discharge and locked its lethal setting. It still belonged to Nexum too.

    Kellan opened the grip with the restraint blade, removed the network wafer and reset the mechanical action. The weapon would no longer identify authorised targets or calculate safe lines. It would fire where he pointed it.

    He had spent years calling that unsafe.

    In the corridor ahead, a public food unit recognised movement. Its screen offered water and a basic nutrient bar. Kellan placed one of his remaining notes in the slot.

    PHYSICAL PAYMENT REQUIRES VERIFIED IDENTITY.

    ‘Of course it does.’

    The unit returned the note.

    He opened its service hatch. The lock was simpler than the residential door because theft of food was priced below theft of access. Inside, sealed bars filled a transparent rack.

    Kellan took two and left the note.

    The machine sounded an alarm. Somewhere, an account would charge the empty building for its loss.

    He ate while moving. The bar was dry and tasted of salt. His lung wanted him to slow down, but the tracking warning from the clinic remained active behind him.

    Another service call opened. Not Sorn this time. An automated medical voice spoke inside his head.

    ‘Respiratory exertion exceeds current service parameters. Continued non-compliance may result in emergency conservation.’

    ‘Define conservation.’

    ‘Output may be reduced to protect leased hardware from damage.’

    ‘Risk to patient?’

    ‘For advice regarding your personal health, contact an authorised clinician.’

    ‘I did.’

    ‘Your recent visit was not authorised.’

    The system offered directions back to Nexum intake.

    Kellan closed it. A second message took its place.

    PROPERTY CONDITION NOTICE: RETINAL LATTICE.

    PROPERTY CONDITION NOTICE: REFLEX MESH.

    PROPERTY CONDITION NOTICE: SYNTHETIC RESPIRATORY UNIT.

    Each warning contained pages of contract language. None used the word body.

    He had read versions of those notices to other people. He had explained that the contract separated organic person from recoverable system. He had said the distinction protected both parties.

    Now his left eye was a low-resolution asset embedded in his skull. His breath was a service state. His speed was subject to review.

    The company had not changed the rules for him. That was the worst of it.

    At the far end of the unfinished floor, he found the stair down to Tier 12.

    A civic camera watched the landing. Kellan approached through its blind edge, reached behind the housing and pulled the power lead. He had taught residents not to bother doing that. The camera cached faces locally and transmitted them when service returned.

    He opened the housing and removed the storage strip too.

    On it were hundreds of people passing through the abandoned floor: workers taking unpaid shortcuts, couples seeking privacy, children stealing food from the locked unit. Contract Integrity would have called the record collateral evidence and retained all of it.

    Kellan snapped the strip in two.

    It did not repay anyone. It did not change the doors he had sealed or the equipment he had taken. It only prevented one camera from helping Coil reach the people around him.

    He left the broken pieces beneath the stair.

    The effort had cost him another minute. In the old arithmetic of pursuit, it was a poor exchange. He no longer trusted the arithmetic.

    The service floor connected to the Tier 12 access ring, the last maintained route before the city gave way to the Veins. Kellan’s reduced vision found only outlines. His delayed reflexes made every cable a hazard. The lung remained in economy mode.

    He reached the ring gate breathing in shallow mechanical measures.

    Beyond it, old stairs descended into heat and darkness beyond reliable Civic Stack coverage.

    Nia stood in front of them.

    Her weapon was raised. There was no other way through.

  
    Chapter 8

    Nia knew which way Kellan would run because he hated doors he had not checked.

    Tier 12 offered five descents towards the Veins. Three were closer to Harrow. One carried less surveillance. The last passed through an active medical concourse with six exits and a manual fire system.

    Kellan would choose the last.

    He would tell himself it gave him options. In truth, he trusted rooms only after he had learned how they could close.

    Nia stood at the access ring above the medical concourse and watched his warning move across the public displays. The Stack no longer showed his live position. It showed a probability cloud built from twelve years of entries, recoveries and recorded movement.

    The cloud narrowed around her.

    Director Sorn spoke through Nia’s private channel. ‘Report.’

    ‘Coil lost him at the clinic. I have the likely descent.’

    ‘Likelihood?’

    ‘Sixty-eight per cent.’

    ‘The model says eighty-one.’

    ‘The model thinks he’ll avoid civilians.’

    ‘Won’t he?’

    Nia watched a family cross the ring towards the concourse. The mother pushed an oxygen trolley with one hand and held a boy’s wrist with the other. Both children wore temporary clinic bands.

    ‘Not if he needs them,’ Nia said.

    The answer felt disloyal. She examined it and found no pleasure there.

    ‘You have separate containment authority,’ Sorn said.

    The order opened in Nia’s tactical view. It had been issued before the ghost clinic and expanded after Harrow.

    SUBJECT: KELLAN ORIS.

    STATUS: OPERATIVE COMPROMISE CONFIRMED.

    AUTHORITY: LETHAL CONTAINMENT.

    The second order had never named Tomas. It named the person sent to recover him.

    Nia read the basis. Hostile root exposure. Refusal of command. Civic infrastructure destruction. Theft of restricted source material. Threat to life-critical service integrity.

    All accurate. None complete.

    ‘Was this active at Harrow?’ she asked.

    ‘It became actionable when he fired on the relay.’

    ‘That isn’t what I asked.’

    Sorn paused. ‘The authority existed. The threshold had not yet been met.’

    ‘Whose threshold?’

    ‘Yours.’

    Nia looked at the words again. ‘You expected me to decide.’

    ‘That is why authority is assigned to an operative rather than a weapon.’

    ‘His medical review cleared the foreign root.’

    ‘It cleared the key. Not the influence.’

    ‘Those are difficult to separate.’

    ‘Yes.’

    Sorn did not make uncertainty sound like weakness. That was one reason people obeyed her.

    ‘Bring him in if possible,’ Sorn said. ‘Do not allow your history to manufacture a possibility that is not there.’

    The channel closed.

    Nia moved down to the concourse.

    Before leaving the ring, she changed her recording protocol. Standard pursuit files travelled live to Contract Integrity, where tactical systems marked threats and removed restricted medical detail. She opened a second local feed from her ocular interface and routed it to the balance system’s maintenance buffer.

    It was not designed for images. It compressed faces into blocks and sound into a narrow mechanical whisper. But the buffer belonged to clinical maintenance rather than field command. Sorn could request it after an incident. She could not edit it during one without creating an audit scar.

    Nia had learned that distinction from Kellan.

    At a recovery on Tier 33, a tenant had claimed an officer broke his organic fingers before taking a leased arm. The official body feed showed the officer restraining him by the wrist. Kellan had found a lift vibration log stored in the officer’s balance implant. It recorded four impacts at floor level while the official feed displayed only one.

    The officer was dismissed. The tenant still lost the arm.

    Kellan had called that a correct outcome.

    Nia had asked whether correctness helped the fingers.

    He had said it stopped the next set from breaking.

    She had believed him because she wanted the work to contain a mechanism for repair. Now she wanted the raw feed because the official mechanism had started deciding what counted as damage.

    She had worked with Kellan for nine years. Their first operation ended with him breaking her wrist because she entered a room he had marked unsafe. He reset the bone before the medical team arrived and spent the next month insisting the break had been caused by a target.

    Their third year ended with Nia dragging him through a flooded lift shaft after his synthetic lung inhaled coolant. He thanked the rescue equipment, the clinic and the engineer who replaced a valve. He did not thank her.

    At Rook Market, he had gone through the glass. She remembered it clearly. Kellan had seen a child beneath the restraint line and changed direction too late. Nia had followed through the broken window because the alternative left him alone with four armed debtors.

    At Vey Crossing, the rail had been yellow.

    She had tested him in the diagnostic suite because facts between partners should remain shared. His memory had failed. Then he had lied, not to deceive her well but to keep standing in the place where he had always stood.

    Now the place was gone.

    The medical concourse occupied a circular level around a public clinic. Six corridors entered it. Patients queued beneath numbered lights. Some sat on the floor because their account class did not include chairs. A pharmacy wall dispensed sealed packets after identity and payment cleared.

    Nia’s presence changed the sound. Conversations lowered. People checked the Nexum mark on her coat and drew personal equipment closer to their bodies.

    She disabled the mark’s active light. The outline remained visible.

    Coil contacted her. ‘North corridor secure. Two teams coming from the clinic route.’

    ‘Keep weapons low in the queue.’

    ‘If Oris enters it, the queue becomes concealment.’

    ‘It remains a medical queue.’

    ‘Understood.’

    His tone meant he understood the words, not the priority.

    Nia positioned officers at four exits and left two apparently open. One led to a lift already under Nexum control. The other led to the Tier 12 access ring and the descent Kellan wanted.

    He would see the trap. He might enter anyway because controlled traps were preferable to unknown routes.

    Seven minutes passed.

    A public display above the pharmacy changed from dosage warnings to Kellan’s face. A murmur moved through the queue. Reward hunters were less likely in a medical concourse, but debt made opportunists of people who would have preferred dignity.

    A man near the rear turned towards a figure in a torn dark coat.

    Kellan had entered behind a medicine trolley.

    His posture was wrong. Shoulders elevated, steps measured. Respiratory restriction. His left eye failed to focus beyond the immediate queue. The hand near his coat moved a fraction after each change around him.

    Nexum had begun limiting him.

    Nia’s weapon identified the reductions and recalculated his threat level downwards.

    The lethal order remained.

    ‘Contact,’ she said.

    Kellan heard the channel transmission through the room’s security relay. His head turned towards her before the public alarm sounded.

    Patients surged away from the centre.

    He moved with them.

    Not against the flow. Inside it. He lowered his height and let two taller men obscure him from Coil’s north team. A nurse pushed a cart between Nia and the line.

    ‘Kellan,’ Nia called. ‘Stop.’

    He continued towards the access-ring corridor.

    Two officers stepped into his path. Kellan took the nearest by the weapon wrist, turned the barrel into the ceiling and used the man’s armour to block the second. His reflex correction arrived late. The second officer struck him across the ribs.

    Kellan folded, recovered and drove his shoulder into both men. They fell against the pharmacy wall.

    Packets rained from a broken dispenser.

    People dropped to gather them.

    Nia climbed onto a bench to keep sight of Kellan. ‘Clear the floor!’

    Nobody cleared it. A month of heart medication had fallen within reach of people waiting hours for a single dose.

    Kellan could have used the crush. He knew the access-ring corridor was fifteen metres away.

    Instead he caught the damaged dispenser before it tipped onto a woman kneeling beneath it. The weight forced him down. His synthetic lung issued a warning loud enough for Nia’s field system to register.

    He held the machine until the woman crawled free.

    Coil entered from the north with his carbine raised.

    ‘Line!’ he shouted.

    Patients occupied the line.

    ‘Negative,’ Nia said.

    Coil shifted left, seeking a gap.

    Kellan let the dispenser fall against the wall. He saw Coil, then Nia, then the open corridor. His gaze paused on the oxygen trolley belonging to the family from the ring. Its metal frame would stop one restraint round, perhaps two.

    He moved behind it.

    The mother pulled her children close. ‘Please.’

    Kellan touched the trolley’s handle.

    Nia knew the calculation. Push it across the floor, force Coil to hold fire, reach the descent while everyone reacted.

    Kellan released the handle.

    ‘Take them east,’ he told the mother.

    He stepped away from the trolley and into Nia’s sightline.

    The threat system painted his chest red.

    Nia fired.

    The round passed his shoulder and struck a pillar behind him. Its restraint mesh spread across empty concrete.

    Kellan flinched towards the access corridor.

    He knew her aim. He knew the distance. He would know she had missed.

    Nia fired again. This round cut the torn edge of his sleeve and broke a light above the western corridor. Darkness fell across two queues.

    Kellan ran into it.

    Coil advanced. ‘Environmental discharge?’

    ‘Visual obstruction,’ Nia said.

    ‘I had the line.’

    ‘Through a respiratory queue.’

    ‘Oris was clear.’

    ‘Then you should have taken it.’

    Coil looked at her. His helmet concealed his expression, but the pause was enough.

    Nia jumped from the bench and followed Kellan west.

    The dark corridor served imaging rooms and guardian consultations. Clinic staff pressed patients into open doorways as the pursuit approached. Nia kept her weapon down until each line cleared.

    Kellan overturned nothing behind him. No trolleys, no chairs, no frightened person forced into her path. He was moving slowly enough that any of those choices might have bought him seconds.

    Instead he used the building. A sanitation door closed between them. Nia opened it with field authority and found the next corridor empty. He had taken the ceiling access.

    She looked up as a panel shifted three metres ahead.

    Kellan dropped behind a waiting-room partition. The landing hurt him. His right hand went to his chest, and the respiratory warning in her display changed from amber to red.

    ‘Stop running,’ she said.

    ‘Useful advice.’

    He pushed through the partition into a dialysis bay. Twelve patients lay connected to slow filtration rigs. The bay’s far exit led directly towards the access ring.

    Coil’s officers entered behind Nia.

    ‘Hold here,’ she ordered.

    ‘We can take the outer aisle,’ one said.

    ‘A missed restraint discharge across those lines could put air into twelve people. Hold.’

    Nia entered alone.

    Kellan stood at the far door. He had drawn the pistol but held it towards the floor.

    ‘You planned the route through patients,’ she said.

    ‘I planned the route through manual doors.’

    ‘Convenient overlap.’

    ‘Put yours away.’

    ‘No.’

    He looked at the filtration lines between them. ‘Then you can’t fire.’

    ‘Neither can you.’

    ‘I’m not trying to.’

    An elderly patient turned her head on the pillow. ‘Some of us are trying to sleep.’

    Kellan almost smiled. ‘Sorry.’

    He left through the far door.

    Nia could have sent the officers around. The outside route crossed the main concourse and would have placed them at the access ring before him. She pictured the charge: armoured pursuit through two medical queues, people crushed against dispensers, Coil taking any clear line the movement created.

    ‘Maintain the inner route,’ she said instead.

    ‘He’ll reach the ring,’ Coil replied.

    ‘Then secure it without entering the queue.’

    She crossed the dialysis bay at a walk. The filtration monitors steadied as she passed.

    The corridor divided around a treatment pod. The left branch reached the access ring. The right ended at a locked pharmacy store. Kellan had chosen left; a smear of blood marked the wall where the officer had struck his ribs.

    Nia knew he would check the emergency door before committing to the descent.

    She reached it first by cutting through a staff passage.

    Kellan came around the corner with his pistol raised.

    They stopped six metres apart.

    His weapon no longer appeared in her network. He had removed its civic wafer. The barrel was steady despite the breathing restriction.

    ‘You missed,’ he said.

    ‘You’re slow.’

    ‘You missed twice.’

    ‘Put the weapon down.’

    ‘Will Coil take me alive?’

    ‘If you make that possible.’

    ‘Sorn said the same about Tomas.’

    Nia kept her aim at his centre. ‘You fired on a civic relay.’

    ‘I did.’

    ‘You released him.’

    ‘Yes.’

    No contamination claim. No convenient description of environmental conditions.

    ‘Why?’ she asked.

    Kellan looked towards the emergency door. He had checked it. He knew its hinge, lock and route.

    ‘Because they refused every outcome they couldn’t control.’

    ‘That doesn’t make his code safe.’

    ‘No.’

    ‘It doesn’t make you right.’

    ‘No.’

    His agreement unsettled her more than an argument would have.

    Boots approached through the staff passage. Coil’s team.

    Nia moved half a step to keep Kellan centred. The emergency door was behind her.

    ‘You assaulted me,’ she said.

    ‘I did.’

    ‘Twice today.’

    ‘At Harrow, you caught me.’

    ‘You used my injured arm.’

    ‘You were holding me over a kilometre of air.’

    ‘That was the helpful part.’

    For one instant, something close to humour crossed his face. It did not survive.

    ‘Move,’ he said.

    ‘No.’

    ‘Then fire.’

    His pistol lowered. Not much. Enough to change the angle away from her heart.

    The Stack sent Nia a tactical instruction.

    TARGET DISTRACTED. FIRE.

    She had not requested it.

    Kellan looked past her towards the door.

    Nia fired at the overhead pipe.

    Steam burst across the corridor. Her threat prediction mapped Kellan’s likely movement through the white cloud. She stepped into the doorway, forcing him to turn sideways to pass.

    His shoulder struck hers. He could have used the contact to break her balance. He did not. He pushed the emergency bar and disappeared down the old stairs.

    Nia fired once through the steam. The shot struck the door frame.

    Coil reached her as the emergency door closed.

    ‘Status?’

    ‘Target entered the descent.’

    ‘Hit?’

    ‘Unconfirmed.’

    He checked the marks around the doorway. One at shoulder height. One in the overhead pipe. One in the frame.

    ‘You fired three times at six metres.’

    ‘Visibility failed.’

    ‘After your second shot.’

    Nia reloaded. ‘Then write a report.’

    Coil opened the emergency door. The stair beyond was dark and too narrow for an armoured team to descend quickly.

    ‘Seal the lower exits,’ he ordered. ‘We drive him down.’

    Nia let his officers pass. She stayed long enough to open her private telemetry.

    Her visual record showed Kellan in the concourse when she fired the first round. The image froze one tenth of a second before discharge. A red civilian obstruction box covered the family’s oxygen trolley.

    Then the box disappeared.

    In the stored frame, the mother and children moved three metres east between one instant and the next. Kellan stood alone in a clear line.

    Nia remembered them beside him. She remembered the child’s hand on the trolley, the mother bent over both children.

    The recorded image said they had already moved.

    She opened the raw optic feed. Access denied.

    She requested a field-integrity comparison.

    The system produced a clean result before enough time had passed to perform one.

    NO EXTERNAL ALTERATION DETECTED.

    Nia isolated the file from the tactical channel and copied it into the maintenance partition of her balance implant. The partition had been built to store error logs after falls. It accepted the visual discrepancy as a movement fault.

    She checked the original again. The clean image carried a Nexum verification seal, a time stamp and her own biometric signature. In a tribunal, it would outweigh her memory. The Stack would call the contradiction evidence that operational stress had impaired her perception.

    Perhaps it had.

    That possibility mattered. Kellan had been compromised. Tomas possessed code that could kill patients. Nia’s distrust of one image did not make either man safe, and it did not erase the relay Kellan had shot or the officers he had injured.

    She opened a new field note and kept the wording narrow.

    OBSERVED RECORD DOES NOT MATCH SUBJECTIVE VISUAL MEMORY.

    She did not write tampering. She did not write innocent. Evidence could be collected without being forced to choose a side before it existed.

    The system asked whether she wanted to submit the note to command.

    Nia saved it locally.

    Coil called from the stair. ‘Serrat.’

    ‘Coming.’

    ‘Oris is injured and restricted. He’ll seek help below.’

    ‘Yes.’

    ‘Then he’ll go to his brother.’

    Nia looked at the probability map. The model built Kellan’s future from his known habits: controlled exits, direct routes, authorised clinics, preference for recovery over lethal force. Each choice he had made today moved him farther outside it. Yet the model still placed him where he would have gone yesterday.

    ‘Don’t trust the route prediction,’ she said.

    ‘You used it to find him.’

    ‘He knows we use it too.’

    ‘So what does he do?’

    Nia pictured Kellan lowering his weapon in the corridor. She pictured him releasing the oxygen trolley when it could have protected him. She pictured his hand slipping from hers above the freight shaft after he forced her injured arm to let him fall.

    ‘Something expensive,’ she said.

    She locked the maintenance partition with a physical tap sequence no tactical system needed to know.

    Below, Coil’s team entered the Veins after Kellan.

    Nia followed, carrying two versions of what she had seen.

  
    Chapter 9

    The stairs ended before the city did.

    Kellan reached the last step and found open space beneath his foot. His reflex mesh sent the correction late. He dropped half a metre, struck a sloping pipe and slid into darkness.

    Metal caught his shoulder. His pistol left his hand. He heard it strike twice below him, then stop.

    Kellan held still.

    The Veins breathed around him. Fans pushed hot air through ducts large enough for trains. Coolant knocked inside pipes. Water moved somewhere below, slow and heavy. No civic display named the sounds or placed clean outlines over the dark.

    His left eye offered a blurred field of grey. The right saw less.

    Above, the emergency door opened.

    White tactical light filled the stair shaft.

    Kellan rolled off the pipe.

    A restraint round struck where his head had been. Its mesh spread across rusted metal, contracting hard enough to bend a support bracket.

    He fell again, found the floor with one boot and struck the wall with both hands. His synthetic lung remained in economy mode. The first breath came shallow. The second did not seem to arrive at all.

    ‘Lower landing,’ an officer called.

    Coil’s voice answered. ‘Seal lateral routes.’

    Kellan crouched and searched by touch. His fingers found the pistol beneath warm cable bundles. The weapon’s network wafer was gone, but the mechanical safety remained where he had set it.

    He moved into the nearest service corridor.

    The walls narrowed around three coolant trunks wrapped in cracked insulation. Arrows had been painted between them by hand. Blue marks pointed towards WATER. Yellow marks pointed towards LIFT FARM. A white circle with a line through it marked the route behind him.

    No legend explained the symbols. People who lived here knew.

    Kellan chose yellow because the passage bent before Coil’s officers reached the landing.

    The floor vibrated under his feet. Each pulse travelled through the bone weave in his legs before his hearing registered the machinery. Old training returned without the overlay: count the intervals, distinguish fans from trains, identify what could kill him without knowing he was present.

    His lungs wanted a slower pace.

    He ran anyway.

    The corridor opened above a shaft crowded with cables. A maintenance ladder descended beside it, its upper rungs polished by hands. Kellan placed one foot on the ladder.

    A light appeared below.

    He raised the pistol.

    ‘If you fire in here,’ Tomas said, ‘you’ll put a round through a coolant pressure line.’

    ‘Come up where I can see you.’

    ‘You can barely see anything.’

    ‘That makes the request important.’

    Tomas climbed into the light. The cut over his eye had dried black. He carried a narrow pack, a mechanic’s lamp and a cable looped across his chest. No weapon showed in either hand.

    ‘You took your time,’ he said.

    Kellan kept the pistol on him. ‘How did you find me?’

    ‘The handshake left a local maintenance trace.’

    ‘Diagnostics removed it.’

    ‘They removed the root. Janus kept a record of the negotiation.’

    ‘Nexum can read it?’

    ‘Not without your permission or physical access.’

    ‘That distinction has not aged well.’

    Boots struck the stairs behind Kellan.

    Tomas looked past him. ‘You can arrest me now or complain while moving.’

    Kellan lowered the pistol by two degrees. ‘Route?’

    ‘Down.’

    ‘That is a direction.’

    ‘You always did need instructions to sound expensive.’

    Tomas descended.

    Kellan followed because Coil was above and because following was not trust.

    The ladder continued for six levels through the cable shaft. Tomas moved quickly but not carelessly. He tested each rung and avoided sections marked with white chalk. Kellan’s reflex delay made the descent uneven. Twice his boot missed the rung his overlay identified. The second time, Tomas caught his ankle and placed it on solid metal.

    ‘Don’t,’ Kellan said.

    ‘Fall?’

    ‘Touch the systems.’

    ‘That was your boot.’

    ‘You know what I mean.’

    ‘Yes. I know most of what you mean. It saves hours.’

    They left the shaft through a hatch disguised behind insulation. Tomas replaced the panel after them and clipped a mechanical vibration sensor to its edge.

    ‘Alarm?’ Kellan asked.

    ‘A bell.’

    ‘You kept the habit.’

    ‘You kept checking doors.’

    The passage beyond was warmer. Condensation ran down its walls and gathered in channels cut into the floor. Power cables sagged overhead between hooks, some civic black, others patched red or green by whoever had claimed them.

    After fifty metres, Kellan saw lights that did not belong to maintenance.

    A settlement filled an old lift exchange. Homes had been built inside abandoned carriages, each suspended a few centimetres above the floor on seized magnetic pads. Fabric bridges joined them. Water filters dripped into shared tanks. A woman cooked beneath a fan grille while two children turned the fan by hand during a power interruption.

    Conversation stopped as Kellan entered.

    People recognised the shape of his coat before they recognised his face. A man pushed a curtain across an open clinic stall. Someone extinguished a work lamp. Children vanished between the lift cars.

    ‘Keep walking,’ Tomas said.

    ‘I am.’

    ‘Without looking like you’re choosing what to seize.’

    Kellan lowered his eyes.

    His old badge had opened settlements like this. Contract Integrity warrants classified maintenance dwellings as unregistered structures, which meant officers could enter without identifying individual rooms. Doors were conveniences granted by ownership. In the Veins, the city claimed the walls and denied the people living inside them existed.

    A woman stepped into their path. Her left leg ended in a metal joint above the knee. Below it she wore a simple mechanical prosthesis with no visible interface.

    ‘Oris,’ she said.

    Kellan knew the face but not the name. His memory offered an operation: Tier 16, illegal mobility clinic, seven subjects, three recovered systems. The report reduced everyone present to asset codes.

    ‘Move,’ Tomas said quietly.

    The woman ignored him. ‘You took my leg.’

    Kellan looked at the mechanical prosthesis. ‘The recovery was authorised.’

    Tomas closed his eyes.

    ‘I remember the word,’ the woman said. ‘I remember you reading it while they cut.’

    ‘The surgical team—’

    She hit him with a steel wrench.

    The blow came from his degraded side. His overlay marked the movement after it struck. Metal caught him beneath the ribs. Pain regulation softened the first impact, but breath vanished from both lungs.

    Kellan staggered. The pistol came up.

    The woman swung again.

    He caught her wrist and drove her into the side of a lift car. The wrench fell. His field training identified the unprotected throat, the angle of the prosthetic knee and the exact force needed to end resistance.

    He placed the pistol under her jaw.

    Tomas struck his forearm aside.

    The shot went into the ceiling.

    People scattered. A lamp burst. The lift exchange fell into half-darkness.

    The woman drove her metal knee into Kellan’s thigh. He turned the impact, trapped her against the carriage and raised the pistol again.

    Tomas stood between them.

    ‘Move,’ Kellan said.

    ‘She has a wrench.’

    ‘She attacked me.’

    ‘Yes.’

    ‘Move.’

    ‘No.’

    The word carried no force except refusal.

    Kellan’s sight sharpened around the weapon. Tomas was unarmed. The woman behind him was breathing hard, one hand on the wall. Around them, residents watched from cover with tools, knives and two guns old enough to be invisible to the Stack.

    Kellan lowered the pistol.

    Tomas took it from him.

    ‘Temporary,’ Kellan said.

    ‘Obviously.’ Tomas removed the remaining smart cartridge and returned the empty weapon. ‘You nearly killed Sera.’

    ‘Sera nearly fractured my ribs.’

    ‘She wanted to.’

    Sera picked up the wrench. ‘I still do.’

    Kellan remembered the operation more clearly now. A mobility unit flagged for arrears. A patient who refused anaesthesia because the clinic’s supply was counterfeit. He had held her shoulders while the recovery surgeon separated corporate hardware from living tissue.

    The report said extraction completed without complication.

    ‘Your organic leg was viable,’ he said.

    Sera stared at him. ‘Is that your apology?’

    ‘No.’

    ‘Good. I would have hit you again.’

    Tomas pointed towards the far bridge. ‘Coil is above us.’

    ‘Then take him somewhere else,’ Sera said.

    Kellan looked at her mechanical leg. ‘Does it work?’

    ‘It’s mine.’

    She stepped aside.

    The bell on Tomas’s cable sensor rang through his wrist unit.

    Coil had found the hatch.

    They crossed the settlement at a run. People opened one bridge and withdrew another behind them. No electronic lock changed. Hands moved ropes, boards and steel pins. By the time tactical lights appeared at the cable-shaft entrance, the route through the lift cars had become a wall.

    The last bridge ended at a maintenance gate barred by a length of rail. Three residents lifted it as Tomas approached. None moved for Kellan.

    ‘He comes with me,’ Tomas said.

    ‘He came before,’ an old man answered.

    Kellan recognised the old man’s right arm. It was organic to the elbow and wrapped in scarred tissue below. The hand had been replaced by a five-fingered mechanical clamp assembled from workshop parts.

    ‘Which recovery?’ Kellan asked.

    ‘Mine.’

    ‘I don’t remember you.’

    ‘That must be comfortable.’

    Tactical light spread across the far wall of the exchange. Coil’s officers had entered the first lift car.

    The old man held Kellan’s gaze. ‘Say what you took.’

    ‘We do not have time,’ Tomas said.

    ‘He had time then.’

    Kellan looked at the gate. Three people held the rail. He could force it. Doing so would delay him and leave them injured for Coil to find.

    He examined the clamp again. There was no serial number to restore the report, only the shape of damage.

    ‘A leased forearm and hand,’ he said.

    ‘Mine.’

    ‘Installed after an industrial crush injury.’

    ‘Mine.’

    ‘Recovered after employment default.’

    The old man shook his head. ‘Say what you took.’

    Kellan heard Coil ordering residents onto the floor behind them.

    ‘Your arm,’ he said.

    The rail lifted.

    Kellan and Tomas passed beneath it. The gate dropped between them and the settlement.

    ‘You think words fix it?’ Tomas asked as they ran.

    ‘No.’

    ‘Then why did you say them?’

    ‘Because he would not open the gate.’

    Tomas glanced at him. ‘Still professionally narrow.’

    ‘Do you want me to invent remorse on command?’

    ‘I want you to notice when it arrives.’

    Kellan’s left lung pulled a shallow breath. Pain from Sera’s wrench had begun to show beneath the regulator as a red pressure map. ‘I noticed the gate.’

    They descended through a pump hall where water ran in open channels beneath mesh flooring. A dozen workers stood at manual control wheels, keeping flow balanced while civic automation hunted for a valid account. Tomas raised two fingers as they passed. The workers returned the sign without leaving their stations.

    ‘What does that mean?’ Kellan asked.

    ‘Two routes open.’

    ‘Which two?’

    ‘The ones they haven’t closed.’

    ‘Useful.’

    ‘You could ask them.’

    Kellan looked at the workers. Some wore corporate implants dimmed beneath insulating paste. Others had no visible augmentations. All of them watched the water rather than the pursuit. If they abandoned the wheels, pressure would flood the settlement behind.

    ‘They’re occupied,’ he said.

    ‘You noticed.’

    Every control wheel in the pump hall jumped at once.

    Water struck the mesh floor from below. One worker lost his grip and the wheel spun hard enough to throw him against the rail. A red lamp came on above the outlet channel.

    ‘Pressure isolation,’ Kellan said.

    Tomas looked towards the cable shaft. ‘Coil?’

    ‘Standard containment. Seal a level, stop its utilities, force everyone towards the controlled exits.’

    The workers were already fighting the wheels. One called for the east bypass. Another shouted that opening it would drown the sleeping bays beneath the lift exchange.

    Kellan saw the system as he had been trained to see it: three valves, one shared pressure reservoir and a population becoming easier to search by the second. His old overlay would have numbered the lawful options. His damaged display showed only red smears.

    ‘Close the north intake halfway,’ he said.

    Nobody moved.

    ‘That starves the filters,’ a worker answered.

    ‘For ninety seconds. Open the upper purge at the same time and the isolation valve will read pressure loss as a broken main. It will fail open.’

    The worker stared at him. ‘And if it fails shut?’

    ‘The outlet housing ruptures.’

    ‘People live behind it.’

    Kellan looked at the red lamp. ‘I know.’

    Tomas stepped to the north wheel. ‘He knows the containment sequence.’

    ‘He used the containment sequence,’ the worker said.

    Boots sounded in the passage behind them.

    Kellan put both hands on the north intake wheel. ‘You can leave it. Coil seals the hall, the exchange loses water and the sleeping bays flood when pressure rebounds. Or we risk the housing.’

    ‘Easy risk for someone passing through.’

    Kellan began turning the wheel. His swollen chest resisted the movement. The workers could have stopped him. Instead, the nearest woman seized the opposite handle.

    ‘Half,’ she said. ‘No farther.’

    Together they closed the intake.

    Tomas climbed to the purge lever. ‘On what count?’

    Kellan listened to the pipe knock. ‘Not mine. Hers.’

    The woman watched the pressure needle, not him. ‘Now.’

    Tomas pulled.

    Steam filled the upper hall. The red lamp flickered. For a moment the isolation valve held, trapping enough force in the outlet to make its bolts shriek.

    Then something enormous opened beneath the floor.

    Water surged through the correct channel. The wheels stopped fighting the workers. A green mechanical flag rose from the outlet housing.

    The woman released the handle. ‘Ninety seconds.’

    ‘Less now,’ Kellan said.

    She pointed through the steam towards a ladder on the far side. ‘Second route.’

    Tomas started for it.

    Kellan remained at the wheel. ‘The north intake needs reopening.’

    ‘We have to go,’ Tomas said.

    The workers had returned to their controls. The woman at Kellan’s side was rubbing a shoulder damaged by the wheel’s first kick.

    Kellan opened the intake himself. It took eleven seconds. Tactical light entered the steam on the ninth.

    He followed Tomas up the ladder as Coil’s officers reached the hall.

    ‘You went back,’ Tomas said above him.

    ‘An incomplete sequence would have contaminated their water.’

    ‘I know.’

    ‘Then why say it?’

    ‘So you hear it outside a report.’

    The first route was a freight tube marked with a red hand. Tomas entered. Kellan caught his shoulder and pulled him back as a driverless haul platform passed close enough to move the air between them.

    ‘You nearly walked under it,’ Kellan said.

    ‘The signal light is dead.’

    ‘The rail was vibrating.’

    Tomas looked down at the floor. ‘I can’t feel that through my right foot.’

    Kellan had not known Tomas’s right foot contained an interface. He looked for the gait difference and found one only because he was searching.

    ‘Leased?’

    ‘Not anymore.’

    ‘Nullware?’

    ‘Early build.’

    ‘Loss of sensation is a successful result?’

    ‘Loss of corporate calibration. The nerve map is mine, but I haven’t rebuilt it.’

    ‘You used unsafe code on yourself.’

    ‘I used incomplete code with informed consent.’

    ‘From yourself.’

    ‘I was available.’

    The haul platform vanished into the dark. They crossed the rail.

    ‘What happens if the foot fails?’ Kellan asked.

    ‘I fall.’

    ‘And if someone’s heart fails?’

    ‘They die.’

    Tomas did not hide behind the obviousness. He kept walking.

    ‘How many architectures are unsafe?’ Kellan asked.

    ‘I told you. I don’t have a number I trust.’

    ‘Give me the number you distrust least.’

    ‘Life-critical systems? Eleven per cent show a timing fault in simulation. Most faults can be staged around. Some can’t.’

    ‘Eleven per cent of sixty million.’

    ‘Not everyone has life-critical Nexum hardware.’

    ‘Enough do.’

    ‘Which is why I need the full mappings before release.’

    ‘And if you do not get them before Concordance?’

    Tomas did not answer.

    Kellan followed him into the coolant corridor. ‘That silence is a decision.’

    ‘No. It’s the place where the decision will have to go.’

    ‘You already made it.’

    Tomas turned. ‘And you made yours for years. The difference is that I know people are inside the number.’

    ‘Knowing does not protect them.’

    ‘Neither does waiting until Nexum owns the lock permanently.’

    The argument had no safe side. Kellan disliked that more than he disliked Tomas being wrong.

    Tomas led Kellan into a coolant corridor where heat made the air shimmer. The narrow pack on his back struck pipes as he moved.

    ‘Give me the cartridge,’ Kellan said.

    ‘You threatened an unarmed woman.’

    ‘She was armed.’

    ‘With a wrench and a history.’

    ‘History does not make a weapon less effective.’

    ‘No. It explains why she used it.’

    Kellan reached for the pack. Tomas turned and put the pistol cartridge into a flowing coolant drain.

    It vanished beneath black water.

    ‘That was my last authorised load.’

    ‘Nothing about you is authorised now.’

    Kellan took hold of Tomas’s jacket. ‘You do not decide whether I can defend myself.’

    Tomas did not pull away. ‘And you don’t decide which frightened person deserves to die because your reflexes are late.’

    The statement was unfair.

    It was also why Kellan released him.

    The coolant corridor ended at a circular maintenance chamber. A freight ventilation fan occupied the far wall. Its blades were twelve metres across, turning fast enough to erase their own shape. Between them and the next passage lay a service bridge retracted into the wall.

    Tomas opened a control box.

    ‘Bridge is dead,’ he said.

    ‘Then another route.’

    ‘Coil knows the other routes.’

    Kellan examined the fan. A ladder descended to the intake floor. Beyond the blades, a maintenance ledge ran along the opposite wall.

    ‘Shutdown cycle?’

    ‘No civic access. Manual test switch gives us four seconds of brake, then the pressure restart overrides it.’

    ‘Four is enough.’

    ‘With your mesh working.’

    Kellan looked at the fan. His overlay produced three blade positions, all delayed.

    ‘Sequence,’ he said.

    Tomas pointed to paint marks on the hub. ‘There are six blades. The warped one makes a different sound. After it passes the lower marker, I pull the test switch. You cross on my count.’

    ‘You cross first.’

    ‘Then who holds the switch?’

    ‘Lock it.’

    ‘The override releases anything that obstructs the lever.’

    Kellan listened. The blades made a repeating rush, too fast to separate. One carried a faint metal knock.

    ‘You could mistime it,’ he said.

    ‘Yes.’

    ‘Deliberately.’

    Tomas looked at him. ‘Also yes.’

    Tactical light entered the coolant corridor behind them.

    ‘Contact in thirty seconds,’ Kellan said.

    ‘Then decide quickly how much you trust my desire to argue with you later.’

    Kellan holstered the empty pistol and climbed down.

    The intake floor vibrated under each rotation. Wind pulled at his coat. The fan was not an image or a system warning. It was mass moving through space. If Tomas mistimed the brake, it would turn Kellan into an obstruction the override removed.

    ‘Ready,’ Tomas called.

    Kellan placed one foot at the marked edge.

    Knock.

    ‘Three,’ Tomas said.

    The fan began to slow.

    ‘Two.’

    Individual blades emerged from the blur.

    ‘One. Move.’

    Kellan ran.

    His first step landed on the hub platform. The second passed beneath a blade still moving overhead. He ignored the green markers and followed Tomas’s voice.

    ‘Left. Now straight. Duck.’

    The fan stopped.

    Kellan crossed between two blades.

    ‘Three seconds,’ Tomas called.

    The opposite ledge was two metres away.

    Kellan jumped. His foot caught the edge. His hands struck metal, but the reflex mesh did not close them in time.

    He began to fall.

    Tomas released the test switch and jumped through the fan.

    The blades shuddered as pressure returned.

    He landed on the hub, threw the cable loop across the gap and caught Kellan beneath one arm.

    ‘Hold it!’ Kellan shouted.

    ‘Excellent idea.’

    The fan moved.

    Tomas braced both feet against the ledge support and pulled. Kellan caught the cable with his right hand. The bone weave took the strain, but his left lung could not match it. Darkness narrowed his vision.

    A restraint round crossed the chamber and struck the fan blade.

    Coil’s team had reached the control box.

    Tomas hauled. Kellan found the ledge with one elbow, then a knee. They rolled into the opposite passage as the fan accelerated behind them.

    The warped blade hit the cable.

    It snapped like a gunshot.

    Part of the line struck Kellan across the chest.

    He heard the ribs break before the pain regulator interpreted the damage: two sharp internal cracks under the left arm. The bone weave locked around them, attempting to stabilise.

    Then it asked for repair authorisation.

    SERVICE STATUS INVALID.

    STRUCTURAL REPAIR DENIED.

    Pain arrived through the failed support, bright enough to empty his lungs.

    Kellan curled against the passage floor.

    Tomas knelt beside him. ‘Where?’

    ‘Left ribs.’

    ‘Can you breathe?’

    ‘Poorly.’

    ‘That answer has become less useful.’

    The fan prevented Coil’s team crossing, but not for long. Officers were already opening the emergency brake housing.

    Tomas put Kellan’s arm over his shoulder.

    ‘No,’ Kellan said.

    ‘You can walk or I can drag you.’

    ‘You’ll slow us both.’

    ‘Yes.’

    ‘Coil wants you more.’

    ‘Probably.’

    ‘Then go.’

    Tomas stood, lifting him with no grace and no permission. ‘I already did that once.’

    Kellan tried to take his own weight. The fractured weave ground beneath the skin. His synthetic lung pulled against the injury and each shallow breath became a separate task.

    Behind them, the fan stopped.

    Tomas tightened his grip. ‘Now you can complain while moving.’

    Kellan let his brother carry part of him into the dark.

  
    Chapter 10

    Aya Meren’s clinic had no sign, no registered address and no door wide enough for Kellan’s shoulders.

    Tomas brought him through a drainage grille beneath a stopped lift. They crawled along a warm pipe until the space opened into a maintenance room lit by three surgical lamps.

    ‘Put him there,’ a woman said.

    Kellan saw an operating table assembled from a lift-service bench. ‘No.’

    ‘Then bleed standing.’

    ‘Nothing is bleeding.’

    The woman looked at his chest. ‘Inside still counts.’

    Dr Aya Meren was shorter than Kellan expected and old enough to ignore the advantage of his size. Grey threaded her black hair. She wore a clean surgical coat over stained maintenance clothes and held a diagnostic wand whose manufacturer’s mark had been burned away.

    ‘Sit,’ she said.

    Kellan sat.

    Pain arrived whenever his left lung expanded beneath the fractured ribs. The regulator tried to contain it, but economy mode kept changing the respiratory rhythm faster than the suppression map could adjust. Each breath entered as pressure, became a sharp internal line and left as heat along his side.

    Aya placed the wand beneath his arm.

    ‘Two fractures,’ she said. ‘Bone weave?’

    ‘Ribs four and five.’

    ‘Corporate?’

    ‘Yes.’

    ‘Of course.’

    She pressed the wand into the lower fracture. White pain erased the room.

    Kellan caught her wrist.

    Tomas moved beside him.

    Aya did not. ‘Let go or leave.’

    ‘Warn me.’

    ‘Your body warned you. You have software trained not to listen.’

    Kellan released her.

    She scanned again. ‘The weave has locked around both breaks but won’t begin repair. It’s holding the edges in the wrong position.’

    ‘Can you reset it?’

    ‘I can reset bone. Your contract is another disease.’

    The clinic occupied three connected service rooms. One held the improvised theatre. Another had six narrow beds separated by hanging insulation. The third hummed with pumps and sterilisation equipment drawing more power than any ordinary maintenance room should have possessed.

    Two patients watched from the beds. A man with an exposed shoulder interface slept beneath a heating sheet. Beside him, a young woman held a manual breathing bulb for a child whose face Kellan could not see.

    Aya noticed where he was looking. ‘You brought pursuit?’

    ‘Coil is behind us,’ Tomas said.

    ‘How far?’

    ‘The fan crossing will take time.’

    ‘That is not a distance.’

    ‘Ten minutes if they know the brake system. Twenty if they don’t.’

    ‘They know now.’

    Aya gave Tomas the diagnostic wand. ‘Watch the fracture map.’

    ‘I can help,’ Kellan said.

    ‘You can breathe.’

    ‘Currently both require supervision.’

    Aya opened a cabinet and removed a roll of polymer mesh. ‘Payment first.’

    Kellan took out his remaining physical notes. Thirty credits after the upper-tier clinic.

    She did not count them. ‘Not money.’

    ‘Then what?’

    ‘Service.’

    The word put his hand near the empty pistol.

    Aya saw the movement. ‘You only hear ownership when someone else says it?’

    ‘Define the service.’

    ‘A patient needs a procedure. I need steady hands.’

    ‘I am injured.’

    ‘You are trained.’

    ‘How do you know?’

    ‘I know exactly who you are, Operative Oris.’

    Kellan looked at Tomas.

    ‘I didn’t tell her,’ Tomas said.

    Aya cut Kellan’s shirt open along the left side. ‘You closed one of my clinics four years ago.’

    ‘Which one?’

    ‘The fact you have to ask is why I charge service.’

    She wrapped the polymer mesh around his chest, passing it beneath his back. The material tightened when warmed by his skin. Pressure pulled the fractured ribs towards alignment.

    ‘Exhale,’ she said.

    Kellan did.

    Aya tightened again.

    The pain regulator blocked the worst of it. He watched her face rather than the diagnostic map.

    ‘I can suppress pain,’ he said.

    ‘Good. The damage remains.’

    ‘I know.’

    ‘People with expensive regulators often don’t.’

    She placed two rigid strips along the fractures and sealed the wrap over them. It was a physical brace: no powered adjustment, no network connection, nothing for Nexum to approve.

    ‘This keeps the edges from moving,’ Aya said. ‘It does not heal them. Twist and you will break them farther. Fall and you may drive one into the lung.’

    ‘Which lung?’

    ‘Does ownership change your preference?’

    ‘The synthetic unit may resist puncture.’

    ‘The organic one won’t. Avoid both.’

    She moved the wand to his sternum. ‘Now the breath.’

    Kellan’s system rejected the scan.

    UNAUTHORISED MEDICAL DEVICE.

    Aya tried again with a hardline pad against his skin. The lung answered only with its service state.

    RESPIRATORY ECONOMY MODE.

    CALIBRATION VALID: 19:42:11.

    The countdown lost one second.

    ‘What happens at zero?’ Kellan asked.

    Aya looked at Tomas.

    Tomas said, ‘The lung requests a new calibration key.’

    ‘And when it doesn’t receive one?’

    ‘It enters conservation.’

    ‘It already has.’

    ‘This is economy. Conservation keeps the tissue interface perfused and protects the unit.’

    ‘Patient output?’

    Aya answered. ‘Enough for you to lie still.’

    ‘For how long?’

    ‘Depends how well your organic lung accepts double work.’

    ‘Days?’

    ‘Hours before hypoxia under exertion. Longer if you stop moving. Shorter if your ribs compromise ventilation.’

    Kellan read the countdown again. ‘Sorn said support remained active.’

    ‘It does,’ Aya said. ‘For the lung.’

    Tomas had turned away.

    Kellan caught his sleeve. ‘You knew about the keys.’

    ‘I knew Nexum used renewable calibration.’

    ‘You knew mine would expire.’

    ‘Not the interval. Janus contracts were sealed above my access.’

    ‘You wrote the compatibility layer.’

    ‘I taught two systems to speak during surgery. I did not write the contract that made them forget each other every day.’

    Aya pulled Tomas’s arm free of Kellan’s hand. ‘Break another rib and I leave it inside you.’

    ‘Can you renew the key?’ Kellan asked her.

    ‘No.’

    ‘Can he?’

    ‘Temporarily.’

    Tomas opened his pack and removed a palm-sized service bridge. Copper leads ran from it to an unmarked local processor.

    ‘Nullware,’ Kellan said.

    ‘A maintenance fork,’ Tomas replied. ‘It can copy your current calibration into a locally held key.’

    ‘Transfer ownership.’

    ‘For the respiratory system only.’

    ‘Safe?’

    Tomas did not insult him with certainty. ‘Safer than letting the key expire. Not safe.’

    Aya drew the surgical curtain around the bench. ‘Risk one: the lung rejects the local key and drops to conservation immediately. Risk two: the immune regulator reads the root change as foreign-device activity and increases rejection response. Risk three: Janus opens the memory bridge again.’

    ‘And doing nothing?’

    ‘You become unable to run before the people with guns arrive.’

    Kellan looked at the service bridge. ‘How long would the local key last?’

    ‘Forty-eight hours if the copy is clean,’ Tomas said. ‘Less if Nexum pushes a revocation through a nearby relay.’

    ‘You said the root was mine after transfer.’

    ‘The calibration still describes Nexum hardware. Independence does not make the lung stop needing correct timing.’

    ‘So I own the failure.’

    ‘You own the decision about what to do with it.’

    ‘That sounds better in your speeches.’

    ‘Most things do.’

    A monitor alarm sounded behind the curtain.

    Aya left them.

    The child in the next room had stopped breathing.

    The young woman squeezed the manual bulb, but its valve had locked. Aya tore the line free and pressed her mouth to the emergency port.

    ‘Tomas, pressure kit.’

    He crossed to the equipment wall.

    Kellan stood. The brace held the ribs but could not stop the pain of movement.

    ‘Stay there,’ Aya said.

    The child’s chest remained still.

    Kellan saw the equipment before Tomas did: an older pulmonary assist with a service hatch beneath the bed. Its pressure alarm flashed a valve mismatch. He had recovered the same model twice.

    ‘The outlet gate is closed,’ he said.

    Aya continued manual ventilation. ‘How do you know?’

    ‘The inlet pressure would be higher if the pump had failed.’

    Tomas reached for the control screen.

    ‘Not there,’ Kellan said. ‘Mechanical release under the casing.’

    He crossed the room and knelt. The rib brace bit into his side. He opened the service hatch with the restraint blade and found the release lever sealed by a corporate tamper strip.

    ‘If I break this, the unit reports interference.’

    Aya gave him a look that made the statement absurd.

    Kellan cut the strip.

    The lever would not move. Dried medication had hardened around its hinge.

    ‘Tool,’ he said.

    Tomas placed a clamp in his hand.

    Kellan braced one wrist against the bed and pulled. His delayed reflex mesh added force after the lever moved. Metal snapped forward, striking his fingers.

    The outlet gate opened.

    Air rushed through the line. The child’s chest rose beneath Aya’s hands.

    ‘Again,’ Aya said.

    The young woman resumed the bulb. This time the valve cycled.

    The child coughed.

    Kellan remained on one knee while the room steadied around him.

    Aya checked the child’s pulse, adjusted the pressure and replaced the breathing mask. Only when the monitor settled did she look at Kellan’s hand.

    Two fingers had already begun to swell.

    ‘Steady hands,’ she said.

    ‘The lever moved.’

    ‘After you broke the limiter.’

    ‘The limiter blocked care.’

    ‘That has never stopped you taking one.’

    Kellan stood carefully. ‘Which clinic?’

    Aya removed her gloves. ‘Sable Row Mobility, Tier 16.’

    The name restored the file Sera’s face had started to open. Seven subjects. Three recovered systems. One patient with a spinal support scheduled for transfer to a public manual brace.

    ‘The spinal system was contaminated,’ he said.

    ‘The system was old.’

    ‘Its owner had replaced a power cell with an uncertified unit.’

    ‘His name was Penn Arat.’

    Kellan saw a man on a procedure table, awake because the clinic’s anaesthetic carried an expired authentication tag. Kellan had held the man’s legs still while a recovery surgeon disabled the spinal support.

    ‘A biological substitute was ordered,’ Kellan said.

    ‘It arrived eleven hours later.’

    ‘The file recorded full motor response.’

    ‘The file recorded his toes moving. It did not record that nothing above them obeyed.’

    ‘He was paralysed?’

    ‘He is paralysed.’

    The present tense did not accuse him more loudly. It did not need to.

    ‘I followed the surgical plan,’ Kellan said.

    Aya washed her hands in a shallow basin. ‘You keep saying that as if plans cannot hurt people.’

    ‘The unit belonged to Nexum.’

    ‘And the spine?’

    ‘To him.’

    ‘Did it understand the distinction when the support came out?’

    Kellan looked towards the child. Breathing now. The tamper alarm on the assist unit had begun a silent countdown to report.

    ‘What do you want me to say?’ he asked.

    ‘Nothing. I want you to help.’

    Aya led him to the sleeping man with the exposed shoulder interface. ‘This is Penn.’

    Kellan stopped.

    Four years had narrowed Penn’s face. His legs lay beneath the heating sheet without muscle. The shoulder interface belonged to a mechanical support frame that could lift his torso and transfer him to a chair.

    ‘The frame loses signal every six minutes,’ Aya said. ‘A recovery officer damaged the lower bus when he removed the spinal unit.’

    ‘I didn’t operate.’

    ‘You held him.’

    Penn opened his eyes.

    Recognition came slowly, then completely.

    ‘Oris,’ he said.

    Kellan could have denied the memory. The record would support him. It listed the surgical damage as pre-existing contamination and his role as perimeter control.

    ‘Yes.’

    Penn looked at Aya. ‘You charge him?’

    ‘Service.’

    ‘Make it slow.’

    Aya handed Kellan a magnifying lens and a set of micro-clamps. ‘The bus has twelve contacts. Four are intermittent. Bridge them without waking the corporate handshake.’

    ‘My sight is degraded.’

    ‘Use your right eye.’

    ‘My hands are injured.’

    ‘Use them carefully.’

    Kellan sat beside Penn.

    The work was not unlike disarming a recovery target’s improvised lock. The contacts were smaller and the consequences more immediate. Each time the shoulder frame lost signal, Penn’s upper body dropped a few millimetres and pain crossed his face.

    ‘Tell me before you test,’ Penn said.

    Kellan placed the first bridge. ‘Testing.’

    The frame lifted.

    Penn’s face tightened. ‘Again.’

    Kellan adjusted the contact. ‘Testing.’

    For twenty minutes, the clinic narrowed to copper points and spoken warnings. Kellan’s left eye contributed only glare. His swollen fingers resisted precision. He slowed until the reflex latency no longer mattered.

    At the fourth bridge, the frame held.

    Penn raised his own torso five centimetres from the bed and lowered it.

    ‘Again,’ he said.

    It held a second time.

    Kellan removed the lens. ‘The repair is temporary. The bus should be replaced.’

    ‘I know what temporary means.’

    ‘I can document the damage.’

    Penn laughed softly. ‘With what identity?’

    Kellan had no answer.

    ‘You did competent work,’ Aya said. ‘That is not absolution.’

    ‘I did not ask for it.’

    ‘Good. It is unavailable.’

    The bell at the hidden hatch rang once.

    Everyone in the clinic became still.

    Tomas crossed to the wall and placed two fingers against the cable. ‘Not my sensor. Someone at the lift exchange.’

    A second ring followed, then two close together.

    Aya began closing cabinets. ‘Search moving south. Penn, we relocate.’

    ‘Again?’ Penn asked.

    ‘You enjoy the scenery.’

    The clinic changed without discussion. The young woman lifted Lio and the breathing bulb. Tomas packed the local processor. Aya disconnected two pumps from the wall and passed their manual backups to the patients.

    Kellan looked at the operating bench. ‘You cannot move this equipment through the drainage grille.’

    ‘We don’t,’ Aya said. ‘We hide what we can’t carry and hope your colleagues are too frightened of contamination to open the right wall.’

    Kellan examined the room. Search procedure would start with heat, power and air exchange. The steriliser was cooling. The battery bank was not.

    ‘They will find the batteries in under a minute.’

    ‘Useful,’ Aya said. ‘Tell me something that keeps them hidden.’

    He traced the clinic’s improvised wiring to an old lift controller. ‘Move the load to the shaft brake.’

    Tomas understood first. ‘The current draw will look mechanical.’

    ‘Until they inspect it.’

    ‘How long?’ Aya asked.

    ‘Six minutes if they follow procedure. Less if Coil ignores it.’

    Aya handed Kellan a cable. ‘Buy me six.’

    He opened the lift controller. The terminals were corroded and too close together for his swollen fingers. Penn watched from the bed as Kellan separated the power feeds and bridged the clinic bank into the brake circuit.

    ‘You hid other things this way?’ Penn asked.

    ‘We found them this way.’

    ‘Comforting.’

    Kellan tightened the last clamp. The clinic lamps dimmed, then returned. On a civic scan, the power signature would now resemble a lift holding position between floors.

    Aya put one pump into Tomas’s pack and the other beneath Penn’s frame. ‘We leave the child’s assist.’

    ‘It will be recovered,’ Kellan said.

    ‘Then break it in a useful way.’

    He opened the pulmonary assist again. The tamper alert had thirty-eight seconds remaining. Recovery teams would follow the report directly to the clinic.

    Kellan removed the civic transmitter, crushed its antenna beneath the service lever and rewired the alert into the lift controller. When the countdown expired, it would report from the stopped carriage three levels above.

    ‘You have done that before,’ Aya said.

    ‘To locate interference.’

    ‘Today?’

    ‘To mislocate it.’

    The alert reached zero.

    Somewhere overhead, a lift alarm began to sound.

    The hidden cable rang three times. Search diverted.

    Penn’s support frame raised him from the bed. ‘Competent again.’

    Kellan closed the assist casing. ‘Still not absolution.’

    ‘You learn slowly.’

    Aya pointed towards the operating bench. ‘We cannot move until his respiratory key is stable. Everyone else goes to the lower route. If we fail, do not come back for us.’

    Nobody promised. They simply moved.

    Tomas had prepared the service bridge beside the operating bench. A physical confirmation switch sat at its centre.

    ‘Decision,’ he said.

    Kellan looked at the respiratory countdown.

    CALIBRATION VALID: 18:51:03.

    Coil would reach the clinic before it expired. That made the choice seem simple, which made him distrust it.

    ‘If I accept the local key,’ Kellan said, ‘can Nexum take the lung back remotely?’

    ‘Not while you remain outside a privileged relay,’ Tomas said. ‘They can poison future service data. They can deny parts. They can make legal ownership claims. They cannot command the root without physical access or your confirmation.’

    ‘Can you?’

    ‘Only while this bridge is connected.’

    ‘Afterwards?’

    ‘No.’

    ‘Prove it.’

    Tomas opened the bridge casing and handed it to him. ‘The personal key is generated inside your Janus partition. The bridge never sees the complete value.’

    Kellan examined the processor. He understood enough to see an isolated generation path and not enough to know whether another existed.

    Aya said, ‘You can refuse.’

    ‘And suffocate later.’

    ‘Yes.’

    ‘That is not a choice.’

    ‘It is a bad choice. Those still belong to you.’

    Kellan lay on the bench.

    Tomas attached the copper leads to his chest and neck. ‘I need spoken consent and the physical switch.’

    ‘Why spoken?’

    ‘Because a thought confirmation can be generated by a compromised interface.’

    ‘A voice can be coerced.’

    ‘Yes.’

    ‘So can a hand.’

    ‘Yes.’

    ‘Your system is not perfect.’

    ‘No.’

    Kellan placed his palm over the switch.

    ‘State the system,’ Tomas said.

    ‘Nexum synthetic respiratory unit, Janus transitional architecture.’

    ‘State the change.’

    ‘Temporary transfer from Nexum root to a local personal key.’

    ‘State the known risks.’

    Kellan looked at Aya.

    She said, ‘Immediate respiratory conservation, immune cascade, memory-partition activation, calibration failure within forty-eight hours.’

    He repeated them.

    ‘Do you consent?’ Tomas asked.

    ‘Yes.’

    Kellan pressed the switch.

    The bridge entered through his service port.

    His synthetic lung stopped.

    For two seconds, the left side of his chest became weight. The organic lung pulled against the brace and fractures. Panic filled him before thought.

    The memory partition opened a white line across his vision.

    Sorn’s green office appeared. A data wafer in his bloody hand. Someone behind him.

    Then the lung restarted under a different rhythm.

    The white line vanished.

    Air entered fully.

    Pain entered with it.

    His regulator no longer received authority to smooth signals from the lung interface. Each movement of the synthetic chamber pressed against the fractures in exact detail.

    Kellan cried out.

    Aya held his shoulders. ‘Breathe through it.’

    ‘Turn the suppression up.’

    ‘The local key separated respiratory calibration from corporate pain management. Your node no longer recognises the lung as an authorised source.’

    ‘Then reconnect it.’

    ‘That reconnects Nexum.’

    The next breath came. And the next.

    Kellan counted them until pain became measurable rather than infinite.

    Tomas watched the bridge. ‘Local root stable. Immune response elevated but inside tolerance.’

    ‘How long?’ Kellan asked.

    ‘Forty-seven hours, eleven minutes at current drift.’

    ‘You said forty-eight.’

    ‘I admire your priorities.’

    Aya removed the leads. ‘My equipment in Lowwater can stage a better calibration and brace the immune response. Not here.’

    ‘Then we go to Lowwater,’ Tomas said.

    ‘Not by your usual route. Coil will own it by now.’

    Kellan swung his legs off the bench. Full respiratory output made movement possible and pain immediate. The brace resisted every turn.

    ‘There is a south maintenance train,’ he said. ‘Contract Integrity used it to enter Lowwater clinics from the Halo side.’

    Aya stopped packing. ‘Used it when?’

    ‘Two years ago.’

    ‘What did you recover?’

    ‘Cardiac controllers.’

    ‘From whom?’

    ‘A reseller.’

    ‘Patients were connected to those controllers.’

    Kellan remembered a platform lit by red emergency lamps. People lying in rows while officers disconnected hardware one unit at a time. The warrant had classified them as evidence recipients rather than patients because the clinic lacked a licence.

    ‘Yes,’ he said.

    Aya pushed a sealed instrument pack into the case. ‘The maintenance train was welded shut after your raid.’

    ‘Then the weld may be the reason Coil ignores it.’

    ‘Do you know how to open it?’ Tomas asked.

    ‘No.’

    ‘A promising plan.’

    ‘It is a controlled exit.’

    Aya looked from one brother to the other. ‘The city sealed it because the lower tunnel flooded. Your controlled exit ends under twelve metres of water.’

    ‘The overflow descent?’ Kellan asked.

    ‘Ends under less.’

    ‘How much less?’

    ‘Depends on the pumps.’

    Kellan glanced at the child. The manual bulb required dry hands and a steady route. A flooded maintenance train was not a route.

    ‘Overflow,’ he said.

    ‘Look at that,’ Tomas said. ‘Trust.’

    ‘Comparative risk.’

    ‘It can be both.’

    Kellan stood. The local key displayed a new control panel in his vision. For the first time, respiratory output offered settings without a Nexum service mark: rest, exertion, manual. He selected exertion.

    The lung accelerated.

    Pain drove him back against the bench.

    Aya cancelled the setting using the hardline bridge still attached to his chest.

    Kellan looked at her hand. ‘You said the key was mine.’

    ‘It is. You connected to my equipment and nearly put a rib through it.’

    ‘You overrode me.’

    ‘I interrupted a procedure before removing the lead.’ Aya disconnected the cable and placed it in his hand. ‘Now I cannot. Try again if you want to learn the difference between authority and judgement by puncturing yourself.’

    The control remained open. Kellan selected a level halfway between rest and exertion. The lung increased gently enough for the brace to hold.

    No approval request appeared.

    ‘How does it feel?’ Tomas asked.

    ‘Painful.’

    ‘The control.’

    Kellan reduced the output by one degree and felt the mechanical rhythm obey.

    ‘Unverified,’ he said.

    ‘You could say strange.’

    ‘Strange.’

    Tomas smiled, then hid it by closing the bridge case.

    A vibration travelled through the clinic wall.

    Dust fell from the ceiling.

    Aya checked a mechanical pressure dial. ‘Sector seals. They’re closing the Veins above us.’

    She packed tools into a waterproof case, then woke Penn and the other patients.

    ‘You’re moving everyone?’ Kellan asked.

    ‘I’m not leaving a clinic behind for Contract Integrity.’

    ‘They will follow the group.’

    ‘Then you will pay the rest of your fee.’

    ‘How?’

    Aya handed him the child’s manual breathing bulb. ‘Carry what you helped keep alive.’

    Kellan took it.

    The child’s mask connected to the bulb by a clear tube. Every squeeze filled small lungs. Every release allowed them to empty. No software adjusted the timing. No company authenticated the breath.

    Aya opened a floor hatch beneath the operating bench. Cold wet air rose from below.

    ‘This reaches an overflow descent,’ she said. ‘It opens into Lowwater if the pumps are running.’

    ‘And if they are not?’ Kellan asked.

    ‘Then Lowwater reaches us.’

    Tomas shouldered Penn’s support frame. Aya went first with the equipment case.

    Kellan followed, carrying the child and counting each painful, borrowed breath.

  
    Chapter 11

    The public announcement reached the Veins as a change in the water.

    Kellan felt the overflow channel rise around his boots while a corporate voice sounded through every pipe capable of carrying vibration.

    ‘Morrow has always depended on connection.’

    Aya stopped beneath the floor hatch and looked up.

    The voice was not coming from a speaker. Civic maintenance relays had set pump housings, lift rails and ventilation panels humming at the same frequency. The city itself spoke through metal.

    ‘Connection keeps hearts beating, restores sight and allows sixty million lives to move together safely.’

    Kellan climbed down behind Penn. Tomas lowered the support frame on a rope. The child lay against Kellan’s right shoulder, breathing each time he squeezed the manual bulb.

    The channel was shoulder-wide and cold. Water flowed below the knee, carrying oil and disinfectant from levels above. Aya led them away from the clinic without a light.

    ‘In response to the emerging Nullware threat,’ the voice continued, ‘Nexum Human Systems will accelerate deployment of Concordance, a unified security and compatibility update for all registered civic augmentations.’

    Tomas swore.

    ‘How accelerated?’ Kellan asked.

    The answer came from the wall.

    ‘Citywide deployment will begin in eight days.’

    The date appeared in Kellan’s degraded retinal display. His system recognised the announcement despite his identity status and pinned a countdown beneath it.

    07 DAYS 23 HOURS 59 MINUTES.

    ‘It was three weeks,’ Tomas said.

    ‘Your release changed the schedule,’ Kellan replied.

    ‘My test changed the excuse.’

    ‘Does the distinction matter?’

    ‘It matters if they were ready before there was a threat.’

    Aya raised a hand. Everyone stopped.

    Ahead, white light moved across the junction.

    Coil’s team had not taken twenty minutes.

    Kellan passed the child to the young woman and moved forward beside Aya. The brace compressed his ribs. His new respiratory controls sat open at the edge of his vision, unlabelled by any authority except the local key. He increased the output slightly.

    Pain sharpened. Air arrived.

    ‘How many?’ Aya whispered.

    Kellan listened. Water distorted the boots, but he counted four distinct impacts and one heavier stride.

    ‘Five. Coil may be one.’

    ‘Other route?’

    Aya pointed to a round overflow pipe entering the main channel above shoulder height. A rusted grille covered it.

    ‘Penn cannot climb,’ Tomas said.

    Penn’s support frame hummed once, then lost signal. Kellan’s temporary bridges recovered it before his body dropped.

    ‘We lift him,’ Kellan said.

    ‘In that pipe?’ the young woman asked. ‘With Lio?’

    The child’s name made the load more precise.

    ‘I’ll hold the pursuit,’ Tomas said.

    ‘With what?’ Kellan asked.

    Tomas opened his pack. Inside were relay keys, copper leads and a service pad. ‘The overflow sensor can report rising methane.’

    ‘That will seal both routes.’

    ‘After we clear.’

    ‘The team wears environmental armour.’

    ‘The system will still close the fire shutters.’

    ‘And if there are workers upstream?’

    Tomas looked towards the dark channel. ‘There shouldn’t be.’

    ‘Shouldn’t is not clear.’

    Coil’s light grew brighter.

    Aya put her hands on the grille. ‘Argue while lifting.’

    Kellan cut the corroded bolts with his restraint blade. Tomas and the young woman raised Penn between them. Aya climbed into the pipe and pulled from above.

    The public voice remained calm.

    ‘Concordance will protect residents from unverified root transfers, hostile sensory alteration and lethal medical interruption.’

    The words travelled over the sound of people dragging a paralysed man through a drainage pipe because an authorised medical system had classified them as hostile.

    Kellan lifted from below. The fractured ribs shifted beneath the brace. His local lung increased output when he asked, indifferent to whether the request was wise.

    Penn reached the pipe.

    The young woman passed Lio up next. Kellan climbed last.

    Tomas remained in the channel with the service pad connected to the overflow sensor.

    ‘Leave it,’ Kellan said.

    ‘Ten seconds.’

    ‘You do not know who else is connected.’

    ‘I’m checking.’

    Coil entered the junction.

    His carbine light found Tomas.

    Kellan dropped from the pipe.

    He struck Coil at the shoulder as the weapon discharged. The shot entered the overflow pipe and spread a restraint mesh against its curved wall. Aya pulled Lio clear. Penn’s support frame locked beneath the contracting fibres.

    Tomas tore the service pad free and struck Coil across the visor.

    Coil drove an armoured elbow into his chest. Tomas went down in the water.

    Kellan drew the empty pistol and hit Coil behind the ear with its grip. Coil turned. His armour absorbed the blow. His hand closed around Kellan’s throat and pushed him against the channel wall.

    ‘Return order remains active,’ Coil said.

    ‘For which one of us?’

    ‘Both.’

    ‘Alive?’

    ‘If you make it practical.’

    Kellan put the pistol against the seal beneath Coil’s arm and fired the chambered mechanical round he had forgotten remained after removing the cartridge.

    The shot entered the armour joint.

    Coil released him. Not wounded badly. Surprised.

    Tomas swept his legs with the service pad. Kellan caught the carbine and forced it into the water.

    Current flashed blue across the channel. Coil’s armour grounded it, but his tactical display went dark.

    The other officers reached the junction.

    Kellan took Tomas by the collar and threw him towards the overflow pipe. ‘Up.’

    Tomas climbed.

    Kellan followed as restraint rounds struck the grille. The pipe narrowed, forcing him onto one side. Every movement pressed the rib fractures against the brace.

    Behind them, Coil shouted for the team to hold fire.

    ‘Why?’ Tomas asked.

    ‘Water carries the discharge,’ Kellan said. ‘They’ll stop their own hearts if enough charge reaches the armour.’

    ‘Good system.’

    ‘It assumes officers do not fire into flood channels.’

    ‘Excellent system.’

    The overflow pipe descended. Soon the group had to crawl with water running beneath their hands. Penn’s support frame scraped along the roof. Lio’s manual bulb made a soft, regular sigh ahead.

    ‘Where does this open?’ Kellan asked Aya.

    ‘Storm gallery at Tier 4.’

    ‘Ordinary descent from there?’

    ‘Pump lift.’

    ‘Coil will close it.’

    ‘He already has.’

    Her confidence in the bad news was almost reassuring.

    Tomas touched Kellan’s ankle. ‘Stop.’

    They had reached a dry pocket where the pipe rose above the waterline. Aya and the patients continued far enough to give them space.

    Tomas opened the waterproof liner of his pack and removed a thin black reader.

    ‘What are you doing?’ Kellan asked.

    ‘Showing you why eight days matters.’

    ‘We are being pursued.’

    ‘That will still be true in five minutes.’

    The public announcement continued faintly through the pipe. ‘Residents need take no action. Existing service agreements will remain unchanged.’

    Tomas connected the checksum wafer Kellan had carried from Harrow.

    ‘You kept it,’ he said.

    ‘Evidence.’

    ‘Of course.’

    The reader projected plain text against the pipe wall. Deployment schedules. Architecture groups. Key rotation sequences. The material carried Nexum internal signatures matching the errors in the checksum.

    ‘This is not the public package,’ Kellan said.

    ‘No.’

    ‘Where did you get it?’

    ‘Before I left. Concordance clinical deployment archive.’

    ‘You said you lacked full architecture maps.’

    ‘Clinical deployment shows what Concordance does. It does not contain the device-level transfer mappings Nullware needs.’

    Tomas opened a timeline. In eight days, Nexum would replace the active root keys across registered systems. Old keys would remain valid for emergency fallback during a four-hour migration window, then be destroyed.

    ‘After rotation,’ Tomas said, ‘Nullware’s stolen credentials become useless.’

    ‘You can steal new ones.’

    ‘Concordance keys are generated inside the Halo hardware. No archive copy, no developer access. To migrate after deployment, every person would need a physical clinical intervention or Nexum’s permission.’

    ‘So your deadline is not death.’

    ‘It is the end of scalable exit.’

    Kellan studied the key sequence. ‘Why does a security update require access to the endocrine node?’

    Tomas opened another layer.

    Before the parameters appeared, the reader displayed an internal risk brief. Three incidents were listed under the need for unified control.

    In Linna City, a common pacemaker exploit had killed six hundred people before operators isolated the network. In North Cascadia, counterfeit ocular firmware had blinded public-transport drivers during rush hour. Morrow’s own model projected that a coordinated attack on respiratory and cardiac controllers could kill more than two million people in twenty minutes.

    Kellan read the casualty ranges. The models included uncertainty bands and system limitations. They did not look invented.

    ‘Sorn has this,’ he said.

    ‘She commissioned it.’

    ‘Then the threat is credible.’

    ‘Yes.’

    Tomas’s agreement irritated him. ‘You built Nullware knowing a fragmented root could widen the same attack surface.’

    ‘Personal ownership is not the same as unsecured ownership. Local keys can still accept signed safety updates.’

    ‘Or reject them.’

    ‘That is part of ownership.’

    ‘A person rejecting an update can carry an exploit into shared infrastructure.’

    ‘Then isolate the interface, not the person.’

    ‘At city scale?’

    ‘Yes.’

    ‘With maps you do not possess.’

    Tomas looked at the projection. ‘No. Not yet.’

    The honest gap sat between them. Concordance could prevent real attacks. It could also turn prevention into permanent access. Nullware could end that access. It could also leave systems exposed or kill their users during transfer.

    Sorn had built a prison around a genuine fire.

    The first parameter was labelled panic-limiting response. Its description authorised Concordance to reduce adrenal output when system telemetry classified behaviour as medically destabilising.

    ‘Emergency regulation,’ Kellan said.

    ‘Keep reading.’

    Aggression modulation. Attention anchoring. Pain-threshold enforcement. Emotional-intensity smoothing. Each appeared beneath clinical language, with ranges defined as temporary and reversible.

    ‘These are treatment functions,’ Kellan said.

    ‘Available continuously.’

    ‘A function is not an application.’

    Tomas opened the labour-continuity profile.

    It defined acceptable stress and aggression levels during strikes affecting essential civic infrastructure. Another profile addressed public-order events. A third classified refusal of medical instructions as cognitive instability and authorised escalating pain signals to restore compliance.

    Kellan read the last line twice.

    ‘This can be fabricated.’

    ‘Run the checksum.’

    He did. The shared obsolete calls matched. So did the misspelt variable and a compiler timestamp from a Nexum Crown system.

    ‘Signatures can be stolen,’ Kellan said.

    ‘You asked for proof. Now you’re listing the ways proof can fail.’

    ‘That is how evidence works.’

    ‘No. That is how delay works.’

    Kellan enlarged the pain parameters. The authorised range did not include fatal levels. It did not need to. Pain low enough to avoid permanent damage could still break a decision.

    He remembered Sorn describing Concordance as a common security layer. The statement had been true. Security simply extended into the part of a person making choices.

    ‘Can it command movement?’ he asked.

    ‘Not directly. It can slow reflexes, narrow attention, increase pain, lower aggression, damp panic or generate it. It can make one decision easier to tolerate than another.’

    ‘It cannot puppet sixty million people.’

    ‘No. It can make resistance exhausting one body at a time.’

    Tomas opened a demonstration profile. It had been recorded during a controlled simulation involving volunteer Nexum staff. A worker received an escalating pain signal when he crossed a virtual strike boundary. Another had her attention redirected towards safety instructions whenever she tried to read protest material. A third remained physically capable of shouting but reported no urgency to do so after emotional smoothing.

    The volunteers had signed research consent.

    The deployment package extended the same functions to every compatible system under the standing medical clause.

    ‘They consented to updates,’ Kellan said.

    ‘Not to this meaning.’

    ‘The contract permits emergency intervention.’

    ‘An emergency that lasts as long as the provider wants obedience.’

    Kellan thought of the grey refusal option in the diagnostic suite. Choice displayed after the consequence had already been assigned.

    Kellan’s lung moved beneath the brace. He had local control for forty-seven hours because he had spoken, pressed a switch and accepted pain. Nexum had put the same lung into economy mode without asking and described it as safety.

    ‘Why accelerate?’ he asked.

    ‘Because my stolen keys still work. Because public fear makes permanent access look like care.’

    ‘Nullware is dangerous.’

    ‘Yes.’

    ‘The announcement is not inventing the threat.’

    ‘It is inventing an epidemic. One patient seized during a test. They will report thousands of attempted attacks by counting every compatibility query my tools made.’

    The voice in the pipe said, ‘Nexum has identified 4,811 attempted Nullware intrusions in the past forty-eight hours.’

    Tomas looked at him.

    ‘Queries,’ Kellan said.

    ‘Mostly public documentation checks.’

    ‘Mostly?’

    ‘Some test handshakes.’

    ‘Authorised by the people receiving them?’

    ‘Yes.’

    ‘Medically supervised?’

    ‘Not all.’

    ‘Then the number is false and the risk is not.’

    Kellan took the reader before Tomas could put it away.

    ‘Show me the deployment gates.’

    ‘We need to move.’

    ‘You needed me to see this. Let me see it.’

    Tomas reopened the clinical archive.

    Concordance divided the city into architecture groups. Newer devices would receive the full package through Halo relays. Older systems would receive compatibility wrappers. Life-critical implants were marked for staged activation, with an automatic rollback if telemetry moved outside expected ranges.

    ‘There,’ Tomas said. ‘That is the part Sorn will defend.’

    ‘Because it is defensible.’

    ‘At first.’

    Kellan opened the rollback authority. Individual devices could reverse an unsafe update for twelve hours. After that, only Nexum’s central clinical system could authorise a rollback.

    ‘Why twelve?’ he asked.

    ‘Long enough to claim patient protection. Short enough that no local clinic can preserve an independent version.’

    ‘Or long enough to detect acute faults while preventing permanent fragmentation.’

    ‘Both can be true.’

    Kellan followed the chain farther. A cardiac controller that rejected Concordance would remain on its old root. It would also lose certification to communicate with emergency vehicles, hospital doors and public defibrillators. A retinal system could refuse the behavioural package and keep vision, but civic navigation would classify its output as untrusted and remove route guidance.

    ‘Refusal leaves the device working,’ Kellan said.

    ‘Alone,’ Tomas replied.

    ‘Shared systems require common trust.’

    ‘Common trust is not the same as one owner.’

    ‘At this scale it may be.’

    ‘That sentence has built most of the city we’re crawling underneath.’

    Kellan opened the emergency exceptions. Police, recovery and corporate clinical staff were exempt from the first behavioural limits. Their pain thresholds and aggression response would remain locally adjustable for operational need.

    ‘They know the functions impair judgement,’ he said.

    ‘They call it preserving authorised judgement.’

    ‘Who else is exempt?’

    The list was short: Nexum executive protection, Halo engineering, selected government continuity staff and anyone granted a temporary corporate waiver.

    Not surgeons. Not pump crews. Not transport workers. Not patients.

    ‘Sorn would say responders need full capacity during a crisis,’ Kellan said.

    ‘And everyone else needs to be easier to respond to.’

    The public voice in the pipe began repeating guidance for residents with unauthorised firmware. They were told to report to certified clinics for free safety assessment. The nearest certified clinics were above Tier 12.

    Kellan pictured the routes there filling with people whose limbs, lungs or eyes might be classified as evidence. Even a genuine examination would become a sorting mechanism.

    ‘How would Nullware handle the common-security layer?’ he asked.

    Tomas leaned against the pipe wall. ‘Each personal root signs its own state. Shared infrastructure checks for safe behaviour at the connection boundary.’

    ‘That requires every boundary system to understand every architecture.’

    ‘It requires published interface rules.’

    ‘Which Nexum does not publish.’

    ‘Which is why I need the mirror.’

    ‘And until you have it?’

    ‘I can transfer newer systems and isolate older ones.’

    ‘Isolate means what?’

    ‘Manual modes. No civic connection.’

    Kellan thought of Tomas’s foot, functional but numb. ‘Survival with missing sensation.’

    ‘Sometimes.’

    ‘A heart cannot use manual mode.’

    ‘No.’

    ‘A lung cannot wait for published standards.’

    ‘No.’

    ‘Then your scalable exit excludes the people least able to remain behind.’

    Tomas held his gaze. ‘Until I have the maps, yes.’

    There it was again: the gap left open instead of covered with a promise.

    Kellan returned the reader.

    Tomas switched off the reader. ‘That is what I keep trying to tell you. Their lie does not make me safe. My risk does not make them honest.’

    Water rose into the dry pocket.

    Sector seals were changing flow behind them.

    Aya called from the passage. ‘If the debate has solved ownership, bring the result before we drown.’

    Tomas repacked the reader.

    Kellan remained still.

    Eight days. After that, Nexum would own a continuous route into pain, attention and emotional response. Nullware might offer a way out before then, but Tomas could not promise the exit would keep everyone alive.

    He had approached every previous decision by identifying the authorised objective. Recover the asset. Contain the threat. Follow the medical plan. The objective narrowed the world until harm outside it became administrative detail.

    ‘We stop the deployment,’ Kellan said.

    Tomas looked at him carefully. ‘And release Nullware.’

    ‘I did not say that.’

    ‘Without a release, Nexum delays and starts again.’

    ‘Without safe mappings, your release kills people.’

    ‘Then what are you proposing?’

    ‘First, stop Concordance. Second, obtain the mappings. Third, prevent you from treating uncertainty as consent.’

    Tomas laughed without amusement. ‘There he is.’

    ‘Who?’

    ‘The man who thinks a plan becomes moral when he numbers it.’

    ‘Do you have a better one?’

    ‘Not yet.’

    ‘Then move.’

    They crawled after Aya.

    The pipe dropped towards the storm gallery. Noise grew below: water falling through open levels, pumps cycling out of sequence, city announcements repeating from metal surfaces.

    At the pipe mouth, Aya had rigged a rope around a structural beam. The gallery floor lay ten metres down beneath a curtain of runoff.

    Penn’s frame could not descend the rope.

    ‘Pump lift is across the gallery,’ Aya said. ‘We use the service cradle.’

    Kellan looked through the water. A narrow cradle hung on a vertical track beside the pipe mouth. Its control reader showed a red identity seal.

    ‘Coil closed it,’ Tomas said.

    ‘I can open it,’ Kellan replied.

    ‘Your badge is dead.’

    ‘Recovery procedure requires an analogue evacuation release on any lift used to transport restrained subjects.’

    He reached behind the control housing. The release cover was secured by two bolts. Aya passed him a spanner.

    Kellan opened it. Inside, a yellow lever sat behind a wire seal.

    ‘You people hide useful things behind crimes,’ Aya said.

    ‘We called it chain-of-custody protection.’

    ‘A prettier crime.’

    He broke the seal.

    The cradle rose. They loaded Penn, Lio, the young woman and Aya’s equipment first. The platform was rated for four people. Tomas stepped aboard as the fifth.

    An overload alarm sounded.

    ‘Off,’ Kellan said.

    ‘You’re injured,’ Tomas replied.

    ‘I can descend the rope.’

    ‘With those ribs?’

    ‘Yes.’

    ‘That is not the same as safely.’

    ‘No.’

    The emergency door at the far end of the gallery opened.

    Nia entered with two officers.

    Her weapon found Kellan through the falling water.

    ‘Go,’ he told Aya.

    Aya pulled the cradle lever. The platform descended.

    Tomas remained beside Kellan.

    ‘I said go.’

    ‘I continue not to work for you.’

    Nia advanced along the gallery. Coil was not with her. The officers spread wide, leaving the route to the cradle visible.

    ‘Kellan,’ she called. ‘Step away from the edge.’

    ‘Medical evacuation in progress.’

    ‘You are not medical staff.’

    ‘The distinction keeps getting people hurt.’

    One officer reached the cradle control and attempted to stop it. The analogue release ignored his civic command.

    Nia saw the broken seal. ‘Of course.’

    Tomas opened his pack.

    ‘Hands clear,’ she said.

    He raised them.

    The cradle reached the lower gallery.

    Aya unloaded Penn. Kellan heard the frame’s motor start below.

    ‘Now,’ he told Tomas.

    They clipped onto the rope.

    Nia fired.

    Her restraint round struck the beam above them. The mesh wrapped the rope anchor and began to contract.

    Kellan saw what she had done. The mesh blocked the officers’ line and reinforced the anchor at the same time.

    Environmental interference.

    He descended.

    The brace ground against the rope. Halfway down, a sector alarm began.

    STORM OVERFLOW EVENT.

    PUMP CAPACITY REALLOCATION.

    The gallery shook.

    ‘What does that mean?’ Tomas asked above him.

    Aya answered from below. ‘The seawall pumps are changing service.’

    Water surged through the upper pipe.

    It struck Kellan across the back and tore his feet from the wall. He swung beneath the beam. The rope pulled against the fractures. His local lung increased output with his panic until he forced it lower.

    Tomas wrapped both legs around the rope and caught Kellan’s collar.

    ‘I have you.’

    ‘That has not improved as a phrase.’

    Together they reached the lower gallery.

    Nia’s officers began descending after them. She stayed above, looking through the water. Kellan could not read her expression with his damaged eye.

    Aya led the group through a bulkhead as metal shutters closed across the gallery. Kellan and Tomas passed beneath the last one. It struck the floor behind them, separating them from pursuit.

    The next corridor sloped downward.

    On the wall, a public maintenance notice appeared.

    SEAWALL PUMP NETWORK: CORPORATE SERVICE WINDOW.

    LOWWATER DRAINAGE TEMPORARILY SUSPENDED.

    ‘They chose now?’ Kellan asked.

    Aya did not slow. ‘They choose whenever people below the datum become inconvenient.’

    The corridor ended at an observation grille.

    Beyond it, the city opened downward.

    Lowwater spread through the flooded basin beneath Morrow: streets turned to canals, towers rising from black water, boat lights moving between roofs. Illegal power lines crossed the darkness in bright webs. Pumps along the seawall stood silent one after another.

    The water was already climbing.

    Kellan’s countdown continued above it.

    07 DAYS 23 HOURS 31 MINUTES.

    Eight days to stop Concordance.

    Less than that to learn whether the city below would let him survive long enough to try.

  
    Chapter 12

    Lowwater had traffic lights for boats and no legal road.

    Aya led them down an exterior maintenance stair to a platform that had once served a train station. Black water covered the rails and reached halfway up the old ticket machines. Narrow boats passed between columns, their engines wrapped in sound insulation. A red lamp at the platform edge sent three boats east and held two beneath a collapsed walkway.

    No Civic Stack relay controlled the light. A woman in a yellow coat sat above it with a manual switch and a ledger.

    ‘Five passengers, two medical loads,’ Aya called.

    ‘Seven passengers,’ Kellan said.

    Aya pointed to herself and Tomas. ‘We work.’

    The woman in yellow looked at Kellan’s torn coat, chest brace and empty pistol. ‘He pays double.’

    ‘He has no account,’ Aya said.

    ‘Then he works.’

    ‘He already owes me.’

    ‘He looks expensive. Share.’

    A flat boat approached, its deck level with the drowned platform. Two operators pushed it by poles between the columns. Aya moved Lio and the young woman aboard first. Tomas and one operator lowered Penn’s support frame into a locking rail.

    Kellan stepped onto the deck.

    The operator held a boat hook across his path. ‘Name.’

    ‘Kellan Oris.’

    Recognition moved through the platform faster than a Stack warning.

    The woman in yellow stopped touching the signal switch. A man repairing nets beneath the station roof stood. On the next boat, someone pulled a hood over a child’s ocular implant.

    ‘Off,’ the operator said.

    Aya stepped between them. ‘He is under my care.’

    ‘He came here under a warrant before.’

    ‘Now he comes under mine.’

    The operator looked at Penn.

    Penn lifted himself in the repaired frame. ‘Charge him triple.’

    The hook lowered.

    Kellan boarded.

    The boat moved through the old station. Rain from the levels above fell in thin, polluted curtains. People had built collection sheets between columns and directed the cleaner runoff into blue storage tanks. Pumps worked beneath the platforms, their rhythms unsynchronised but constant.

    The city above treated Lowwater as a criminal absence. From the boat, Kellan saw work arranged around survival: pump crews changing filters, clinics marking clean entrances with green lamps, kitchens set above the flood line, children carrying sealed batteries between rooftops.

    ‘Who owns the pumps?’ he asked.

    The operator glanced at him. ‘Everyone who wants air in the rooms.’

    ‘Who services them?’

    ‘People who want the same.’

    ‘That is not an answer.’

    ‘It is below the account line.’

    The phrase had appeared in recovery reports. Assets moved below the account line were considered unlikely to return enough value to justify pursuit. The people using them had turned a financial category into geography.

    The boat crossed an intersection where four drowned streets met. The woman in yellow changed the signal behind them. A pump crew raised a white flag from a tower. Boats on the north route stopped while workers opened a storm gate by hand.

    ‘Cooperative timing,’ Tomas said. ‘No central controller.’

    ‘And when someone ignores the light?’ Kellan asked.

    The operator pointed to a wall painted with the names of seven dead people. ‘Then we remember longer than an insurance file.’

    Kellan looked away.

    His local lung countdown showed forty-six hours. Full pain continued with every breath. The physical brace held, but water movement shifted the deck beneath him and each correction passed through the fractures.

    They entered a lower district where buildings rose only two or three levels above the water. Doors opened directly onto boat lanes. Cables hung between balconies beneath strings of coloured lamps.

    People recognised him there too.

    Some knew his face from recovery footage. Others recognised the posture of an officer even after Nexum removed the badge. A woman closed a clinic shutter as their boat approached. A man on a roof shouted, ‘No recovery here.’

    ‘I’m not recovering anything,’ Kellan said.

    The man threw a bottle. It struck the water short of the boat.

    ‘Then leave it that way.’

    Aya did not defend him.

    Their destination was an old library whose lower floor had been sealed with concrete. Boats entered through a broken second-storey window. Inside, shelves had become walkways above a central pool. Clinic rooms occupied reading balconies. Battery lamps illuminated hand-painted medical charts on the walls.

    The entrance boat waited while a registrar wrote their names into a paper ledger. She used waterproof ink and left two columns beside each entry: treatment given and equipment owed.

    ‘No identity numbers?’ Kellan asked.

    ‘Names are for finding people,’ she said. ‘Numbers are for finding accounts.’

    ‘Names repeat.’

    ‘So do numbers if you know the right administrator.’

    She added a physical description beside Kellan’s name: tall, left eye dim, chest braced, unwelcome.

    ‘Is that a medical category?’ he asked.

    ‘Local status.’

    The operator pushed their boat away. Another immediately took its place carrying three patients, two sealed water filters and a box of live chickens. Nobody in the clinic treated those loads as unrelated. Clean water, food and bodies entered the same ledger because each kept the others present.

    Along the upper balcony, a meeting argued over pump power. One cooperative wanted to divert batteries from refrigeration to the west drainage line. Clinic staff objected that stored insulin would spoil. Voices rose. Nobody summoned an authority.

    ‘Who decides?’ Kellan asked Aya.

    ‘Whoever convinces enough people to do the work.’

    ‘And if they decide badly?’

    ‘We get wet or sick.’

    ‘No appeal?’

    ‘To whom?’

    Kellan had asked debtors the same question after showing them a warrant. The absence of a higher authority felt different when nobody pretended one existed.

    Aya’s arrival changed the building. People took equipment cases, lifted Penn’s frame and carried Lio towards an examination room. Nobody asked for an identity before beginning.

    Kellan stepped onto a shelf walkway.

    A gate closed in front of him.

    The gate was timber and wire mesh. A woman behind it held a mechanical latch.

    ‘Not him,’ she said.

    ‘He needs treatment,’ Aya replied.

    ‘He denied treatment here.’

    Kellan searched the woman’s face and found no memory.

    ‘Which recovery?’ he asked.

    ‘All of them.’

    Aya put her waterproof case down. ‘If he stays outside, his lung destabilises. If it destabilises here, I need twice the people to repair the damage. You can refuse him, but the clinic will still pay.’

    The woman looked towards Lio’s examination room. ‘He does not enter the ward.’

    ‘Agreed.’

    She opened a side gate leading to a storage balcony.

    Kellan followed Aya into it. The room held filter cartridges, folded blankets and sealed boxes of unauthorised implant parts. A treatment chair stood beneath the window.

    ‘Sit,’ Aya said.

    ‘Again?’

    ‘You can stand when your body stops making it interesting.’

    Tomas connected the service bridge to Kellan’s respiratory port. Aya placed an immune reader against his sternum.

    The reading showed elevated rejection markers.

    ‘The local key is stable,’ Tomas said.

    ‘The tissue does not care who owns the code,’ Aya replied. ‘It cares that timing changed.’

    She injected a narrow immune suppressant beside the lung interface.

    Kellan felt cold spread through his chest. ‘How long?’

    ‘This dose? Twelve hours. My full calibrator can stage the transfer properly.’

    ‘Then use it.’

    ‘The server key is missing.’

    Tomas disconnected the bridge too quickly. Kellan noticed.

    ‘What server key?’ he asked.

    Aya looked at Tomas. ‘The one your brother was supposed to bring.’

    ‘I had to leave the archive cache at Harrow,’ Tomas said.

    ‘You said the package was distributed.’

    ‘The code is. The architecture mirror is not.’

    Kellan stood despite Aya’s expression. ‘Where is it?’

    ‘A remote fragment is in a Civic Stack debt archive. The local compiler key was in my pack before Coil searched the north route.’

    ‘Lost?’

    ‘Hidden.’

    ‘Where?’

    ‘Not somewhere you can arrest.’

    Aya pressed Kellan back into the chair. ‘Fight after I decide whether the lung is rejecting you.’

    An alarm rang from the clinic floor.

    Not electronic. A metal triangle struck three times.

    Aya left the storage room.

    Kellan followed.

    The main clinic had gone dark. The battery lamps remained, but every powered medical device shut down at once. Pumps below the library changed pitch as the seawall service window cut more power from Lowwater.

    ‘Blackout rotation,’ someone called. ‘North circuit lost.’

    Staff moved without panic. Manual lamps came on. Patients with life-critical hardware were assigned by name to people carrying backup equipment.

    In the centre room, a boy collapsed.

    He was fifteen, narrow-shouldered, with a cardiac regulator visible beneath the skin of his chest. One hand struck the floor as the heart rhythm failed.

    Aya reached him first. ‘Milo. Look at me.’

    The boy’s eyes opened but did not track.

    His regulator flashed a service error.

    GUARDIAN AUTHENTICATION UNAVAILABLE.

    ‘He needs his guardian account?’ Kellan asked.

    ‘He needs the regulator to remember he has a heart,’ Aya said.

    She opened the device’s chest port. ‘Manual pacing kit.’

    Iven Sol brought two adhesive pads and a hand-powered pulse generator.

    He had been standing beside Milo when the boy fell. One side of Iven's head carried a plain auditory implant whose casing had been repaired with blue resin. He set the pacing kit down without looking away from Milo's face.

    ‘The regulator lost the aunt again,’ he said.

    Aya tore open the pad seal. ‘How long since the last rhythm check?’

    ‘Forty-three minutes. It was clean.’

    ‘Medication?’

    ‘Taken with food. No fever. He complained the porridge tasted of pump sealant, but everyone complained about that.’

    The answers came in the order Aya needed. Iven had given them before.

    Aya placed the pads. ‘Kellan, compressions if I lose output.’

    ‘The regulator is still pacing irregularly.’

    ‘Then count it.’

    He put two fingers against Milo’s neck. The pulse came in broken clusters: three fast, a pause, one hard beat, nothing.

    ‘Rate?’ Aya asked.

    ‘Unstable. Forty average and falling.’

    Tomas knelt at the regulator port. ‘I can give it a local guardian key.’

    Aya did not look up. ‘Without the architecture mirror?’

    ‘This model is common.’

    ‘Is that a medical measurement?’

    ‘I know the mapping.’

    ‘From which revision?’

    Tomas examined the port. ‘Series four.’

    ‘The housing is four. The regulator was replaced with a five after the flood fever.’

    Tomas stopped.

    Kellan felt Milo’s pulse disappear.

    ‘Now,’ he said.

    Aya turned the manual generator. Current entered through the pads. Milo’s body jerked.

    ‘Pulse?’

    ‘None.’

    ‘Again.’

    The second pulse produced one weak beat.

    ‘Begin compressions.’

    Kellan placed his hands over Milo’s sternum.

    The first compression drove the rib brace into his fractures. Pain burst along his side. He kept his elbows locked and pressed again.

    ‘Rate one hundred,’ Aya said.

    Kellan counted. He had restrained bodies this way, pinning chests until movement stopped. The same position now asked him to create movement inside another person.

    At thirty compressions, Aya pulsed the generator.

    Milo’s heart answered twice and failed again.

    ‘Regulator is fighting the manual rhythm,’ Tomas said.

    ‘Disable output,’ Aya ordered.

    ‘It requires guardian confirmation.’

    Kellan remembered the recovery sequence for dependent accounts. Guardian failure triggered a public-health override, but only through a registered clinician.

    Aya was not registered.

    ‘Use my field credential,’ he said.

    ‘Revoked,’ Tomas replied.

    ‘Under review.’

    He opened the old Contract Integrity certificate stored in his spinal bridge. The Stack had refused it for doors and weapons, but dependent medical intervention used an older continuity law. Recovery officers needed authority to stabilise a child before seizing household assets.

    The certificate appeared grey, not dead.

    Kellan routed it through the clinic’s weak civic line.

    DEPENDENT CONTINUITY OVERRIDE.

    PURPOSE?

    The authorised options included preservation of recoverable property.

    Kellan selected emergency patient stabilisation, a category his training had treated as secondary.

    The system requested an active warrant.

    He attached his own lethal-containment order.

    For one absurd second, the Stack considered him both subject and officer.

    OVERRIDE GRANTED: 00:01:00.

    ‘Now,’ he said.

    Tomas disabled the regulator’s faulty output.

    Aya pulsed the manual generator.

    Milo’s heart beat.

    Kellan resumed compressions between pulses. Sweat ran into his eyes. The local lung tried to increase output. He held it below the level that would move the fractures.

    ‘We need intrinsic rhythm,’ Aya said.

    ‘Twenty seconds on override,’ Tomas replied.

    ‘Load the regulator with a fixed emergency pace.’

    ‘It will erase cached calibration.’

    ‘He can be recalibrated alive.’

    Tomas entered the command.

    The override expired.

    The regulator restarted at a fixed sixty beats per minute.

    Milo’s pulse returned beneath Kellan’s fingers.

    One beat. Another. Mechanical, regular and enough.

    Kellan stopped compressions.

    The room remained silent until Milo drew a breath and swore weakly at Aya.

    ‘Good,’ she said. ‘Insults are neurological function.’

    Iven and a clinic worker lifted him onto a stretcher. Iven kept two fingers at Milo's throat even after the monitor showed a stable rhythm.

    ‘I can hear it,’ he said when Aya checked his hand.

    ‘Your implant hears the regulator, not the pulse.’

    ‘That is why I use both.’

    Kellan sat on the floor. His pain regulator issued a structural warning. The brace had shifted, but the ribs had not displaced farther.

    Tomas stared at the expired override on the service pad. ‘You used your own containment order.’

    ‘It was active authority.’

    ‘You were authorised to kill yourself and used it to keep him alive.’

    ‘The system did not read the purpose.’

    ‘Exactly.’

    Kellan wiped his hands on his coat. ‘Do not turn it into a lesson.’

    Aya checked the rib brace. ‘He has enough of those and very little rest.’

    Power returned to one clinic circuit. Lamps flickered on. The seawall pumps remained silent.

    Aya led Kellan back to the storage balcony. ‘Milo’s regulator survives because the Civic Stack still recognises a guardian. His mother died last year. The account now belongs to a distant aunt in the Tiers who cannot afford transit here.’

    ‘Transfer guardianship.’

    ‘To whom? Lowwater residents are not accepted as legal guardians without verified housing. Verified housing does not exist below the datum.’

    ‘Then the system leaves him dependent on a dead arrangement.’

    ‘The arrangement pays service fees.’

    Tomas reopened the respiratory bridge. ‘This is what Nullware changes.’

    ‘If it does not stop his heart,’ Kellan said.

    Milo spoke from the doorway. ‘People keep discussing my heart as if I’m not carrying it.’

    He stood with one arm around Iven. His face was grey but alert. Iven carried the manual pacing unit under his free arm and appeared to be using restraint to stop himself carrying Milo as well.

    Aya turned. ‘You should be lying down.’

    ‘I did that while he hit me.’ Milo pointed at Kellan.

    ‘He kept you alive.’

    ‘Did he ask first?’

    Kellan answered. ‘No.’

    ‘Good. I was busy.’

    Milo looked at the Nexum scars along Kellan’s neck. ‘Are you the recovery man?’

    ‘I was.’

    ‘That sounds temporary.’

    ‘Everything does today.’

    Milo touched the regulator beneath his skin. ‘Can your brother make this mine?’

    ‘Not safely yet,’ Kellan said.

    Tomas’s expression tightened. ‘I can test compatibility.’

    ‘Without the mirror?’

    ‘I know enough to identify the revision now.’

    Aya said, ‘You can test nothing until his rhythm stabilises.’

    Milo looked between them. ‘Do I get a vote?’

    ‘Yes,’ Tomas said.

    ‘Not while you’re medically unstable,’ Aya said.

    ‘That means later?’

    ‘That means information first.’

    Milo nodded, apparently satisfied by the existence of an answer that did not pretend to be simple.

    ‘Back to bed,’ Iven said.

    ‘I walked here.’

    ‘A tactical error you may survive.’

    Milo allowed Iven to turn him towards the ward, which was not the same as admitting agreement. Iven matched his steps to the fixed rhythm without checking the monitor.

    Kellan watched him leave. ‘A guardian account cannot be personal ownership.’

    ‘No,’ Tomas said.

    ‘You would transfer him anyway if he asked.’

    ‘Not today.’

    ‘When?’

    ‘When I have the mappings, Aya has a pacing backup and Milo understands the risks.’

    The answer was more cautious than Kellan expected.

    ‘You changed your standard,’ he said.

    ‘No. I’m getting better at stating it before you assume the worst version.’

    Aya completed the immune scan. ‘The lung will hold for forty-six hours. Lowwater equipment can stabilise it longer once I have the server key. The architecture mirror would also let us assess Milo and every other mixed-generation system in this clinic.’

    ‘Where is the key?’ Kellan asked Tomas again.

    ‘The physical compiler is hidden in a pump settlement west of here. The route is flooded while the seawall network is down.’

    ‘Then we wait for pumps.’

    Aya shook her head. ‘Corporate maintenance lasts eighteen hours. Your immune calibration does not.’

    ‘Boat?’

    ‘Possible when the current drops. Not now.’

    ‘Another copy?’

    Tomas looked towards the clinic balcony. ‘A complete architecture mirror exists in the Civic Stack debt archive. Nexum uses it to decide whether recovery is medically survivable.’

    Kellan knew the archive. He had protected it during two protests and one attempted data seizure. It contained device histories, payment states and predicted recovery outcomes for millions of people.

    ‘Crown access?’ he asked.

    ‘Tier 9 physical vault, mirrored to the Halo. Your old credentials know its procedures.’

    ‘My credentials are gone.’

    ‘Your habits aren’t.’

    The sentence sounded like Nia.

    ‘You brought me here expecting me to enter it.’

    ‘I brought you to the clinic because you were dying usefully slowly.’

    ‘And the archive?’

    ‘I hoped we could avoid it.’

    ‘By retrieving the local compiler.’

    ‘Yes.’

    ‘Which you hid on a route now flooding.’

    The registrar from the entrance appeared at the storage gate carrying her paper ledger.

    ‘If you are planning work in my supply room,’ she said, ‘put it where people can argue with it.’

    Tomas looked at the ledger. ‘The archive route is not ready.’

    ‘Then write what is.’

    She opened to Kellan’s entry. Beneath unwelcome, she had added one cardiac intervention. No value had been assigned to it.

    ‘You keep medical work and debt on the same page,’ Kellan said.

    ‘We keep promises and needs on the same page. Debt is what the Tiers call it when only one side is allowed to count.’

    She drew a line beneath the clinic’s present needs: pump batteries, insulin cooling, respiratory calibration, cardiac mapping, west-route access.

    ‘Who sees this?’ he asked.

    ‘Anyone who asks.’

    ‘Then they can see which systems are vulnerable.’

    ‘They already live beside the people carrying them.’

    ‘That is not security.’

    ‘No. It is responsibility with witnesses.’

    Kellan looked at the treatment and equipment columns. Some entries were balanced. Many were not. One person had received six months of respiratory filters and contributed only two nights watching a pump signal. Another had brought three batteries and taken nothing.

    ‘Your accounts do not reconcile.’

    ‘People don’t.’

    ‘How do you prevent exploitation?’

    ‘Poorly. Loudly. Repeatedly.’ She tapped his description. ‘Same as every system. We just don’t call the failures compliance.’

    She handed him the pen.

    ‘What am I writing?’

    ‘What you intend to do next.’

    ‘Retrieve a compiler key.’

    ‘For whom?’

    Kellan looked through the gate towards Milo’s bed, Penn’s support frame and the shelves of mixed-generation parts.

    ‘The clinic.’

    The registrar waited.

    ‘And my lung,’ he added.

    ‘Better.’

    He wrote both. His handwriting had always been designed for reports: narrow, even and difficult to alter. On paper softened by damp, the letters spread.

    The registrar blew on the ink and closed the ledger. ‘Now people can object before you decide for them.’

    ‘Can they stop me?’

    ‘If enough of them are willing to do the work.’

    The answer was not freedom. It was friction made visible.

    Tomas set both hands on the storage shelf. ‘When I placed it there, the seawall maintenance was scheduled for next month.’

    ‘Nexum moved the maintenance.’

    ‘With the Concordance deployment.’

    ‘To flood the route?’

    ‘Maybe. Or because the Halo broadcast spine draws from the same power reserve. I don’t know.’

    Kellan appreciated the answer less than certainty and trusted it more.

    Aya unfolded a physical map across a crate. Lowwater’s pump districts were marked in pencil, corrected where streets had collapsed or water changed direction. The west settlement sat between two old tower roofs connected by a submerged service bridge.

    ‘Current reaches nine knots during a seawall shutdown,’ she said. ‘No ordinary motor can hold against it.’

    ‘The pump crews reach it somehow,’ Kellan said.

    ‘They use guide cables.’

    ‘Then we use guide cables.’

    ‘One snapped this morning.’

    Tomas pointed to a longer route behind a row of submerged warehouses. ‘This channel stays sheltered.’

    Aya shook her head. ‘Boat market claims it after dark. We enter without permission, we lose the boat.’

    ‘Buy permission,’ Kellan said.

    ‘With what?’

    He placed his last physical credits on the map.

    Aya looked at the notes. ‘That buys ten minutes of politeness.’

    ‘How much do we need?’

    ‘An hour.’

    ‘Then I work.’

    Tomas watched him. ‘At what?’

    Kellan looked through the doorway at the clinic queue. Broken braces. Failing interfaces. Manual supports assembled after leased systems had been taken.

    ‘Whatever they charge.’

    The registrar returned with a man carrying a pump rotor across both arms. The part was longer than Milo and furred with grey corrosion.

    ‘West drainage intake,’ she said. ‘The Stack rejects its bearing as uncertified. We need it turning before the next rise.’

    The man set the rotor on the storage floor. ‘We need a mechanic, not an officer.’

    ‘You need an hour of boat-market access,’ the registrar replied. ‘He needs the same.’

    Kellan crouched beside the rotor. Its bearing housing carried a Nexum municipal seal. The certification light blinked red even though the shaft turned freely by hand.

    ‘The bearing is functional,’ he said.

    ‘It overheats under load,’ the man answered.

    Kellan found a thin crescent worn into the shaft collar. ‘Because the controller is compensating for alignment that no longer exists.’

    ‘Can you fix it?’

    ‘I can remove the compensation.’

    ‘That sounds like software.’

    ‘It is a metal shim.’

    The man looked at Tomas. ‘Does he always talk like a manual?’

    ‘Only when breathing.’

    They carried the rotor to a workshop balcony above the clinic pool. The mechanic’s name was Desh. He laid out files, spanners and three collar shims cut from old transit signs.

    ‘Pick one,’ Desh said.

    Kellan measured by touch because his left eye turned the gap into glare. The thinnest shim slid too far. The middle stopped halfway. He chose the thickest and began filing it down.

    ‘That wastes material,’ Desh said.

    ‘It preserves tolerance.’

    ‘We don’t have tolerance. We have three signs.’

    Kellan kept filing.

    The work demanded slowness. His swollen fingers missed the edge twice. Each pull of the file moved the chest brace. Pain arrived, but the rotor did not care whether he suffered competently.

    Desh watched the angle. ‘You repaired pumps before?’

    ‘I seized them.’

    ‘That was not my question.’

    Kellan remembered municipal recoveries where buildings lost water because a cooperative had missed equipment payments. Officers had locked pump controllers and left the hardware in place until transport arrived. Kellan had learned the tolerances so residents could not make the machines work between inspection and removal.

    ‘I know how people kept them running,’ he said.

    ‘Better.’

    They fitted the shim. Desh attached a hand crank and turned the rotor under resistance. It caught once, then completed a full cycle without scraping.

    ‘Again,’ Kellan said.

    Desh turned faster. The bearing warmed beneath Kellan’s palm but did not jump.

    ‘It will hold,’ he said. ‘Not indefinitely.’

    ‘Nothing here asks for indefinitely.’

    The registrar entered a line beneath Kellan’s name: one drainage repair attempted. She did not write completed.

    ‘It works,’ Kellan said.

    ‘When the pump works, I’ll change the word.’

    Desh lifted one end of the rotor. Kellan took the other. Together they carried it down to a waiting boat. The operator who had tried to refuse Kellan at the station stood at the pole.

    ‘Market channel for one hour,’ the operator said. ‘If the rotor fails, ten minutes.’

    ‘Those terms change after performance.’

    ‘So does water.’

    The boat left with Desh and the rotor. Kellan watched it join the hand-signalled traffic towards the west drainage line. His work travelled beyond his ability to order the outcome.

    Kellan stood at the window. Outside, Lowwater boats moved through rising streets, carrying pump parts, patients and food. No central system arranged them. People argued at intersections, waited for hand signals and changed routes when water rose. It was slower than the Stack. Messier. Still functioning.

    ‘The local key,’ Kellan said. ‘Give me manual respiratory control.’

    Tomas looked at Aya.

    She nodded.

    They connected the bridge again. This time the procedure did not transfer ownership; it exposed timing controls already held in Kellan’s personal key. Tomas explained each range as it appeared: resting volume, exertion ceiling, emergency reserve, immune-safe rate.

    ‘Emergency reserve can tear the tissue interface if held beyond four minutes,’ he said.

    ‘Why allow it?’

    ‘Because you may prefer damage to suffocation.’

    ‘That is a bad choice.’

    ‘Still yours.’

    Kellan set the ordinary range and closed the panel.

    The lung no longer answered Sorn, Nexum service or Tomas. It answered him. It also hurt, required calibration and could fail by the following night.

    Ownership had not made it safe.

    It had made the danger impossible to assign elsewhere.

    From the clinic floor, the metal triangle sounded again. Not a blackout this time. Four strikes: water warning.

    The clinic did not evacuate. It changed shape.

    Staff lifted medication crates to higher shelves. Patients who could walk carried blankets. Boat crews tied new lines across the library pool. The pump meeting ended without agreement because the rising water had made the decision first: batteries went to drainage; insulin moved into insulated river boxes.

    Kellan helped raise a treatment bench. Two residents left when he took one end. A third stayed because the bench was heavier than anger.

    ‘Hands under the frame,’ the man said. ‘Not the top.’

    Kellan obeyed.

    They carried it up one level. No one thanked him. The absence felt cleaner than gratitude he had not earned.

    Aya collected her case. ‘The west pumps are flooding. If the compiler key is there, we move now or lose it.’

    ‘You said the current was too strong,’ Kellan said.

    ‘It is.’

    ‘Then what changed?’

    ‘Waiting became worse.’

    Tomas picked up his pack.

    Kellan followed them towards the boats, forty-six hours of personal breath counting down inside him.

  
    Chapter 13

    The west pump settlement had tied itself to the city with three cables, and one of them was failing.

    Kellan heard the strands break as Aya’s boat crossed the flooded avenue. Each one made a short metallic sound beneath the water. The guide cable shivered through the operator’s gloved hands.

    ‘How many?’ Kellan asked.

    ‘Enough until there aren’t,’ the operator said.

    The settlement occupied the upper floors of two office towers. A bridge of doors and scaffold boards joined their roofs. Water struck the lower windows hard enough to fill the rooms behind them with white movement. Pump exhaust rose from the eastern tower in irregular bursts.

    Desh’s repaired rotor had arrived before them. It lay on the roof beside an open pump housing while six people argued over the shim.

    ‘It is a piece of transit sign,’ one mechanic said.

    ‘It is the correct thickness,’ Desh replied.

    ‘Those are different claims.’

    Kellan stepped off the boat. The roof moved beneath him, not because the building shifted but because his damaged eye placed its edge half a metre too close. He waited for the right eye to settle the distance before taking the second step.

    The mechanic saw the Nexum scars at his neck. ‘You brought him?’

    ‘He filed the shim,’ Desh said.

    ‘That explains why I don’t trust it.’

    Nobody asked Kellan to defend the work. Desh fitted the rotor while the pump crew turned the shaft by hand. It caught once at the old wear point, passed it, then gathered speed.

    The intake beneath the tower opened.

    Water level marks on the parapet stopped rising.

    The registrar, who had travelled with them to witness the exchange, changed the line in her ledger from attempted to holding.

    ‘Compiler,’ Aya said.

    The settlement mechanic looked at Tomas. ‘You said you would return alone.’

    ‘I said I would return.’

    ‘You left out the recovery officer.’

    ‘He is no longer licensed.’

    ‘The hand still knows the work.’

    Kellan kept both hands visible. The right fingers were swollen from the rotor and the left held the boat line. ‘Where is the key?’

    ‘That voice knows it too,’ the mechanic said.

    Tomas went into the eastern tower with her. Kellan remained on the roof because nobody invited him farther. Through the open pump housing, he saw the repaired rotor turn. The shim would wear quickly under this load. It might last a week. It might last a day. The registrar had chosen the right word.

    When Tomas returned, he carried a sealed maintenance block the size of Kellan’s palm. No light showed on it. A physical key needed no public signal to exist.

    The third guide cable parted.

    Its end came out of the water like a striking animal. The steel struck the parapet, cut through a rain barrel and swept towards the open pump housing.

    Kellan saw it late. His left eye placed the cable against the tower behind them. The reflex mesh waited for a correction the Stack no longer supplied.

    Desh moved first. He shoved the nearest mechanic down.

    Kellan caught the compiler block from Tomas’s hand and dropped flat. The cable crossed above his shoulder. A broken strand opened the back of his apronless coat and stopped against the bone weave in his right forearm.

    The main length wrapped the pump exhaust.

    The turning rotor pulled it tight.

    ‘Stop the intake,’ Kellan said.

    ‘We just started it,’ the settlement mechanic replied.

    ‘It will pull the housing off the roof.’

    Desh reached the manual clutch. The corroded lever did not move.

    Kellan rolled onto his left side. The compiler remained locked in his right hand. He drew the restraint blade with the other and drove its ceramic edge between two strands where the cable bent around the exhaust.

    The rotor pulled harder.

    The blade cut one strand, then a second. Each transmitted shock travelled through his arm into the rib brace. His local lung increased output without permission because he had left the exertion response open. He forced it down through the manual panel.

    Air became insufficient. Pain became precise.

    ‘Clutch,’ he said.

    Desh put both feet against the housing and dragged the lever. It moved one notch.

    The rotor slowed.

    Kellan cut the remaining strand. The cable fell away from the exhaust and struck the roof. Nobody stood in its path.

    For several seconds the only movement came from the pump coasting beneath them.

    The settlement mechanic picked up the compiler block from Kellan’s hand. He had not noticed her take it.

    ‘Still sealed,’ she said.

    She gave it to Tomas, not Kellan.

    Desh restarted the intake at half load. ‘The west route has two cables now.’

    ‘One,’ the operator said from the boat. ‘The south line has separated at the anchor.’

    The registrar corrected another entry. Three guide cables became one working guide cable, replacement owed by clinic district.

    The pump remained active. The route home had become worse.

    ‘Now the clinic can stage your lung,’ Tomas said.

    ‘After open hours,’ Aya replied.

    ‘We have the compiler. We should move on the archive.’

    Aya stepped into the boat. ‘You should learn what those maps are for before stealing them.’

    The return current pulled harder. Kellan worked the guide cable beside the operator because the boat motor could only keep them straight. His local lung tried to follow the strain. He reduced its timing, accepted the burning in his chest and pulled hand over hand while broken strands pressed through the gloves.

    By the time the library clinic came into view, the water warning had ended. The queue had not.

    It filled two balconies and continued along a shelf walkway above the central pool. People carried dead limbs, coughing regulators, sealed recovery wounds and paper service notices gone soft with damp. The notices bore different names and the same red line.

    SERVICE SUSPENDED PENDING CONCORDANCE SAFETY REVIEW.

    Aya handed Kellan a grey clinic apron.

    ‘No,’ a man in the queue said.

    Aya did not look at him. ‘You may refuse his hands. You may not refuse the next person yours.’

    She pointed Kellan towards a cleaning station. ‘Wash. Then intake.’

    ‘You said the calibrator can stabilise me.’

    ‘It can.’

    ‘My key has forty-five hours.’

    ‘Then you will still have forty-four after clinic.’

    Tomas held up the compiler. ‘The archive closes its physical intake during the next pump rotation.’

    ‘The people in this queue are already closed,’ Aya said. ‘You want my access routes and my equipment. This is their price.’

    ‘You are delaying a city-level intervention.’

    ‘I am conducting one.’

    She left them beside the cleaning station.

    Kellan removed the empty pistol before putting on the apron. He wrapped it in his coat and stored both beneath the registrar’s table. She wrote one empty weapon in the ledger.

    ‘It is still mine,’ he said.

    ‘Then you will want a witness.’

    The intake desk had no scanner. Kellan sat behind a plank table with paper forms, a hand lamp and three pots of coloured tags. Red meant immediate risk. Yellow meant function declining. Blue meant the person had come for supplies or advice and might survive the wait.

    His first patient was a woman with a locked knee joint. She saw his face and turned away.

    ‘Someone else,’ she said.

    The registrar moved her to Aya’s line without argument.

    The second patient sat because standing required a balance implant that now corrected a fraction too late. Kellan recognised the failure pattern from his own reflex mesh.

    ‘When did the latency begin?’ he asked.

    ‘When the service notice arrived.’

    ‘Falls?’

    ‘Two.’

    ‘Head impact?’

    ‘Not yet.’

    Kellan tied a yellow tag to the man’s paper and wrote threat prediction reduced before safety review. The training language came automatically.

    The man read it upside down. ‘It makes me a threat?’

    Kellan crossed out the phrase. ‘Balance response reduced without examination.’

    ‘Better handwriting doesn’t make it better.’

    ‘No.’

    The next patient had a passive cap where a forearm interface had been. The closure line was inflamed. Kellan asked who had performed the recovery.

    ‘You signed it,’ the man said.

    The file returned to Kellan through physical detail. Tier 27. Commercial kitchen. Heat-rated hand with disputed ownership after the employer dissolved. Kellan had never entered the flat. He had approved the remote recovery plan because the clinic was certified and the predicted complication rate was low.

    ‘I signed the warrant,’ he said.

    ‘You signed the part where they took anchor tissue.’

    Kellan looked at the scar. The interface ended farther back than necessary, cutting through flexor attachment. ‘Was there a vascular fault?’

    ‘There was a useful elbow.’

    ‘I need to know what they documented.’

    ‘Why?’

    The question stopped him. He had been reaching for a discrepancy because discrepancies could be corrected without asking what the correct process had done.

    ‘To treat what happened,’ he said.

    The man allowed Kellan to place a red tag on the paper. He did not allow him to touch the arm.

    A woman called Sal Vey reached his table with a breathing mask strapped over her nose and mouth. The tube ran into a portable pressure unit she carried against her stomach. Its casing bore a household food-storage mark. Someone had turned a vacuum pump backwards and given it responsibility for air.

    ‘Sit,’ Kellan said.

    ‘It works better when I’m upright.’

    He changed the question. ‘Can you remain standing?’

    ‘Longer than I can remain breathing without this.’

    The unauthorised pump delivered pressure at the wrong point in her cycle. Her shoulders rose before her chest could accept the air. A registered respiratory assist sounded beneath her left collarbone, but it contributed only every third breath.

    ‘Service restriction?’ he asked.

    She gave him a folded notice. ‘Safety review.’

    The paper said her device had entered protective minimum while a payment appeal underwent integrity checking.

    ‘Your payment was disputed?’

    ‘My payment was made.’

    ‘Disputed by the provider?’

    ‘Verified by the bank. Disputed by the thing that wants another payment.’

    Kellan checked her fingertips. Blue beneath the nails. ‘How long at minimum output?’

    ‘Nine hours.’

    ‘You need clinical pressure support.’

    She lifted the reversed vacuum pump. ‘I brought it.’

    ‘This timing can damage the tissue around the assist.’

    ‘So can not breathing.’

    Kellan had used the same structure with Tomas about the emergency reserve. A bad choice could still belong to the person forced to make it. That did not make the force disappear.

    ‘I can adjust the mechanical cycle,’ he said. ‘It will not restore the implant.’

    ‘Will it let me sleep?’

    ‘Perhaps sitting up.’

    ‘Then adjust it.’

    He called Desh from the pump workshop. Together they opened the food-storage casing. The timing wheel had six identical teeth. Kellan filed every third tooth lower while Desh fitted a return spring from a boat signal.

    When they restarted the unit, it pushed with Sal’s inhale instead of before it.

    Her shoulders lowered.

    The registered assist continued to contribute one breath in three, preserving just enough function to remain medically classified as active service.

    ‘That is intentional,’ Kellan said.

    Sal looked at him over the mask. ‘The machine or the cruelty?’

    ‘Both.’

    She tied her own red tag to the pressure unit. ‘Write it clearly, then.’

    He wrote respiratory output restricted after verified payment; unauthorised external pressure required to prevent hypoxia.

    ‘And what did you do?’ she asked.

    He added altered external pump timing; implant remains restricted.

    Sal read the note before joining Aya’s line. She did not ask whether he had once enforced the kind of restriction she carried. The apron and his face had already answered.

    By midday, the pots of tags were nearly empty.

    The queue showed Kellan a version of his work no case archive contained. A retinal recovery that left light entering a blind eye as pain. A spinal support reduced to minimum output until its wearer could no longer climb to the service centre that might restore it. An endocrine node enforcing an old pregnancy profile three years after a birth because changing it required the signature of an employer that no longer existed.

    Some names he remembered. Most he did not.

    He began a second column beside each medical note.

    ACTION THAT PRECEDED HARM.

    Remote recovery. Service reduction. Contested default. Access denial. Field removal. Compliance pulse.

    The categories had existed in Nexum reports. There they measured operative performance. On the clinic page they sat beside infection, falls, pain and lost work.

    Tomas watched from the supply balcony while connecting the compiler to Aya’s isolated server.

    ‘You are rebuilding a recovery archive,’ he said when the queue paused.

    ‘No.’

    ‘It has the same columns.’

    ‘It has the result.’

    ‘Nexum records results.’

    ‘Only the results assigned to the order.’

    Tomas closed the server panel. ‘We need the architecture mirror. This helps one room.’

    ‘This room contains the systems your mirror describes.’

    ‘And in seven days every system in the city receives Concordance.’

    ‘Then stop talking and take the next intake.’

    Tomas looked at the queue. A woman with a failed tactile hand waited at the front. ‘They don’t want software history.’

    ‘Neither do I.’

    Kellan slid the forms across.

    Tomas took the seat.

    Kellan stood too quickly. The room tilted. His left eye filled the pool with white glare while the reflex mesh corrected his weight after his foot had already moved. He caught the table edge. Pain tightened beneath the brace.

    Aya pointed towards a treatment chair without interrupting the patient she was examining.

    ‘I can stand,’ he said.

    ‘That has never impressed a clinic.’

    Tomas held up the sealed compiler. ‘The calibrator is ready. Ten minutes.’

    Aya checked the queue. ‘After Lys Mar.’

    Kellan had not yet seen the name on the entrance page. ‘She is here?’

    The quiet reached them before the answer.

    He sat.

    The entrance platform went quiet.

    Not gradually. Voices stopped from the outer balcony inward, following someone Kellan could not yet see.

    Lys Mar came through the gate with her capped right arm held against her chest.

    Her pulmonary assist made a rough, high sound at the top of each breath. Rain had soaked her transit overalls. The skin around the passive cap was dark red and shining. A yellow streak ran from the closure line towards her elbow.

    She saw Kellan.

    ‘Of course,’ she said.

    Kellan rose.

    Lys stepped backwards.

    ‘Don’t,’ she said. ‘Whatever you’re about to call help, don’t.’

    Aya reached her first. ‘How long has the fever been present?’

    ‘Two days.’

    ‘Discharge?’

    ‘This morning.’

    ‘Pulmonary alarms?’

    ‘All night.’

    Aya examined the cap without touching it. ‘Removal clinic?’

    Lys looked at Kellan. ‘Ask the warrant.’

    ‘I authorised the recovery,’ he said.

    ‘You performed it.’

    ‘The frame performed—’

    He stopped.

    Lys smiled without humour. ‘Still in there, then.’

    Aya guided her towards the treatment balcony. Lys resisted when Kellan moved to follow.

    ‘I need another pair of hands,’ Aya said.

    ‘Not his.’

    ‘Choose.’

    Lys looked around the clinic. Every other trained pair was working. ‘He stays where I can see him.’

    ‘Agreed.’

    Kellan washed again and entered.

    Aya cut away the passive cap dressing. The seal beneath had separated along one edge. Fluid collected in the interface pocket. Kellan recognised the closure unit’s pattern: fast field seal, three-layer polymer, no allowance for swelling beyond the manufacturer’s range.

    ‘The recovery record said clean closure,’ he said.

    Lys lay on the narrow table. ‘It looked clean when you left.’

    ‘Did you attend the review?’

    ‘There it is.’

    ‘The pulmonary deferment required—’

    ‘The clinic was nine hours away. My transit access ended when they took the hand I used to work. The landlord emptied the flat after my account was suspended. Which appointment would you like me to have attended first?’

    Kellan heard the defence he had prepared. He had kept the pulmonary unit in her body. He had moved the cut away from vascular anchor tissue. He had used every discretion the warrant allowed.

    Aya passed him a basin. ‘Hold beneath the arm.’

    He held it.

    She opened the seal.

    Infected fluid ran into the basin.

    Lys made no sound. Her organic hand closed around the edge of the table hard enough to whiten the knuckles. The pulmonary assist increased output, found its suspended ceiling and whined there.

    ‘I left the lung,’ Kellan said.

    Aya looked at him once.

    Lys laughed, then coughed. ‘You want the credit now?’

    ‘No.’

    ‘You want me to say the next officer would have killed me?’

    He had wanted that. Not the words, but the arithmetic beneath them.

    ‘No,’ he said again.

    Aya irrigated the pocket. ‘Then attend to what is in front of you.’

    Kellan adjusted the basin as more fluid drained. The smell was sharp and organic beneath the clinic disinfectant.

    ‘The cap should have expanded with swelling,’ he said.

    ‘It was the basic closure,’ Lys replied. ‘The adaptive one stayed with the recovered asset.’

    Kellan knew that too. He had approved the asset cradle while the frame fitted the cheaper cap.

    ‘I chose the manufactured boundary instead of the contract boundary,’ he said.

    ‘Your medals crowded?’

    ‘No.’

    ‘Then stop listing the centimetres you didn’t take.’

    He stopped.

    Aya removed dead tissue from the interface edge. Kellan held the light where she directed and nothing else. When Lys’s breathing became irregular, he counted the intervals aloud. When Aya asked for the narrow drain, he found it in the tray. He did not tell Lys the procedure was going well.

    After the pocket was clean, Aya fitted an open dressing that would need changing twice a day.

    ‘The pulmonary unit is compensating poorly,’ she said. ‘You need antibiotics, immune support and observation.’

    ‘What does it cost?’ Lys asked.

    ‘Work when you can. Nothing while you can’t.’

    ‘That’s not a price.’

    ‘It is the one here.’

    Lys looked at Kellan. ‘Does that bother you?’

    ‘It would have.’

    ‘Yesterday?’

    ‘Yes.’

    ‘Fast education.’

    ‘Late.’

    Aya helped her sit. Kellan stepped back before Lys needed to ask.

    At the gate, the registrar entered Lys’s treatment in the ledger. Kellan added the action that preceded it.

    He wrote: field recovery authorised and performed by Kellan Oris; adaptive closure retained with asset; review inaccessible after linked service suspension.

    Lys read the line.

    ‘What does that do?’ she asked.

    ‘Records what happened.’

    ‘I know what happened.’

    ‘Nexum’s record does not.’

    ‘And when your paper arrests someone?’

    ‘It won’t.’

    ‘Then don’t mistake writing for repair.’

    ‘I won’t.’

    She touched the page with her organic hand. ‘Leave my name on it.’

    ‘It is your record.’

    ‘No.’ Her gaze held his. ‘It is your record. My arm is mine.’

    She returned to the treatment balcony without thanking him.

    Kellan remained at the ledger.

    The registrar had gathered the day’s service notices. Forty-three suspensions lay beneath a brass weight. Kellan arranged them by issue time. The first cluster had begun six hours before the public Concordance announcement. Most cited safety review. Several cut systems not connected to the suspected Nullware queries at all.

    ‘Pressure before consent,’ Tomas said beside him.

    ‘Or preparation for the update.’

    ‘Same action.’

    ‘Different proof.’

    Kellan copied the notices into the clinic ledger. He did not reduce them to a total. He wrote each name, system and consequence.

    The citations carried internal routing codes. Collections codes began with C. Medical integrity began with M. Behavioural risk began with B.

    One suspension used an obsolete code beginning with EOR-19.

    Kellan’s hand stopped.

    He had seen it in the encrypted file from Edda’s flat. An unresolved service-continuity request. A meeting entry at 23.14. A memory that moved to 23.33 when he tried to hold it.

    The current notice belonged to a woman named Sal Vey, sixty-two, respiratory assist reduced after a payment appeal had already been verified.

    ROUTING: EOR-19 / PREDICTIVE COLLECTIONS CONTINUITY.

    ‘Tomas,’ Kellan said.

    His brother leaned over the page.

    For the first time since entering the clinic, Tomas had no argument ready.

    Kellan looked towards the sealed compiler, then at the notices waiting to become injuries.

    The debt archive no longer contained only maps.

    It contained a route into their mother’s account.

  
    Chapter 14

    Kellan’s lung stopped while the calibrator decided who was allowed to restart it.

    The operating room had once been a library archive. Shelving tracks remained in the floor beneath the treatment chair. Aya had sealed the walls with surgical plastic and connected the recovered compiler to an isolated server behind two physical switches.

    One switch belonged to her. The other lay beneath Kellan’s right hand.

    His respiratory panel showed three control domains waiting for agreement.

    NEXUM ROOT: RESTRICTED.

    ORIS PERSONAL: ACTIVE.

    LOCAL CLINICAL: REQUESTED.

    ‘You said this was calibration,’ he managed.

    Without the synthetic lung, the organic one pulled his chest unevenly. The brace pressed into fractures that had no corporate pain filter left.

    ‘It is,’ Aya said. ‘Clinical control requires a defined emergency boundary.’

    ‘You could have defined it before stopping output.’

    ‘I did. The compiler does not recognise my definition yet.’

    Tomas stood at the isolated server. ‘Your Janus bridge is treating the clinic key as a second migration root instead of temporary service authority.’

    Kellan’s vision narrowed. ‘Fix it.’

    ‘Press your switch.’

    ‘What does it accept?’

    ‘Aya may adjust timing and immune calibration for the next six hours. She may not transfer ownership, change memory partitions or extend access without another confirmation.’

    ‘Revocation?’

    ‘Immediate from your panel, except during an active respiratory failure.’

    ‘Who defines failure?’

    Aya pointed at the simple pressure sensor clipped to his chest. ‘That.’

    No behavioural model. No corporate review. A membrane moved or did not.

    Kellan pressed the switch.

    The clinical domain opened.

    Aya restarted the lung at minimum output. Air entered too shallowly, then deepened as she adjusted the timing to match the right lung. The pain did not vanish. It became regular.

    ‘Again,’ she said.

    ‘Again what?’

    ‘Revoke me.’

    Kellan closed the clinical domain.

    The synthetic lung continued at its last safe setting.

    Aya tried to adjust it. Nothing happened.

    ‘Good,’ she said. ‘Open it again.’

    ‘You enjoy this part.’

    ‘A patient proving I cannot alter him without permission? Yes.’

    He restored the six-hour authority.

    The calibrator read the tissue interface and began staging the immune timing. His temporary key estimate stopped falling at forty-four hours and changed to a local-service warning.

    STABLE WHILE CALIBRATION AVAILABLE.

    ‘How long?’ Kellan asked.

    ‘The key no longer expires by itself,’ Tomas said. ‘The lung still needs suppression and physical service. Away from this compiler, you carry perhaps three days before the calibration drifts.’

    ‘That is not ownership.’

    ‘It is ownership of something dependent.’

    Aya removed the service lead from Kellan’s chest. ‘Most bodies qualify.’

    He stood carefully. The left eye misjudged the shelving track. This time he corrected before the reflex mesh did.

    The room held a second treatment table. On it, Tomas had arranged a tactile implant, two copper leads and a local key wafer with no network transmitter.

    The implant was not a spare part.

    It ran beneath the skin of Aya’s left hand.

    Kellan saw the service scar at her wrist. ‘You volunteered.’

    ‘I own the hand,’ she said. ‘Nexum owns the mesh that lets me feel through three fingers.’

    She held up the fingers. The tips carried old burn scars. ‘The organic nerves were damaged during a reactor-clinic fire. The mesh translates pressure and temperature around them.’

    ‘Life-critical?’

    ‘No.’

    ‘Function-critical for surgery.’

    ‘That is why the test means something.’

    Tomas connected the first copper lead to the isolated compiler. The second ended in a flat service contact that would sit against Aya’s wrist port.

    Kellan looked through the room window. Open clinic continued on the balcony. Lys rested behind a privacy sheet. Sal Vey’s altered pressure pump sounded every third breath. The people outside were not an audience. They were the reason a failed test could not be called an acceptable demonstration.

    ‘Fallback?’ he asked.

    Tomas pointed to a manual sensory bypass beside the table. ‘If calibration fails, the mesh goes numb. Aya retains movement and organic sensation in the other fingers.’

    ‘And if Nullware corrupts the motor branch?’

    ‘It cannot reach it. Different local bus.’

    ‘According to which map?’

    Tomas turned the compiler screen towards him. The device record contained manufacturer geometry, firmware branches and physical port assignments. It did not contain a predictive guess.

    ‘According to this one,’ he said.

    Aya sat at the table. ‘You may both continue trying to frighten me after you state the actual risks.’

    Tomas switched the compiler into transfer mode.

    The screen used plain language.

    CURRENT OWNER: NEXUM HUMAN SYSTEMS.

    PROPOSED OWNER: AYA MEREN, LOCAL KEY.

    EXPECTED INTERRUPTION: 2–8 SECONDS.

    KNOWN RISKS: LOSS OF TACTILE CALIBRATION; PAIN SIGNAL; DEVICE LOCK; NEED FOR PHYSICAL SERVICE.

    ‘Unknown risks?’ Aya asked.

    ‘Anything absent from the architecture map,’ Tomas said. ‘This model has four hardware revisions. The compiler verifies revision three. Your diagnostic signature matches three.’

    ‘Confidence?’

    ‘Ninety-nine point four per cent.’

    ‘That is not certainty.’

    ‘No.’

    Aya looked at Kellan. ‘Anything he is smoothing?’

    ‘The map comes from a local service record, not the complete mirror. If Nexum changed the hardware without updating that record, the signature could be copied from the previous device.’

    Tomas nodded. ‘Yes.’

    ‘Would the physical response show a mismatch before transfer?’ Aya asked.

    ‘Not always.’

    She considered the screen.

    ‘Proceed.’

    Tomas did not touch the control.

    ‘Speak the consent statement,’ he said.

    ‘I understand this transfer may temporarily or permanently remove tactile function from my left index, middle and ring fingers. I understand the implant will still require power, calibration and repair. I choose to transfer root ownership from Nexum to the local key in my possession.’

    The compiler accepted her voice pattern but remained grey.

    LOCAL CONFIRMATION REQUIRED.

    Aya put her right thumb against the physical switch on the key wafer.

    ‘Why both?’ Kellan asked.

    ‘A recording can be replayed,’ Tomas said. ‘A switch can be pressed by someone else. The safe build requires the two events together through an isolated path.’

    ‘And people without speech or movement?’

    ‘A clinician configures an accessible confirmation before the transfer. The choice still has to originate locally.’

    ‘Clinician approved by whom?’

    ‘The person receiving control.’

    Aya pressed the switch.

    Nullware entered through copper.

    No city display changed. No relay alarm sounded. The screen showed a sequence of cryptographic acknowledgements, but Kellan watched Aya’s hand.

    Her index finger twitched.

    The mesh went silent.

    She closed her eyes. ‘Nothing.’

    ‘Expected interruption,’ Tomas said.

    Three seconds.

    Five.

    The compiler reported that Nexum’s root had released. The local key entered the empty domain. Calibration numbers appeared, failed verification and cleared.

    Eight seconds.

    Aya opened her eyes. ‘Still nothing.’

    Tomas reached for the fallback.

    Kellan stopped his hand. ‘She owns the key. Ask.’

    Tomas looked at Aya. ‘Do you want fallback bypass?’

    ‘What does the error mean?’

    ‘The pressure baseline is outside the stored range. The mesh may be protecting against false sensation.’

    ‘Can I set a new baseline?’

    ‘Yes. It may hurt.’

    ‘Do that.’

    Tomas placed a metal probe beneath her index finger. ‘Tell the key when pressure becomes present.’

    Aya held the wafer in her right hand. Kellan watched the skin of the left fingertip whiten as Tomas increased the load.

    ‘Now,’ she said.

    She pressed the calibration switch.

    Pain crossed her face. Her arm pulled back, but she kept the wrist lead connected.

    ‘Temperature surge?’ Tomas asked.

    ‘No. Pressure sharpened too far.’

    ‘Reduce gain locally.’

    Aya used the wafer controls herself. The local key displayed three channels corresponding to the fingers. She lowered the index gain and asked Tomas to apply the probe again.

    ‘Present,’ she said. ‘Not painful.’

    Middle finger. Ring finger.

    The transfer completed.

    CURRENT OWNER: AYA MEREN.

    She disconnected the wrist lead.

    Tomas touched the compiler. ‘I should run a post-transfer—’

    Aya put her hand flat on the table.

    He stopped.

    ‘May I run a post-transfer diagnostic?’ he asked.

    ‘Read-only. No recalibration.’

    ‘Accepted.’

    The compiler found stable power, intact tissue contact and a local root no Nexum service could revoke. Aya picked up a suture needle with the transferred fingers. She turned it twice, feeling the weight.

    ‘Coarser than before,’ she said.

    ‘The factory calibration contains more detailed pressure curves,’ Tomas replied. ‘We can reconstruct them over time.’

    ‘Can Nexum restore them remotely?’

    ‘Not without your key accepting a package.’

    ‘Can Nexum switch the mesh off?’

    ‘No.’

    Aya placed the needle down. The three fingers belonged no more completely to her than they had ten minutes earlier. They could still fail. They had become less precise. She now carried the work of keeping them useful.

    But the service light at her wrist had lost its red debt mark.

    It showed no mark at all.

    The operating-room door opened.

    Milo stood outside with the registrar behind him. Iven Sol had one hand on Milo's shoulder and the manual pacing reader in the other. Aya had prohibited visitors. The registrar appeared to regard prohibition as a fact worth recording rather than obeying, while Iven appeared to have lost an argument about where Milo's feet were allowed to go.

    ‘I told him the procedure was finished,’ Iven said.

    ‘You said the door opened,’ Milo replied.

    The auditory implant at Iven's temple clicked as it refocused on Aya. ‘Those were the same fact until he heard them.’

    ‘Did it work?’ Milo asked.

    Aya picked up two identical suture packets, one in each hand. She closed her eyes while the transferred fingers traced the seals.

    ‘This one has a split corner,’ she said, lifting the left packet.

    The registrar checked it. ‘Yes.’

    ‘Then it works enough to test further.’

    Milo entered. Iven tested the reader against the regulator, waited through two steady beats and stayed beside the door. Sal Vey followed with the altered pressure unit against her side. Behind her came three patients whose service lights showed red through clothing or skin.

    Tomas looked at the plain local-owner display. Kellan saw the urge to turn one successful transfer into a public fact before anyone else could bury it.

    ‘No recording,’ Aya said.

    ‘People should see—’ Tomas began.

    ‘People should see a result after I know whether I still have sensation tomorrow.’

    ‘Nexum announces tests before the participants leave the room.’

    ‘That is not a model I intend to improve.’

    Milo touched the regulator beneath his chest. ‘Can mine go next?’

    ‘No,’ Aya and Kellan said together.

    Tomas waited half a breath. ‘Not with the maps we have.’

    Milo looked at him. ‘That was almost the same answer.’

    ‘It was a more useful one.’

    Aya held her transferred hand beneath a task lamp. ‘My implant could fail completely without stopping my heart. Yours cannot. We need the full architecture record, external pacing and time to explain the transfer while you are not recovering from a cardiac event.’

    ‘How much time?’

    ‘Unknown.’

    ‘Less than seven days?’

    Nobody answered immediately.

    Iven did not fill the silence for him. He held the pacing reader where Milo could reach it himself.

    The public countdown had reached six days and nineteen hours. Concordance would not wait for the clinic to become certain. That was the force inside Tomas’s urgency, and Kellan could feel how easily it could convert missing time into other people’s consent.

    Sal placed her suspension notice on the table. ‘Can it restore my breathing?’

    ‘It can restore control of the assist if the map is compatible,’ Tomas said. ‘It cannot reverse tissue damage or replace maintenance.’

    ‘Can Nexum reduce it again?’

    ‘Not after transfer.’

    ‘Can I reduce it by mistake?’

    ‘Yes.’

    She absorbed that. ‘Good answer.’

    Lys stood at the doorway.

    The open dressing exposed the capped interface at her arm. She looked at Aya’s hand, then at the local-owner display.

    ‘Transfer the cap,’ she said.

    Tomas examined the basic closure model. ‘The cap has no root system. It is passive.’

    ‘Then transfer the pulmonary unit.’

    Aya stepped between them. ‘Not while the infection is stressing it.’

    ‘After?’

    Tomas opened the local architecture cache. ‘The Lumaire P3 has a verified mapping.’

    Kellan remembered selecting contaminated on the recovery frame. The pulmonary unit had remained in Lys because he manipulated a liability rule. Under Nullware it could become hers because the map existed and she asked.

    ‘What would change?’ Lys asked.

    ‘Nexum could not recover it or restrict output,’ Tomas said. ‘You would need a personal key and a clinic willing to provide calibration. A component failure would still require parts.’

    ‘And the hand?’

    ‘Nullware cannot return hardware they took.’

    The answer removed the triumph from the room.

    Lys looked at Kellan. ‘So freedom arrives after the useful piece leaves.’

    ‘For you, that piece does not return,’ he said.

    ‘I did not ask you to agree.’

    ‘No.’

    ‘Do you know where it is?’

    Kellan knew the asset route. Recovered industrial manipulators went to a Tier 18 decontamination centre, then into resale inventory if contract ownership was clean.

    ‘It may still be in quarantine from the contamination report,’ he said.

    Lys’s face changed. Not gratitude. Calculation.

    ‘You wrote contamination on the lung.’

    ‘The report attached to the whole field case. The hand cradle may have inherited the hold.’

    ‘Can your archive tell us?’

    ‘The debt archive will contain the recovery disposition.’

    Tomas said, ‘We are not entering it to retrieve individual assets.’

    Lys turned on him. ‘You are entering it for individual architectures.’

    ‘For a citywide release path.’

    ‘My hand is part of the city when you need an example and individual when I want it back.’

    Kellan recognised the narrowing objective. He had used it through most of his career.

    ‘We check the disposition while we have access,’ he said.

    Tomas stared at him. ‘Every additional query increases detection.’

    ‘Then include it in the plan.’

    ‘You don’t get to promise archive access because you owe her.’

    ‘Correct.’ Kellan looked at Lys. ‘I cannot promise recovery. I can copy the record if it is accessible without putting the mirror at risk.’

    ‘How generous.’

    ‘No.’

    She studied him, perhaps waiting for the defence to follow. When it did not, she nodded once towards the archive map. ‘Leave my name on that too.’

    The registrar added Lys Mar asset disposition requested; no return promised to the clinic ledger.

    Hope changed the room more dangerously than fear. Patients moved closer to the compiler. Questions overlapped: mobility assists, retinal leases, dialysis filters, endocrine nodes. Tomas answered until the answers became repetitions of with the right map, after medical review, if you choose.

    Kellan listened for the point where qualification became background noise.

    ‘Enough,’ Aya said.

    Nobody heard her.

    She struck the metal instrument tray with the transferred hand.

    The sound cut through the room.

    Aya winced. Her new pressure gain had converted the impact into pain.

    She lowered it herself.

    ‘That,’ she said, holding up the local key, ‘is a successful transfer. It is also a miscalibrated hand, a clinic dependency and work I now own. If you remember only the first sentence, you do not understand what happened.’

    The patients withdrew slowly. Milo remained until Aya pointed towards his bed.

    The door closed.

    Kellan opened the compiler record. The transfer path was narrow, elegant and dependent on facts Tomas did not possess for every body in the clinic.

    ‘It works,’ he said.

    Tomas leaned against the server. Relief made him look younger and more tired. ‘You sound disappointed.’

    ‘I am updating the threat.’

    ‘To Nexum?’

    ‘To anyone who wants this faster than the maps allow.’

    Aya flexed the transferred fingers. ‘That includes both of you.’

    The compiler requested the next architecture.

    It had detected Kellan’s Janus bridge.

    TRANSITIONAL ROOT INTERFACE.

    DUAL-DOMAIN CAPABILITY.

    ARCHITECTURE MAP INCOMPLETE.

    Tomas stared at the reading.

    ‘No,’ Kellan said.

    ‘I haven’t asked.’

    ‘Your face did.’

    ‘Janus can hold two authenticated roots during migration. That is what it just did with the clinical key.’

    ‘You knew that.’

    ‘I knew the bridge existed. I didn’t know yours still accepted parallel domains after the foreign root was removed.’

    Kellan closed the diagnostic panel.

    Tomas opened it from the compiler.

    Kellan pulled the physical lead from his respiratory port. The screen went dark.

    ‘Do not access the bridge again.’

    ‘I need to map it.’

    ‘It connects to memory partitions.’

    ‘Read-only inspection.’

    ‘Nexum called the Ghost Clinic diagnostic read-only.’

    ‘I’m not Nexum.’

    ‘You put a root in my spine without consent.’

    The words landed harder because Aya’s transfer had required consent twice.

    Tomas looked at the copper leads. ‘I was trying to show you what they had done.’

    ‘You chose what happened inside my body because you believed the reason was sufficient.’

    ‘And you would still be working for them if I had asked politely through a locked door.’

    ‘Perhaps.’

    ‘Edda did ask.’

    Kellan’s hand tightened around the disconnected lead.

    ‘Do not use her to win this argument.’

    ‘I’m not. I’m telling you why I thought you might understand a forced opening.’

    ‘You know nothing about what I understood.’

    ‘I know you reported her account after she died.’

    The operating room became smaller.

    Kellan remembered the death report. Edda’s flat. A service request marked unresolved. Tomas gone before the funeral. Kellan sitting beneath a white clinic light while an administrator asked whether the deceased had left leased equipment behind.

    ‘Every death with registered support requires an account closure,’ he said.

    ‘You did more than close it.’

    ‘What?’

    ‘You escalated the service-continuity dispute. The old route code begins with your surname because your complaint created it.’

    Kellan thought of EOR-19 on Sal Vey’s current suspension.

    ‘How do you know?’

    ‘I found the index when I worked on Concordance. The complaint text was removed. The routing history remained.’

    ‘What did I report?’

    ‘That payment had been verified before support ended. That her appeal disappeared between collections and medical integrity.’

    ‘Anyone could have filed that.’

    ‘It carried your operative certificate.’

    Kellan saw a fragment: his own hand holding a service-continuity wafer; Sorn beyond it; his voice saying they had killed a woman for a forecast. The memory ended before the woman’s name.

    ‘Why didn’t you tell me?’ he asked.

    Tomas gave a short, disbelieving breath. ‘At the clinic? At Harrow? While you were pointing a weapon at me?’

    ‘After.’

    ‘You were busy deciding whether my evidence met your standard.’

    ‘It still has to.’

    ‘Of course it does.’

    Aya closed her hand around the suture needle. ‘You can repeat seven years now, or you can obtain the missing record.’

    Kellan looked at Tomas. ‘You do not touch the Janus bridge.’

    ‘We may need it to understand the transfer maps.’

    ‘Then we find another way.’

    ‘And if there isn’t one?’

    ‘You ask again. I may still refuse.’

    Tomas turned away first. ‘Ownership is very convenient when you have the thing everyone needs.’

    ‘That is what you are building.’

    Aya put the needle through a practice pad. Her three transferred fingers guided it with visible care. ‘Both of you leave my operating room before I discover how much sensation I restored.’

    On the outer balcony, the registrar had spread Kellan’s copied suspension notices across a map of the Tiers. The EOR-19 cases formed a vertical line through districts scheduled for early Concordance deployment.

    Tomas placed the compiler beside them. ‘The local cache maps forty-one common systems. The full mirror maps twelve thousand.’

    ‘Location,’ Kellan said.

    ‘Tier 9 Civic Stack debt archive. Physical vault below the public collections floor.’

    ‘The mirror will be segmented.’

    ‘Medical recovery predictions in one store. Architecture histories in another. We need both.’

    ‘The building isolates one store during any breach.’

    ‘You know the defence.’

    ‘I designed the recovery response after the rain riots.’

    He drew the archive from memory on the back of a suspension notice. Public lifts reached the collections floor. Evidence staff used a sealed descent. The vault itself hung between Tier 9 and Tier 8 to keep floodwater below and protestors above.

    ‘Three entrances,’ he said. ‘Collections lift, evidence stair and effluent service.’

    ‘Effluent,’ Tomas said.

    ‘The physical records are kept cool and dry. The environmental system drains condensation through a maintenance lift.’

    ‘Which you trapped.’

    ‘I placed seal readers at both ends. Maintenance identities can pass during night cycling.’

    The registrar looked at the paper. ‘Do you have maintenance identities?’

    ‘No.’

    ‘Then this is a drawing, not a plan.’

    Tomas took a small relay key from his pack. ‘Moth can sell us identities.’

    ‘Moth sells the same identity until it stops opening doors,’ Kellan said.

    ‘You have a better broker?’

    Kellan did not.

    Tomas tapped the effluent route. ‘I contact Moth. We enter during tomorrow’s first drainage cycle.’

    ‘Nia will predict the archive.’

    ‘Because she knows you?’

    ‘Because she knows what evidence I require before I act.’

    ‘Can she enter ahead of us?’

    ‘If Sorn gives her command.’

    The thought carried an uncomfortable measure of relief. Nia would understand the defence because Kellan had trained her through it. Coil would understand only that moving shelves could crush targets.

    Kellan marked the archive worker stations on the drawing.

    ‘We account for everyone inside,’ he said.

    Tomas looked at the extra marks. ‘Our objective is the mirror.’

    ‘I know.’

    ‘Then why are you drawing evacuation routes?’

    Kellan remembered one worker dying inside a building he had successfully protected.

    ‘Because this time the result goes in the report.’

    The registrar looked at him. ‘How many people did it recover?’

    ‘The archive was not breached.’

    ‘That was not the question.’

    Kellan knew the number. Thirty-one protesters arrested. Six left with permanent restraint injuries. One archive worker crushed when the moving stacks closed during evacuation.

    He had classified the worker as collateral to protected civic continuity.

    ‘None,’ he said.

    The word remained beside the successful transfer in the room behind them.

    One body under local control. Twelve thousand unmapped architectures. An archive Kellan had already proved he could defend against people trying to take back their records.

    Now he had to enter it from the other side.

  
    Chapter 15

    The route Kellan had taken through the Veins contained no record of him.

    Nia stood at a maintenance junction beneath Tier 11 and watched six official feeds agree that nobody had passed.

    The floor disagreed.

    Water carried fresh rust from the east corridor. A handwheel on the pressure door had been cleaned by use. Three fibres of grey medical brace material clung to the lower hinge where a person had turned sideways instead of opening the door fully.

    Kellan would conserve movement with fractured ribs. He would also close the door behind him.

    Nia touched the handwheel. Still warm.

    ‘Team east,’ she said.

    Coil checked the Stack route overlay. ‘East ends at a sealed coolant sump.’

    ‘The seal opened.’

    ‘No event logged.’

    ‘That is why we’re going east.’

    Two officers moved past her. Coil remained beside the junction reader.

    ‘Oris knows we follow physical disturbance,’ he said.

    ‘Yes.’

    ‘Then this is a trail he chose to leave.’

    Nia examined the brace fibre. ‘Not his.’

    ‘Aya Meren?’

    ‘Penn Arat’s support frame. The lower crossbar had a temporary wrap.’

    Coil’s helmet turned towards her. ‘You identify patients by repair material now?’

    ‘I read your clinic report.’

    He had called Penn’s repaired frame abandoned medical equipment until it moved during the escape.

    They entered the east corridor.

    The official lights ended after thirty metres. Nia’s ocular system increased contrast. Her independent recorder remained active inside the balance implant, turning the view into low-resolution maintenance data before the tactical channel could process it.

    The coolant sump was sealed by a round pressure door. The reader showed no opening in nine months.

    One of Coil’s officers scanned it. ‘No tamper.’

    Nia looked at the bottom of the door. Water passed beneath the seal in a thin line. It carried white medical adhesive.

    ‘Open it,’ she said.

    The reader refused their field credentials because the sump belonged to a different corporate infrastructure provider. Coil removed an expansion charge.

    ‘Wait.’

    Nia found the analogue pressure pin behind the drain channel. It had been returned to position after use. Kellan disliked leaving a route open behind him, even while fleeing.

    She pulled the pin. The door released three centimetres and exhaled cold air.

    Inside, the sump was empty.

    A vertical condensation shaft dropped beyond the service rail. Rope marks crossed the edge. The fugitives had descended towards Lowwater.

    One officer aimed a light down. It vanished into vapour.

    Coil said, ‘We have the route.’

    ‘We have where the route was.’

    He crouched at the rope marks. ‘Less than six hours.’

    ‘More.’

    ‘Why?’

    ‘Condensation has softened the edge after them. Eight to ten.’

    ‘Then they are below the datum.’

    Nia looked at the tactical map. It showed predicted movements through authorised clinics, transit access points and known Veins settlements. Kellan’s probability cloud remained three tiers above them because the model expected an injured man to seek systems that recognised him.

    He had gone where recognition made access less likely.

    ‘Recall the lower teams,’ she said.

    Coil stood. ‘We continue down.’

    ‘The shaft opens into four flood sectors. We will spend a day chasing disturbance he knows how to manufacture.’

    ‘What do you propose?’

    Nia switched off the probability layer. The map became emptier and more useful.

    ‘Find what is missing.’

    She returned to the Ghost Clinic.

    Contract Integrity had sealed it after Tomas escaped. The outer door now carried three corporate locks and no length of transit rail. Nia opened them with her investigation authority.

    Inside, the abandoned respiratory clinic remained arranged around the fight. A diagnostic lead lay beneath the chair where Tomas had connected to Kellan’s spine. Relay housings stood open along the walls. Nexum evidence teams had removed the improvised traps and left numbered marks where each item had been.

    The official incident reconstruction began when Nia entered.

    It projected Kellan near the rear exit, Tomas behind the treatment frame and Nia at the eastern wall. Their transparent figures moved through the room while captions described hostile-root exposure and operative compromise.

    Nia watched herself fire.

    The reconstruction ended with Tomas escaping and Kellan restraining her for eleven point six seconds.

    Her memory contained more time.

    Not much. A breath with Kellan’s forearm against her throat. His eyes unfocused while the Nullware handshake fought the Nexum root. Her weapon between them. Tomas at the rear exit, waiting because he did not yet trust that his brother would let him go.

    Nia reopened the record frame by frame.

    At 03.17.22, Kellan struck her wrist.

    At 03.17.23, the view shifted to the floor.

    At 03.17.35, her visual feed returned with Kellan moving towards the rear relay.

    Twelve seconds had been replaced by a static image of cracked tile.

    The tactical record called it impact occlusion.

    Nia checked the balance data. Her body had turned twice during the missing period. The first movement matched Kellan taking the weapon. The second showed her resisting pressure from behind and then being released.

    The official image remained on the floor throughout.

    She requested raw ocular telemetry.

    ACCESS LIMITED: PATIENT PRIVACY CONTAMINATION.

    There had been no patient in the clinic.

    She used the narrower medical-maintenance authority attached to her bruised forearm. The system allowed timing data but no image. Her optic had remained functional for the full twelve seconds.

    Someone had not merely lost the record. Someone had placed an easier view over it.

    Nia copied the timing discrepancy into her maintenance partition and compared the signature with the altered image from Tier 12.

    Both files had been processed through the same evidence-cleaning service at Nexum Crown.

    The service was authorised to remove gore, patient identity and clinically private information before tribunal review. It was not authorised to move living people or cover operative action.

    Nia opened a secure line to Evidence Continuity.

    The technician who answered appeared beneath white office light. His badge gave only a shift number until Nia attached her investigation authority.

    ‘Serrat,’ he said, recognising the case. ‘The Ghost Clinic package passed integrity review.’

    ‘I did not ask whether it passed.’

    ‘What are you asking?’

    ‘Why twelve seconds of functioning optic telemetry display a static floor image.’

    The technician looked away from the channel. ‘Impact occlusion.’

    ‘The eye recorded movement during the impact.’

    ‘Then stabilisation selected the clearest adjacent frame.’

    ‘For twelve seconds?’

    ‘It can happen when motion confidence is low.’

    Nia sent him the balance timing. Her body turned through ninety degrees while the stabilised image did not move.

    ‘Run it without the cleaned layer,’ she said.

    ‘Raw evidence contains restricted clinical data.’

    ‘There was no patient.’

    ‘Operative clinical data.’

    ‘Mine.’

    He did not answer.

    ‘Who classified my own visual record against me?’ Nia asked.

    ‘The service applies rules automatically.’

    ‘Show me the rule.’

    ‘Director-level evidence controls are outside field access.’

    ‘Then show me the processing manifest.’

    That request fell within her authority. The technician opened the file reluctantly.

    Most operations were ordinary: contrast recovery, identity masking, exposure correction. At the missing interval, a line read CONTINUITY SUBSTITUTION. Source: representative pre-impact frame. Reason: clinical-instability protection.

    ‘Protection from what?’ Nia asked.

    ‘Unreliable perception during endocrine stress or hostile sensory contact.’

    ‘The system replaced what I saw because it classified what I saw as unreliable.’

    ‘It preserved a stable representation.’

    ‘Of the floor.’

    The technician’s face changed. Not doubt. Fear of being required to name what the tool had done.

    ‘Was the substitution reviewed by a person?’ she asked.

    ‘The manifest carries a verification seal.’

    ‘That is not a person.’

    ‘No manual reviewer is listed.’

    ‘Can the raw interval be deleted?’

    ‘Not under standard retention.’

    ‘Can I retrieve it?’

    ‘Not while the hostile-root investigation remains active.’

    The circular permission was clean. The altered record justified the investigation; the investigation prevented access to the record that might challenge it.

    ‘Preserve the raw interval,’ Nia said.

    ‘It is already under retention.’

    ‘Attach my direct order.’

    He hesitated. ‘That will notify the evidence owner.’

    ‘Who is the owner?’

    ‘Contract Integrity.’

    Sorn.

    Nia considered leaving no sign. A private copy proved discrepancy but could be dismissed as a maintenance fault. A preservation order created a corporate record that she had challenged the substitution before knowing what the hidden twelve seconds contained.

    ‘Attach it,’ she said.

    The technician pressed the confirmation.

    The manifest changed.

    RAW INTERVAL PRESERVED AT OPERATIVE REQUEST.

    Nia ended the channel. She still did not know what the missing view showed. She now knew its absence had been created on purpose by a service permitted to call replacement protection.

    The clinic door opened behind her.

    Nia closed the private comparison.

    Sorn entered alone.

    She wore no field armour. Rain marked the shoulders of a grey coat, evidence that she had descended from the Crown through public levels rather than taking a protected lift all the way down.

    ‘You recalled the teams,’ Sorn said.

    ‘The physical trail was old.’

    ‘Coil believes you abandoned a viable descent.’

    ‘Coil believes every shaft becomes viable when enough people enter it.’

    Sorn looked at the projected cracked tile. ‘What are you examining?’

    ‘My performance.’

    ‘Conclusion?’

    ‘Incomplete.’

    Sorn stood beside the old diagnostic chair. ‘Kellan’s lung is also incomplete.’

    She sent a medical file to Nia’s tactical view.

    The restrictions appeared first: retinal resolution reduced by forty-two per cent, reflex latency outside field tolerance, two fractures in woven ribs, endocrine management unavailable, synthetic left lung under unauthorised local root.

    Nia read the last line twice.

    ESTIMATED CALIBRATION FAILURE: 31–43 HOURS.

    The estimate assumed no compatible local compiler. Nexum knew Tomas had lost one at Harrow but did not know where he had hidden the physical key.

    ‘He needs a clinic,’ Nia said.

    ‘He needs Nexum.’

    ‘Those are not currently the same.’

    Sorn accepted the correction without expression. ‘Lowwater maintains illegal respiratory services. Most cannot calibrate Janus. Aya Meren may have enough equipment if Tomas retrieves his compiler.’

    ‘You want the clinics searched.’

    ‘I want you to use his medical constraints.’

    ‘Meaning?’

    ‘Restrict local immune-suppression supplies. Monitor power draws consistent with respiratory calibration. Close safe routes between Lowwater and the Tiers. Time pressure will make him choose the nearest adequate service.’

    ‘Those restrictions affect everyone using the same supplies.’

    ‘The shipments are already unauthorised.’

    ‘That wasn’t my question.’

    Heat entered Nia’s blood.

    It began beneath the sternum and spread into her throat, arms and jaw. Her endocrine node identified an acute stress event and offered a medical description.

    OPERATIONAL AGITATION.

    CORRECTIVE RESPONSE ACTIVE.

    The room sharpened. Her muscles prepared for violence while the part of her mind asking about collateral patients became difficult to hold. It did not disappear. It moved behind a wall of urgency.

    Capture the subject. End the threat. Protect the team.

    The objectives felt physically clean.

    Nia kept her hands at her sides.

    Sorn watched her pulse rise through the shared medical channel. ‘Are you unwell?’

    The question might have been concern. It might also have been measurement.

    ‘Forearm pain,’ Nia said.

    She pressed the bruised wrist beneath the compression wrap. Her local maintenance controls allowed treatment for injury swelling. She opened the anti-inflammatory profile and routed its dampening signal across the endocrine channel.

    The heat did not stop. It became noisy, two medical commands contradicting each other inside the same blood.

    Nia breathed at a rate the field system associated with weapon stability.

    The corrective response classified her as controlled and reduced output.

    ‘The clinics remain out of bounds to an indiscriminate tactical search,’ she said.

    Sorn’s gaze remained on her. ‘I did not order one.’

    ‘You ordered supply restrictions as leverage.’

    ‘I described options. You have authority to choose the least harmful effective method.’

    ‘And if none is both?’

    ‘Then you choose which harm remains recoverable.’

    Kellan had said versions of that throughout their work. Nia had believed the judgement belonged to them because they stood closest to the consequences. Sorn’s channel had just made one answer easier to tolerate.

    ‘Was that a compliance intervention?’ Nia asked.

    Sorn looked genuinely uncertain. ‘Your endocrine node treated acute agitation. It has done so during field stress for nine years.’

    ‘I was not in the field.’

    ‘Your threat system remains active.’

    ‘Who activated the response?’

    ‘Clinical automation.’

    The answer might have been technically true.

    ‘Give me its event log.’

    ‘Medical Services can review it after containment.’

    ‘Now.’

    Sorn’s voice stayed calm. ‘Nia, Tomas possesses software capable of interrupting cardiac and respiratory control. Kellan is carrying a compromised root bridge and helping him evade recovery. It is reasonable for your system to recognise threat when you discuss widening exposure.’

    ‘Reasonable isn’t the same as mine.’

    ‘No medical system is entirely self-authored.’

    ‘Concordance makes that permanent.’

    For the first time, Sorn’s silence carried weight.

    ‘Concordance limits unauthorised access to precisely the channel you are questioning,’ she said.

    ‘By giving Nexum continuous authorised access.’

    ‘By giving regulated clinical systems the capacity to prevent manipulation.’

    ‘Including manipulation by the patient?’

    ‘Including self-harm under compromised judgement.’

    Sorn did not lie when a narrower truth would do the work. Nia stored the sentence beside the endocrine event.

    She did not tell Sorn about the independent record.

    ‘I will use his constraints,’ Nia said. ‘Without restricting clinic supplies.’

    ‘How?’

    ‘The compiler has to come from somewhere. He will move towards it or away from it. Both routes create absences.’

    Sorn studied her, then closed the shared medical file. ‘Keep Coil informed.’

    ‘Of tactical movements.’

    ‘Of anything that changes the threat.’

    ‘Evidence changes it.’

    ‘When verified.’

    Sorn left the clinic.

    Nia waited until the corporate locks closed before opening the endocrine log.

    It showed no command from Sorn.

    The corrective response had triggered because Nia’s stress markers crossed a clinical threshold one tenth of a second after she challenged the supply restriction. The threshold itself had been lowered that morning by a routine security-profile update.

    Authorised issuer: Nexum Human Systems.

    She copied the log into the balance partition and restored the old threshold locally. The system accepted the change, then scheduled it to revert at the next civic connection.

    Not control. Influence with a return address.

    Coil waited outside with the team.

    ‘Medical issue?’ he asked.

    Nia tightened the forearm wrap. ‘Inflammation.’

    ‘Do you need relief?’

    ‘No.’

    He glanced at her endocrine status. She had masked the signal as treatment overlap. The reading showed moderate pain and no behavioural event.

    ‘Where now?’ he asked.

    Nia opened the city maintenance schedule.

    If Tomas had hidden a physical compiler in Lowwater, he would choose a place with isolated power, working pumps and a route beyond ordinary Stack search. The seawall shutdown had endangered all three.

    She mapped pump settlements that lost service during the corporate maintenance window. Seventeen existed west of the clinic district. Two had guide-cable failures. One had restarted a drainage intake under an uncertified municipal rotor.

    The rotor’s certification query reached the Stack ten minutes after physical restart. Someone had disabled alignment compensation using a local mechanical bypass.

    Kellan knew municipal recovery controls.

    Nia took the team to the Tier 6 flood boundary rather than send them into Lowwater.

    The authorised city ended at a steel grille above a drowned boulevard. Below it, boat lamps moved without Stack signatures. A west-route signal hung from a cable: two white shutters open, one red closed.

    The boundary pump reader showed the uncertified rotor drawing current downstream.

    Coil attached a trace lead. ‘We can follow the power handshake.’

    ‘It reports only the cooperative relay.’

    ‘Then we enter through it.’

    People watched them from the boats below. Not armed in any way the tactical system recognised. Boat hooks, repair bars, cutting torches. Tools became weapons when an armoured team decided to descend.

    Nia counted six adults and three children in the nearest craft. No clear path reached the west route without crossing them.

    ‘No entry,’ she said.

    ‘We have lethal-containment authority.’

    ‘Against two subjects. Not a district.’

    Coil pointed to the power trace. ‘Oris passed here.’

    ‘Hours ago.’

    ‘You cannot know that.’

    Nia watched the route shutters. Lowwater signals changed when cargo or medical loads moved between sectors. The red shutter closed after a boat passed west. Two white shutters opened when the channel cleared.

    The current pattern had repeated four times since the rotor restart. If Kellan’s group had remained at the settlement, the return route would have carried a medical-priority sequence for Aya. None had appeared.

    ‘They returned by the market channel,’ she said.

    ‘Then which clinic?’

    ‘The one that stopped drawing power.’

    Coil looked at the active traces. ‘That makes no sense.’

    ‘A clinic with enough equipment for Janus would hide the calibration draw during the blackout. Find the district whose medical consumption did not rise when power returned.’

    He understood. ‘An absence.’

    ‘Yes.’

    The nearest child on the boat raised one hand towards them. His middle finger remained folded. The adults laughed without taking their eyes from the weapons.

    Nia turned away from the grille.

    She could narrow the clinic district. She would not enter it blind and turn every patient around Kellan into a target. Waiting would give him time to stabilise. Entering would give him the casualties he would refuse to create himself.

    Either outcome exploited his medical constraints.

    She chose the one whose cost could still be assigned to her.

    ‘West settlement,’ Coil said over her shoulder.

    ‘They have already left.’

    ‘How do you know?’

    ‘The rotor continued running. If they were trapped there, the operator would have stopped it to preserve the route cable.’

    Nia opened the original seawall maintenance order.

    Public issue: Day -7, six minutes after the Concordance acceleration announcement.

    Internal approval: Day -18.

    Tomas had surfaced under Edda Oris’s identity on Day -9.

    The shutdown had been scheduled nine days before Nexum named the Nullware threat.

    She checked the stated reason. Halo broadcast-reserve testing. The maintenance pulled power from Lowwater to guarantee capacity for a deployment whose public acceleration supposedly responded to Tomas.

    The schedule did not prove Concordance’s behavioural scope. It proved the citywide deployment had been prepared before the event used to justify its urgency.

    Nia sent the file to her private partition.

    Coil said, ‘If you have a location, we move.’

    ‘I have a route that ended.’

    ‘And a clinic district beyond it.’

    ‘With hundreds of civilians and no verified target.’

    ‘Sorn authorised constraint pressure.’

    Nia looked at him. ‘She told you?’

    ‘She told me to support your methods.’

    The careful wording meant Sorn had given him enough information to watch whether Nia used the medical leverage.

    ‘Then support this one. We wait for the next necessary target.’

    ‘Which is?’

    Kellan needed the architecture mirror. He would not accept Tomas’s release without it. The Edda case code would give him another reason to enter the place where medical debt records became recovery decisions.

    The Tier 9 debt archive.

    Nia knew its defence because Kellan had designed it and trained her in the response. She also knew the blind route he would prefer: the effluent lift, narrow enough to control and isolated from public floors.

    Sorn answered her request immediately.

    ‘You believe he will target the archive?’

    ‘Yes.’

    ‘Probability?’

    Nia looked at the map without its corporate prediction layer.

    ‘High enough that I want command.’

    ‘Coil has tactical seniority.’

    ‘Coil will defend the drive. Kellan will use the people inside to change his choices.’

    ‘Will you?’

    ‘I will recover both if possible.’

    ‘And if not?’

    The endocrine channel remained quiet. Nia could feel the old threshold waiting to return when she reconnected.

    ‘Then I want the decision to be mine.’

    Sorn granted her command of the archive defence.

    Nia marked the effluent lift as the likely entry and placed no team there.

    Kellan would expect her to expect it.

    She began building the rest of the map from what his habits left out.

  
    Chapter 16

    Moth revoked Kellan’s borrowed identity while he was wearing it.

    The maintenance mask lay across his palm like a strip of clear skin. A green service name had appeared when he pressed it to the inside of his wrist: EREN VALE, CONDENSATION HYGIENE, TIER 9.

    Then the name turned red.

    ‘Demonstration,’ Moth said.

    They sat in a Veins chamber built around an obsolete identity relay. Hundreds of glass data fibres crossed the ceiling. Moth had threaded paper labels around them because the Stack could rename a route but paper remained attached to the wire.

    Kellan removed the mask. ‘Of what?’

    ‘Temporary means I decide the duration.’

    Moth’s face changed at the edges each time the relay light moved. The broker’s hair had been cut at three different lengths, their hands carried old chemical burns, and neither eye displayed the same colour twice. Kellan could not place an age on any of it.

    Tomas placed two local key wafers on the table. ‘The identities stay active until we leave the archive.’

    ‘And afterward I receive Nullware.’

    ‘Access to a supervised transfer,’ Aya said.

    Moth did not look at her. ‘Code.’

    ‘No,’ Kellan said.

    ‘You don’t own it.’

    ‘Neither will you.’

    Tomas leaned towards him. ‘We need the masks.’

    ‘That does not change what the price does.’

    Moth picked up one wafer. ‘People who come to me want identities because the city has made theirs uninhabitable. Your brother brings a way to end the rent and offers an appointment.’

    ‘A transfer without the right map can kill the person receiving it,’ Aya said.

    ‘So can the city before an appointment opens.’

    ‘Yes.’

    The agreement made Moth study her.

    Tomas put the compiler on the table. ‘You get priority access to a compatibility assessment after we recover the mirror. If your systems map safely, I supervise the transfer. If they do not, you get the map and the reason.’

    ‘And the code?’

    ‘After we build an accessible consent process.’

    Moth laughed. ‘You brought an officer to negotiate freedom.’

    ‘Former officer,’ Kellan said.

    ‘No. Former badge.’

    Moth reactivated the three masks. Kellan’s new identity returned.

    ‘Future access,’ the broker said. ‘My definition remains open.’

    ‘Then so does ours,’ Kellan replied.

    ‘Good. Ambiguity is the only currency that compounds.’

    They left through separate routes.

    The debt archive hung beneath Tier 9 like a sealed metal organ.

    Public collections occupied the levels above it, bright with service counters and private booths where people explained defaults to systems authorised only to verify them. The physical vault sat below, suspended between the Tiers on shock mounts and coolant pipes.

    Kellan, Tomas and Aya entered through the effluent level wearing grey maintenance coveralls Moth had obtained from a laundry seizure.

    The condensation lift waited behind a wall of warm pipes. Its floor was a perforated grate. Water fell through it into treatment tanks somewhere below Tier 8.

    Kellan pressed the wrist mask to the reader.

    EREN VALE. CONDENSATION HYGIENE.

    The light turned green.

    ‘You sound disappointed,’ Tomas said.

    ‘It means the trap is inside.’

    Aya’s mask identified her as a fungal-control specialist. Tomas had become an apprentice drain technician with a disciplinary mark. Moth understood camouflage well enough to leave dirt on it.

    The lift began to rise.

    Kellan’s local lung adjusted to the pressure change under his control. The calibrator’s three-day drift estimate remained steady. His ribs did not care. Each vibration moved the fractures against the brace.

    ‘Roles,’ he said.

    ‘I inspect biological contamination,’ Aya replied.

    ‘Tomas?’

    ‘I carry tools and disappoint management.’

    ‘Do not touch a reader unless asked.’

    ‘Because apprentices don’t?’

    ‘Because you look pleased when a system opens.’

    The lift stopped one level below the vault.

    Nobody entered.

    The doors remained open for four seconds, showing a narrow service corridor and a camera pointed directly at them. Then the lift continued.

    ‘Image challenge,’ Kellan said.

    ‘Did we pass?’ Aya asked.

    ‘We were expected.’

    ‘That was not the question.’

    The vault doors opened.

    Cold dry air entered the lift. Beyond it, rows of document stacks moved slowly on floor tracks. Each stack stood four metres high, filled with sealed paper files and physical data wafers. White coolant lines ran above them. Archive workers in blue coats travelled through the aisles with hand scanners and steel carts.

    The Civic Stack held every debt electronically. The companies using it still kept paper when they expected to sue one another. Ink survived a changed key. A physical signature could not be corrected remotely without leaving a tear.

    A supervisor approached. ‘Fungal control?’

    Aya held up her wrist mask.

    ‘Unscheduled.’

    ‘Condensation protein elevated in outlet seven,’ she said. ‘You can wait for visible growth if you prefer.’

    The supervisor scanned her identity. Moth’s green name held.

    ‘Outlet seven is beneath medical recovery.’

    ‘Then the paper will smell like patients instead of mould.’

    The supervisor had no category for Aya’s tone. He handed her a visitor marker.

    ‘Fifteen minutes. Apprentice stays with the cart.’

    Tomas lowered his eyes.

    The performance was less convincing because Kellan knew he wanted to laugh.

    They followed the supervisor between the stacks.

    Kellan counted intersections. The archive had changed since the rain riots. Stacks C and D had become a single moving block. Two worker refuges had been added after the crushing death. The emergency doors remained where he had specified them.

    Nia would know the same plan.

    He looked for her in reflections on the steel shelves. Nothing.

    Outlet seven sat behind a mesh panel beside the medical-recovery store. Aya opened it with a fungal tool and inserted a real swab. The contamination reading showed harmless archive yeast.

    ‘You brought mould?’ Kellan asked quietly.

    ‘I brought accuracy.’

    She marked the outlet for cleaning. The action gave their identities a reason to remain in the log after they disappeared.

    Tomas parked the cart beneath a coolant junction. Its lower tray concealed the isolated compiler and two blank archive drives.

    ‘Mirror?’ he asked.

    Kellan pointed to the medical store. ‘Architecture histories in M. Recovery predictions in P. Opening one isolates the other if the system detects unauthorised transfer.’

    ‘So we copy simultaneously.’

    ‘No. We make both transfers look authorised.’

    He found a paper movement order clipped to the supervisor’s station. Every physical file crossing between corporations required two archive witnesses. The workers signed first; the Stack confirmed after.

    Kellan removed two blank witness slips.

    ‘Forgery?’ Tomas asked.

    ‘Procedure.’

    ‘You don’t have signatures.’

    ‘We have the part the reader checks first.’

    He placed one blank over the optical pad at the M store. The pad detected official paper stock, opened a witness form and waited for ink.

    Aya wrote her borrowed name.

    Kellan signed Eren Vale.

    The reader compared neither hand to an existing sample because archive witnesses changed every shift. It verified that two authenticated people had made distinct marks.

    The M store opened.

    Inside, physical wafers stood in narrow drawers labelled by manufacturer, architecture and revision. Tomas connected the isolated compiler to the master index.

    ‘Twelve thousand and eighty-three families,’ he said.

    ‘Copy verified maps only,’ Aya replied.

    ‘The unverified histories show why verification failed.’

    ‘Then label them as unknown.’

    ‘The index already—’

    ‘Label them in your copy.’

    Tomas changed the transfer instruction.

    The first blank drive began filling.

    Kellan crossed to the paper index beside the P store.

    ‘What are you doing?’ Tomas asked.

    ‘Using the witness session.’

    ‘For what?’

    Kellan entered Lys Mar’s recovery number on a mechanical key bed. The index did not display personal records in the aisle. It produced a drawer coordinate on a strip of paper.

    ‘You promised to check if it was accessible,’ Tomas said.

    ‘It is.’

    ‘The mirror is at thirty per cent.’

    ‘Then you have time to watch it.’

    The coordinate led to a narrow active-cases cabinet outside the sealed recovery store. Kellan opened it with the visitor marker. Inside, paper cards tracked physical assets in motion: lungs awaiting extraction, limbs in decontamination, ocular lattices held for ownership disputes.

    Lys’s card remained near the front.

    RIGHT MANIPULATOR, SERIES H INDUSTRIAL.

    STATUS: BIOLOGICAL QUARANTINE.

    LOCATION: TIER 18 DECONTAMINATION HOLD.

    DISPOSITION: RECONDITION AND RE-LEASE AFTER CLEARANCE.

    The contamination override had delayed resale. It had not preserved the hand for Lys. In eleven days, the hold would end unless a clinical dispute extended it.

    Kellan copied the card with a maintenance camera. He included the physical drawer and witness strip in the image so Nexum could not dismiss it as altered account data.

    ‘Done,’ Tomas said.

    ‘No.’

    Kellan opened the attached recovery outcome. The card listed a clean field closure and no expected impairment beyond loss of the leased asset. It did not mention the basic cap, the inaccessible review or the infection Aya had drained.

    He attached the clinic record from his local key.

    The archive rejected the addition because Eren Vale had no medical authority.

    He printed both records instead. The archive produced a thin paper strip showing its version beside the unsigned clinic account.

    ‘Paper does not change their file,’ Tomas said.

    ‘It preserves the disagreement.’

    ‘We came for information capable of changing sixty million bodies.’

    ‘And nearly left one body’s information exactly as we found it.’

    Tomas checked the transfer. Forty-eight per cent. ‘You cannot correct every case while we’re inside.’

    ‘No.’ Kellan folded the strip into his coat. ‘But I can stop using scale as a reason to ignore the one I am touching.’

    An archive worker entered the aisle pushing a steel cart.

    Kellan recognised the man from the original defence report. Older now, hair silver at the temples, but the same left shoulder lower after being caught by a restraint mesh during the rain riots.

    The worker recognised him too.

    ‘Oris,’ he said.

    Kellan did not reach for the empty pistol beneath his coverall.

    ‘My name is Eren Vale.’

    The worker looked at the borrowed wrist mask. ‘Your face didn’t get the order.’

    Tomas disconnected one hand from the compiler.

    ‘Keep working,’ Kellan said.

    The worker glanced at the open M store and the copying drive. ‘Last time you stood there, you told us the shelves were safer closed.’

    ‘I was wrong.’

    ‘A man died while you were wrong.’

    ‘Yes.’

    ‘What are you stealing?’

    ‘Medical architecture maps and recovery outcomes.’

    ‘Those are records, not medicine.’

    ‘They become medicine if clinics can see them.’

    The worker considered the moving-stack controls. His hand hovered near the alarm strip.

    Kellan could restrain him before he pressed it. With the reflex delay and ribs, perhaps. Tomas could corrupt the local reader. Aya could use the fungal tool as a sedative injector.

    All three choices would turn the worker into part of the equipment around the objective.

    ‘You decide,’ Kellan said.

    Tomas looked at him sharply.

    The worker pressed the strip.

    Nothing happened.

    ‘That one calls a supervisor,’ he said. ‘Alarm is beneath the cart handle.’

    ‘Why tell me?’

    ‘I didn’t. I told Eren Vale.’ He pushed the cart past them. ‘You have less than five minutes before the supervisor arrives.’

    He did not help. He also did not convert recognition into ownership of what happened next.

    Kellan crossed to the P store. The corridor camera turned away from him before he reached it.

    He stopped.

    ‘What?’ Tomas asked.

    ‘Security never gives privacy.’

    The document stacks began to move.

    Metal warning tones sounded through the vault. Aisles narrowed as the stacks rolled together, creating sealed compartments around the open stores.

    The supervisor looked up from his station. ‘Containment cycle!’

    Workers pushed carts towards the refuges.

    Kellan grabbed the nearest stack rail and held the medical aisle open. The drive transfer showed sixty-one per cent.

    ‘How long?’

    ‘Forty seconds,’ Tomas said.

    ‘You have twenty.’

    Coolant suppression released from the ceiling.

    White vapour filled the aisle. The archive used inert gas to lower oxygen around electrical fires without soaking the paper. Safe for thirty seconds if everyone reached a refuge. Dangerous to anyone with restricted respiration sooner.

    Kellan raised his lung output. Pain moved along the tissue interface.

    ‘Masks,’ Aya said.

    They pulled filter hoods from the maintenance cart. The hoods removed chemical residue, not lack of oxygen.

    ‘Decorative,’ Tomas said.

    ‘Breathe less,’ Kellan replied.

    The far end of the aisle opened.

    Nia entered through the vapour.

    She wore a sealed field mask and no helmet. Her weapon tracked Kellan, moved to Tomas, then settled on the drive attached to the index.

    ‘Step away,’ she said.

    Kellan kept one hand on the stack rail. ‘Evacuate the workers.’

    ‘Refuges are active.’

    ‘Stack D refuge did not close.’

    Nia’s eyes moved towards the status lights. One remained amber.

    ‘It was repaired,’ she said.

    ‘The repair changed the door, not the pressure sensor.’

    ‘You know because you designed the fault?’

    ‘I designed the response around it.’

    The transfer reached seventy-four per cent.

    Nia advanced. ‘Tomas, disconnect the drive.’

    ‘You know what Concordance does,’ he said.

    ‘I know what your code may do.’

    ‘Then let us take the maps that make it safer.’

    ‘After you release the compiler and submit to medical containment.’

    ‘Sorn refused that at Harrow,’ Kellan said.

    ‘I am giving the order now.’

    ‘Can you enforce it against her?’

    ‘I can enforce it against you.’

    The answer was honest.

    A worker struck the inside of the failed refuge door.

    The sound came once, then again.

    Nia heard it.

    Her weapon did not move.

    ‘Aya,’ Kellan said.

    ‘Twenty seconds of useful air for him,’ she replied after checking the pressure display. ‘Perhaps less.’

    ‘Transfer?’

    ‘Eighty-one.’

    Nia said, ‘There is an emergency release behind the refuge.’

    ‘Blocked when the stacks close.’

    Kellan had protested that flaw during the original design and accepted it when management said opening the aisle during a breach endangered the archive. He had called the compromise recoverable.

    The worker hit the door again, weaker.

    ‘Disconnect,’ Nia ordered.

    Tomas looked at Kellan.

    ‘Keep copying,’ Kellan said.

    He released the stack rail and ran towards D.

    The moving shelves completed their closure behind him.

    The aisle narrowed faster than his delayed reflex mesh judged. He turned sideways. A torn lower rail caught the outside of his right thigh.

    Metal entered through the coverall and opened muscle.

    His right leg lost strength.

    Kellan dragged it free. Blood struck the white floor in a line.

    Nia moved after him. She could have taken the shot. The shelves blocked her before the weapon found a clear angle.

    Kellan reached the refuge.

    Its outer release showed green despite the amber pressure light. He pulled it. The door opened three centimetres and stopped against a displaced document cart inside.

    The worker lay beside it, conscious but slow.

    Kellan put both hands into the gap and pulled. The bone weave in his forearms held. The ribs shifted under the brace. His synthetic lung entered emergency reserve.

    Four minutes before tissue damage. The worker had less.

    ‘Push the cart,’ Kellan said through the gap.

    The man moved one arm. The cart rolled a centimetre.

    ‘Again.’

    Kellan pulled. The door opened wide enough for the worker’s shoulder.

    Coolant vapour poured into the refuge.

    ‘Towards me.’

    He took the worker beneath both arms and dragged him out.

    The weight folded Kellan’s wounded leg. He went down. Blood spread beneath his thigh.

    Nia appeared beyond the closing cross-aisle.

    ‘Leave him and put your hands clear,’ she said.

    Kellan turned the worker onto his side. ‘He needs oxygen.’

    ‘Response team is coming.’

    ‘Their route is sealed.’

    Nia checked the status display. Kellan saw the instant she confirmed it.

    She removed her field mask.

    For one moment he thought she had chosen him.

    She sealed the mask over the worker’s face and triggered its oxygen reserve.

    Then she drew her secondary restraint weapon.

    ‘His left shoulder is reinforced,’ she told the approaching response team. ‘Lift from the right.’

    The instruction came from the same old report Kellan remembered. Nia had read the injury instead of reducing the man to the body between her and a target.

    ‘Hands clear,’ she repeated.

    The worker breathed.

    Kellan raised both hands.

    At the M store, an alarm changed pitch.

    TRANSFER COMPLETE.

    The archive isolated the index.

    The drive ejected into Tomas’s hand as a steel shutter fell between him and Aya.

    Nia looked towards the sound.

    Kellan struck the manual stack release beside the refuge.

    The cross-aisle opened five centimetres to permit emergency extraction. Nia’s weapon hit the moving shelf and discharged. Restraint mesh spread across steel.

    Kellan crawled through the gap on his left knee.

    Nia caught his ankle.

    His right thigh could not kick. He rolled and used the movement to pull her arm into the shelf gap without striking the joint.

    ‘Let go,’ he said.

    ‘You first.’

    The shelves began to close again.

    Nia released him before the mechanism took her arm.

    Kellan reached Tomas.

    ‘Where is Aya?’

    ‘P store.’

    The shutter between them showed a narrow document slot at floor level. Aya’s hand appeared through it holding the second blank drive.

    ‘Recovery predictions are copying,’ she said. ‘Thirty per cent.’

    ‘No time,’ Kellan replied.

    ‘Without them we cannot match clinical failure to architecture history.’

    Tomas connected the completed mirror drive to the slot reader. ‘I can bridge the indexes.’

    ‘That triggers a second isolation.’

    ‘We are running short of first isolations.’

    He attached a copper lead across the document slot.

    The P transfer accelerated using the M store’s verified witness session. Forty per cent. Sixty.

    Nia fired through the open cross-aisle.

    The restraint round struck the cart. Mesh wrapped the compiler case and pulled it towards her.

    Tomas caught the handle.

    The completed drive slid from his other hand.

    It crossed the wet floor towards an open coolant drain.

    Kellan lunged.

    His right leg collapsed. He missed the drive by the length of two fingers.

    The archive worker, breathing through Nia’s mask, put one hand in its path.

    The drive struck his palm and stopped at the drain edge.

    Kellan took it.

    ‘Thank you,’ he said.

    The worker looked at the blood across the floor. ‘Don’t make me regret that.’

    ‘I can’t promise.’

    ‘Bad answer.’

    ‘Yes.’

    The P store drive ejected through the document slot.

    Aya pushed it after her hand. ‘Done.’

    Kellan put both drives inside his coat.

    ‘Exit?’ Tomas asked.

    Kellan looked at the worker’s blue archive badge. ‘Emergency extraction recognises staff presence.’

    The worker heard him. ‘Take the badge and I lose my job.’

    ‘Come with us and you lose more.’

    ‘Use my hand.’

    Kellan supported him to the reader. The man pressed his palm against it.

    All moving stacks stopped.

    Emergency doors opened towards the condensation lift.

    Nia was twenty metres away. Her field weapon had a clear line now.

    ‘Kellan,’ she called.

    He pushed the worker towards the arriving response team. ‘They need the mask.’

    Nia’s gaze moved from the worker to the blood on Kellan’s thigh, then to Tomas carrying the compiler.

    ‘The next round is restraint,’ she said. ‘Your leg will not keep you upright.’

    ‘Then don’t miss.’

    She fired.

    Kellan dropped before his reflex mesh decided to move. The round passed above him and spread across the lift doors.

    Not a deliberate miss. He had moved early because he knew her timing.

    Aya cut the mesh with a heated surgical tool. Tomas dragged Kellan into the lift.

    Nia fired again. The closing door caught the round and carried half the mesh inside.

    The lift descended.

    Aya cut away Kellan’s coverall at the thigh. The wound ran deep along the outside muscle without opening the main artery.

    ‘Pressure,’ she said.

    Tomas pressed a dressing into it.

    Kellan’s vision whitened. The local lung remained in emergency reserve. He reduced it before the four-minute limit and nearly lost consciousness as air demand exceeded output.

    ‘Stay awake,’ Aya said.

    ‘Unoriginal.’

    ‘Effective.’

    She closed the wound with six deep staples and a compression bandage. The lift vibration travelled directly through them.

    ‘Can I walk?’

    ‘Poorly.’

    ‘Duration?’

    ‘Longer if you keep asking before the blood stops.’

    The borrowed wrist identities turned red together.

    Moth had decided the duration.

    The lift continued because Kellan had broken its analogue service seal before authentication ended.

    They left through the drainage tanks and reached a Veins maintenance room before archive security closed the lower routes. Kellan walked with Tomas beneath his right shoulder and Aya carrying the compiler. Each step pulled against the staples.

    Only after three pressure doors stood behind them did Aya allow the drives to open.

    The architecture mirror appeared first: thousands of device families, verified mappings separated clearly from unknown revisions. The recovery prediction store linked those systems to actual medical outcomes after throttling, removal and transfer.

    Tomas searched the hidden index.

    EOR-19 returned seventy-three cases.

    At the top sat a sealed file outside the ordinary collections structure.

    ORIS, EDDA.

    PROGRAM: BEHAVIOURAL COLLECTIONS PILOT.

    Kellan’s wounded leg shook beneath him.

    Aya locked the room’s physical door.

    Tomas did not open the file.

    For once, he waited for Kellan to say yes.

  
    Chapter 17

    Kellan said yes.

    Tomas opened their mother’s file.

    The drive asked for no password. It had already authenticated the two archive witnesses who stole it, and the archive had assumed that anyone standing inside its sealed medical store possessed a lawful reason to know what a dead woman had owed.

    Aya turned the reader away from the room’s only relay. ‘Offline.’

    ‘It is,’ Tomas said.

    ‘Make it more offline.’

    He removed the network wafer and placed it on the floor. Aya crushed it beneath the heel of her boot.

    The Veins maintenance room moved around Kellan. Pumps worked behind the walls in slow pairs. Each cycle changed the pressure against his stapled thigh. The bandage had darkened while they escaped the archive, and the blood now reached the edge in a narrow crescent.

    Aya looked at it. ‘Lie down.’

    ‘I can read standing.’

    ‘You are not reading. You are bleeding near my equipment.’

    Kellan lowered himself onto a cable crate. The movement pulled his fractured ribs against the brace and made the left lung answer too late. He corrected its timing through the local panel. Air entered. Pain followed it.

    Tomas did not begin until Aya had cut away the wet bandage.

    The first page contained no account history. It contained a study number.

    BEHAVIOURAL COLLECTIONS PILOT 19.

    SUBJECT HOUSEHOLD: ORIS, EDDA.

    DEPENDANTS OF INFLUENCE: TWO.

    Kellan read the last phrase twice.

    ‘Dependants,’ Tomas said.

    ‘Of influence.’

    The words did not describe sons. They described pressure points with birth dates.

    Aya cleaned blood from the staples. The antiseptic reached open muscle and held there. Kellan kept his leg still.

    Tomas moved to the account trace.

    Edda’s respiratory support, cardiac monitor and renal filter had been billed through separate service schedules. The collections model combined them into one household-risk score. Her bank had verified the disputed payment at 23.14. The medical-support suspension remained active.

    At 23.16, the model predicted that one dependant would contact Nexum.

    At 23.19, Kellan called.

    At 23.22, it predicted an in-person compliance attempt.

    At 23.33, the account left ordinary collections routing.

    The next nineteen minutes were sealed behind a clinical-continuity partition the archive drive had copied but could not open.

    Kellan’s remembered night began at 23.33.

    Edda on the floor beside the chair. The renal filter silent. The wall terminal asking whether the account holder accepted a revised payment plan. His hands on a manual breathing bladder that felt too small to contain a life.

    The time above the door had always read 23.33.

    Now it looked placed there.

    ‘Payment verified,’ Tomas said. His voice had lost its ordinary urgency. ‘They knew before you arrived.’

    The account trace contained the answer without saying yes.

    VERIFICATION RECEIVED: 23.14.07.

    SERVICE RESTORATION: DEFERRED FOR MODEL CONTINUITY.

    ‘Model continuity,’ Aya said.

    ‘They needed the suspension to continue,’ Tomas replied.

    ‘I can read.’

    ‘I know.’

    ‘Then let the sentence belong to itself.’

    Tomas closed his mouth.

    Kellan watched a small blue marker travel down the account timeline. The study had measured response intervals, message frequency, movement through authenticated transit and the likelihood that a family member would assume the debt. Every attempt to obtain help had become evidence that the pressure worked.

    His first call was classified as financial engagement.

    His second as elevated persistence.

    His use of an operative certificate after Edda’s death was classified as privilege escalation by a related party.

    The complaint created EOR-19.

    That part Tomas had told him.

    The next line had been removed. Not hidden. Removed. A grey strip marked where complaint text had once existed, followed by a routing change into Contract Integrity.

    ‘Can the prediction store reconstruct it?’ Kellan asked.

    Tomas connected the second stolen drive.

    The recovery store searched outcomes rather than words. It found Edda’s study number beside seventy-two later cases. People whose verified payments had been held in dispute while medical service remained reduced. People who called, travelled, borrowed, protested or accepted replacement terms. The model treated each response as proof of an effective collection path.

    Sal Vey appeared near the bottom.

    Her external pressure pump did not.

    The predicted outcome said PAYMENT COMPLIANCE LIKELY WITHIN 11 HOURS.

    The clinic outcome said she had needed unauthorised pressure to remain breathing.

    Only one existed inside the corporate model.

    Tomas opened the linked case notes one at a time.

    In the first, a man had borrowed against his daughter’s education account after his partner’s glucose controller entered reduced service. Collections recorded the loan as voluntary household stabilisation. The clinic recorded three seizures.

    In the second, an elderly woman walked nine kilometres to a Nexum desk because authenticated transit had been suspended with her account. The model called the journey high-effort engagement and raised the pressure score for everyone who shared her address.

    In the third, a hospital restored a child’s respiratory support from its own reserve while the family’s payment verification waited in a queue that had already produced a result. The model counted the hospital intervention as evidence that suspension created no serious clinical harm.

    ‘Because someone else stopped it,’ Aya said.

    ‘The model cannot see unauthorised care,’ Tomas replied.

    ‘It can. It was taught not to count it.’

    Kellan searched for appeals that had reversed a suspension. There were nine. Seven had been routed back into predictive collections after the disputed payment cleared. In every one, service remained limited while a second process verified that the first verification could be trusted.

    The other two appeals ended when the account holders died.

    One had been approved six hours later.

    The approval notice addressed the estate.

    Kellan had written notices like that. Not those words, perhaps, but language built to reach a file after it could no longer reach a person. He had believed the delay belonged to separate departments, each preserving the integrity of a decision. Here the departments appeared as boxes joined by deliberate arrows.

    ‘They designed the queue to preserve the pressure,’ he said.

    Tomas enlarged the routing map. ‘And used each appeal to improve the next prediction.’

    Aya pointed to a narrow column beside the outcomes. ‘What is silence?’

    The study had classified households that stopped calling as resolved unless a hospital, recovery officer or estate process created a later cost.

    Edda’s silence had not been resolved. Kellan had made it expensive.

    The thought offered no comfort. It only explained why the complaint had been moved somewhere that removed words.

    Kellan touched the physical copy folded in his coat. Lys’s archive record beside the clinic disagreement. Paper could preserve two accounts, but it could not make a system look at the one that endangered its result.

    Aya replaced the bandage with a clean compression wrap. ‘The lower staple has pulled.’

    ‘Can it hold?’

    ‘If the leg does less than you intend.’

    ‘That condition has not helped so far.’

    She tightened the wrap until pressure stopped the new bleeding. ‘Then improve your intentions.’

    The room’s pump cycle changed.

    Tomas closed the file at once.

    Footsteps passed in the service corridor. More than two people. Metal struck a pipe, followed by a curse and the scrape of a tool case. Ordinary maintenance. Or a team trying to sound ordinary.

    Kellan reached beneath his coat for the pistol and remembered it was empty before his hand found the grip.

    Aya noticed. ‘Useful?’

    ‘As an object with a shape.’

    ‘Then carry a smaller object.’

    The footsteps continued past the room.

    Tomas waited until the sound reached the next pressure door. ‘We need to move.’

    Kellan looked at the reader. ‘The file is not finished.’

    ‘Neither are we if archive security searches the lower branches.’

    Aya packed the compiler. Her transferred fingers moved more carefully than the others around the clasps. ‘Moth promised a room that moved.’

    ‘Moth promised an inspection carriage with a disputed location,’ Tomas said.

    ‘That is what rooms do when you put wheels beneath them.’

    Kellan stood. His right leg took weight, then reconsidered. Tomas reached for him and stopped before contact.

    ‘May I?’ he asked.

    Kellan put one arm across his brother’s shoulders.

    They left the maintenance room through a drain channel wide enough for one person at a time. Aya went first with the compiler. Tomas followed beneath Kellan’s weight. The two stolen drives pressed against his ribs inside the coat.

    The inspection carriage waited on a narrow rail beside a black coolant trench. It had once carried pipe scanners. Moth had replaced the scanner bed with three folding seats and lined the shell with transmission mesh scavenged from clinic packaging.

    A paper card hung from the control.

    SAFE UNTIL THE NEXT PERSON SELLS THE ROUTE.

    Tomas turned it over.

    PRICE DOES NOT INCLUDE NEXT PERSON.

    Aya climbed into the rear. ‘I appreciate accurate terms.’

    The carriage drew power from the rail and moved without a civic handshake. Its wheels complained at every joint. The maintenance branches divided around them, carrying condensate, old data fibres and the sounds of a city that did not know they passed inside it.

    Kellan lay along the scanner bed while Aya elevated his leg on a tool case. Tomas fixed the isolated reader to the carriage wall.

    ‘Open it again,’ Kellan said.

    The account resumed at the grey absence after his complaint.

    The routing history showed three reviews. Collections rejected the complaint because the account holder was dead. Medical Integrity rejected it because service had ended before clinical arrival. Contract Integrity accepted it under sealed executive review.

    An internal meeting was logged two days later.

    ATTENDEES: OPERATIVE ORIS; EXECUTIVE AUTHORITY WITHHELD; CLINICAL COUNSEL.

    LOCATION: CROWN DIAGNOSTIC SUITE 4.

    Kellan knew the room.

    White walls. No corners visible because the light came through the surface. A chair built to keep a patient comfortable while preventing them from knowing where the door had opened. His own hand holding a service-continuity wafer.

    The memory arrived without sequence.

    ‘You continued the suspension after payment.’ His voice.

    A person beyond the white light. A grey sleeve. One hand resting on a closed file.

    ‘The suspension was not in my division.’

    ‘The concealment is.’

    Then the wall became brighter.

    Kellan lost the person’s face before he found it.

    His body reacted as if the memory had occurred in the carriage. The endocrine node attempted to lower pain and found no authorised service. His heart accelerated without relief. The local lung followed the rate until he forced it back to the manual rhythm.

    Tomas moved the reader out of his line of sight. ‘What did you see?’

    ‘A diagnostic room.’

    ‘Who was there?’

    ‘The record withholds the authority.’

    ‘I asked what you remember.’

    ‘A grey sleeve.’

    Tomas waited.

    ‘No face,’ Kellan said.

    Tomas tried the sealed clinical-continuity partition with the archive witness key. The reader displayed a request path through Nexum’s live authority service.

    ‘No,’ Kellan said.

    ‘I am not sending it.’

    ‘You were reading the route.’

    ‘Routes tell us what kind of key exists.’

    ‘And tell the authority that someone wants the door.’

    Tomas disconnected the witness key. The request remained local, unsubmitted. He copied only the partition header onto paper.

    CLINICAL CONTINUITY / EXECUTIVE REVIEW / SUBJECT ALTERATION.

    The last phrase waited without details.

    Kellan touched the base of his neck. Nexum had altered his memory once after Vey Square. The absence around the white room felt older and cleaner, a piece lifted out rather than broken by injury.

    ‘Do not infer more than the file says,’ Aya said.

    ‘It says subject alteration.’

    ‘It does not say memory.’

    ‘My memory says nothing.’

    ‘Nothing is not evidence of one particular act. It is only a place evidence may have been removed.’

    Kellan wrote the exact header beneath the meeting log. The discipline felt insufficient and necessary.

    The carriage wheels crossed a damaged joint. Pain cut through the thigh and up into the pelvis. The white room disappeared.

    Tomas put both hands around the reader. ‘I looked for this file for seven months.’

    ‘While you were working on Concordance.’

    ‘While I was learning why the old collections route appeared inside a behavioural-control system.’

    ‘You knew her account was part of the pilot.’

    ‘I knew the case code and the verified payment. I did not have the study file.’

    ‘You used her identity anyway.’

    ‘It was the only name I knew you would follow personally.’

    Kellan sat despite Aya’s hand pressing his shoulder back.

    ‘You made her bait.’

    ‘I made the account visible to you.’

    ‘By opening it under a dead woman’s name and waiting for her son to arrive with a warrant.’

    ‘You did arrive.’

    ‘That does not make the method yours.’

    ‘No. It makes it effective.’

    Kellan heard Sorn in the word. He also heard himself at hundreds of doors explaining that an outcome had justified a procedure.

    ‘You could have sent the evidence,’ he said.

    ‘I sent you evidence seven years ago.’

    ‘You sent accusations from a hidden address.’

    ‘Because you wore their badge and answered every question by asking whether I could authenticate my grief.’

    The carriage entered a steeper descent. Aya braced the compiler with one foot.

    Kellan held the wall until the thigh stopped shaking. ‘You did not know what they changed in me.’

    ‘No.’

    ‘You decided what my refusal meant without knowing.’

    ‘And you decided my leaving meant I did not care.’

    ‘You left before the funeral.’

    ‘I came back before it.’

    The answer did not fit Kellan’s memory.

    Tomas looked down at the reader. ‘I waited outside the service hall. You sent a message saying Nexum personnel would handle the account closure and that I should not disrupt the process.’

    ‘I did not send that.’

    ‘It carried your voice and operative key.’

    ‘I do not remember seeing you.’

    ‘That was the point.’

    The carriage continued through darkness.

    Kellan remembered the funeral as an orderly room. Corporate lilies. A sealed support invoice beside Edda’s name. No Tomas. He had used the absence for seven years because it gave the grief a person he could still accuse.

    ‘Why did you go?’ he asked.

    ‘Because when I tried the door, security classified me as an account agitator.’ Tomas’s voice stayed level with effort. ‘Because you stood on the other side and looked through me. Because I was twenty-one and believed leaving would hurt you more than begging.’

    ‘It did.’

    ‘Good.’

    The word lasted only a moment.

    ‘It hurt me too,’ Tomas said.

    Neither apology arrived. The carriage was too small for one that could carry seven years.

    Aya opened the medical pouch and removed an immune-suppression dose. ‘Your argument is increasing his rejection markers.’

    ‘Which one of us are you telling?’ Tomas asked.

    ‘The one holding the injector.’

    She gave it to Kellan.

    He placed the injector against the lung interface. The personal key asked whether he accepted reduced immune response for six hours and listed infection, delayed wound healing and fever among the risks.

    He read the list.

    ‘Yes,’ he said, and pressed the physical switch.

    The dose entered.

    Tomas watched without reaching for the compiler.

    The Edda file contained one final openable attachment: pilot-performance notes written after the service suspension. Names had been replaced with roles.

    DEPENDANT ONE demonstrated high institutional compliance after bereavement.

    DEPENDANT TWO demonstrated persistent oppositional contact followed by geographic withdrawal.

    HOUSEHOLD OUTCOME supported differentiated intervention.

    Kellan looked at the two sons reduced to a successful split.

    ‘They counted this,’ Tomas said.

    ‘Yes.’

    ‘Us.’

    ‘Yes.’

    Tomas scrolled back to the household profile. The study had imported school records, transit habits and the old address above Edda’s repair shop. It marked Tomas as flight-prone because he had changed apprenticeships twice. It marked Kellan as institution-seeking because he had applied to the operative academy.

    Their mother had called both decisions sensible.

    She had stood between them in the shop with solder on one wrist and told Tomas that leaving a bad master was not failure. The same evening, she had repaired the collar on Kellan’s academy coat because the issued uniform assumed shoulders broader than his.

    The model had taken those two gestures and found opposite sons.

    ‘She hated that coat,’ Tomas said.

    ‘She hated the fabric.’

    ‘She said the badge looked frightened.’

    ‘She said it looked lonely.’

    Tomas looked at him. ‘That is not kinder.’

    Kellan almost laughed. The movement reached the fractured ribs and became a breath held too long.

    ‘She kept your first circuit board,’ he said when he could speak.

    ‘It was terrible.’

    ‘She said that was why it mattered.’

    For a moment the study lost its authority over the room. Edda existed outside its columns, impatient with expensive tools and incapable of throwing away anything one of her sons had made badly.

    Then the carriage crossed another joint and the file returned.

    For the first time since the file opened, they meant the same thing.

    Aya closed the attachment. ‘Then do not perform the result for them indefinitely.’

    The carriage reached an abandoned pump loop beneath Lowwater. Its shell settled against rubber stops. Water moved beyond the access hatch, close enough to lift the metal with each wave.

    Tomas began cataloguing the stolen architecture drive. Verified maps moved into one partition. Unknown revisions went into another. Aya compared them with the recovery-prediction store, matching systems to actual failures.

    Kellan watched until a separate directory opened at the root of the mirror.

    MIGRATION TRIAL ARCHITECTURES.

    Most entries ended in failure.

    Single-root devices locked when the old owner released before the new key completed calibration. Cardiac systems lost pacing for fractions of a second. Immune controllers reset to factory thresholds. Respiratory regulators preserved output but discarded patient timing.

    One family reached the end of the table without a fatal interruption.

    JANUS TRANSITIONAL BRIDGE.

    DUAL-ROOT TRIALS COMPLETED: 14.

    SURVIVED MIGRATION: 14.

    The trial subjects were identified only by numbers. Thirteen had been retired after laboratory use.

    The fourteenth remained active.

    ORIS, KELLAN.

    Tomas did not touch the reader.

    ‘That is why the compiler recognised you,’ he said.

    Kellan looked at the physical lead coiled beside it. The same kind Tomas had put into his spine at the Ghost Clinic. A bridge built to hold two owners while one gave way to the other.

    ‘It says I survived,’ Kellan replied.

    Below the line, the file requested authority to open the clinical outcome.

    The authority belonged to Nexum.

    The bridge inside Kellan’s body belonged to the company too.

    For the moment, the decision to touch it did not.

  
    Chapter 18

    The hardware market opened when the tide covered its doors.

    Aya brought the inspection carriage into a drowned rail station while the old platform signs disappeared beneath rising water. Vendors waited in boats beyond the turnstiles. Their lamps shone through glass organ cradles, sealed component cases and clear sacks of nutrient fluid.

    The market sold everything a body could lose except the body that had lost it.

    Kellan stepped from the carriage with his right leg straight. Bending pulled the lower staple apart. Keeping it straight made the floating platform tilt beneath his weight. His damaged eye measured the gap twice and supplied different answers.

    Aya caught his sleeve before he chose one.

    ‘I saw it,’ he said.

    ‘You saw two of it.’

    ‘One was useful.’

    ‘The one I chose.’

    He stepped where she pointed.

    Tomas carried the compiler in a watertight tool case. The architecture drive remained locked to Kellan’s belt; the recovery-prediction drive stayed with Aya. Separating them meant no single theft could turn a library of bodies into a working release path.

    The market had no fixed floor. Old ticket kiosks rose from the water like islands. Walkways had been assembled from pallet boards, transit doors and the buoyant panels of demolished clinics. Every purchase changed their balance.

    A refrigerated stall displayed three artificial kidneys in individual cradles. Two carried clean manufacturer seals. The third had a hospital inventory mark cut away with a heated blade.

    Across the aisle, a vendor pumped a lung by hand while arguing over its tissue hours.

    ‘Four hundred since recovery,’ the buyer said.

    ‘Two hundred and thirty.’

    ‘The service log says four.’

    ‘The service log belongs to the person.’

    ‘So did the lung.’

    The vendor lowered the price.

    Kellan looked away and saw a tray of industrial hand couplers. Series H. None matched the serial prefix on Lys’s disposition card.

    Aya noticed that too. ‘Her hand is in Tier 18.’

    ‘For eleven days.’

    ‘Then it may come here with a different number.’

    Kellan photographed the vendor mark and stall coordinate.

    ‘That is not recovery,’ Aya said.

    ‘No.’

    ‘Good. You are learning to name small actions by their size.’

    They needed three isolation cradles, universal tissue contacts, two mechanical pacing backups and enough revision-specific interface blocks to test the stolen maps against real hardware. Aya had written the list on paper because every market request became a map of what the buyer intended to do.

    The first seller offered new Nexum contacts at half official price.

    ‘Factory rejects?’ Tomas asked.

    ‘Factory disagreements,’ the seller replied.

    Aya opened one. The gold surface had been polished over a hairline crack.

    ‘A disagreement with electricity?’

    ‘Cosmetic.’

    ‘Electricity is vain.’

    She returned it.

    The second seller had tissue contacts grown for a discontinued respiratory line. The gel was clear, the seals unbroken and the expiry dates altered by hand.

    Kellan checked the case edge. ‘Cold-chain mark is genuine.’

    Aya glanced at him. ‘Recovery officers inspected contraband?’

    ‘Recovery officers inspected assets that might be called contaminated later.’

    ‘Can you tell whether these remained cold?’

    He held the case beneath a blue market lamp. A dye strip inside the hinge remained dark.

    ‘Yes.’

    ‘Then that part of the training may stay.’

    The seller named a price in authenticated clinic credits.

    Aya named one in pump hours.

    ‘I cannot breathe pump hours,’ the seller said.

    ‘Neither can the people who need these.’

    They settled on antibiotics, two shifts repairing a filtration intake and a paper promise witnessed by the market registrar.

    The registrar occupied a boat made from two service tubs joined beneath a desk. She recorded no identities, only the goods, the work and three physical marks pressed into wax. If one party failed, the market would display the mark beside every future offer.

    ‘No account enforcement?’ Kellan asked.

    ‘We have water,’ the registrar said. ‘People who break terms eventually need to cross it.’

    She turned the paper so Aya could read the exact cold-chain claim. No guarantee had been added after the seller spoke. No liability had been hidden behind a link.

    Aya pressed her thumb beside the seller’s mark.

    Kellan had enforced contracts longer than this one and understood fewer of their terms.

    At a narrow repair stall, they found one isolation cradle with a mechanical break and no remote service port. Its casing had been assembled from two incompatible models. A young technician demonstrated that the break physically separated power from every contact rather than asking firmware to do it.

    ‘Who built the relay board?’ Tomas asked.

    ‘I did.’

    ‘The phase gap will burn the third contact under inductive load.’

    The technician’s expression closed. ‘It passed test.’

    ‘With what attached?’

    ‘Bench resistance.’

    Tomas removed a penlight and rolled it across the board without touching. The shadow caught a hair-thin trace added between two solder points.

    ‘A living actuator is not bench resistance,’ he said. ‘Put a suppression gate here or the break becomes the ignition.’

    ‘You want it or not?’

    ‘After you correct it.’

    ‘That changes the price.’

    ‘It changes whether the buyer survives.’

    The technician studied him, then pushed a soldering hood over her eyes. ‘Hold the light.’

    Tomas did.

    Kellan watched his brother explain the current path without once reaching for the tool. The technician made the alteration, tested it under a salvaged hip motor and struck her own new mark beside the switch.

    They paid in two verified architecture corrections that did not include transfer code. Aya wrote the exact exchange on the registrar’s paper.

    The corrected cradle went into a market courier locker with no destination attached. They could not carry it openly and still pretend the tool case contained ordinary repair equipment.

    At the next stall, Aya purchased two manual pacing backups with the last of the antibiotics.

    ‘Those were for Kellan,’ Tomas said.

    ‘One course remains.’

    ‘His wound has market water in it.’

    ‘Which is why he receives the course. Stock we cannot use today is stock someone else can use now.’

    The pacing seller was already passing the antibiotics to a woman beside a feverish child.

    Tomas looked away first.

    Tomas waited until the seller moved away. ‘We need more than one set.’

    ‘Then we find more than one seller,’ Aya replied.

    ‘Concordance does not slow because you dislike bulk purchasing.’

    ‘Neither does infection.’

    Kellan watched Tomas take the answer and place it somewhere that did not reduce his urgency.

    At the centre of the station, the old departure board listed no trains. It displayed people seeking components.

    CHILD, VENTRICULAR REGULATOR, MIRREN 4 OR VERIFIED SUBSTITUTE.

    DOCK WORKER, LEFT HIP ACTUATOR, LOAD-BEARING.

    THREE IMMUNE FILTERS, NO CORPORATE HANDSHAKE.

    The requests moved upward as sellers responded. Some vanished. Others had remained so long that mineral deposits marked the screen around the letters.

    Tomas stopped beneath a separate line.

    COMPILER AUTHOR, LIVE DELIVERY. PAYMENT IN CLEAN IDENTITIES.

    The description carried no name. It did not need one.

    ‘How old?’ Kellan asked.

    Aya checked the market timestamp. ‘Four hours.’

    ‘Since the archive alarm.’

    Tomas closed the tool case more tightly. ‘Nexum?’

    ‘Nexum pays in restored accounts,’ Kellan said. ‘Clean identities are useful to people who do not want the Stack asking what was restored.’

    The stall behind them lowered its shutters.

    Two more followed.

    The water route to the inspection carriage filled with a broad salvage boat. Its pilot did not look at them while positioning the hull across the exit.

    Aya said, ‘Someone has decided to improve the market price.’

    A broker stepped from the departure kiosk. He wore a flotation coat over surgical whites and carried no visible weapon. One eye had been replaced with a magnifying lens designed for bench work. It made his left pupil appear larger than the right.

    ‘Tomas Oris,’ he said. ‘You should have sent a shopping list.’

    ‘I did not send you one.’

    ‘No. You brought the list in person.’

    The broker’s gaze travelled to the compiler case and then to Kellan.

    ‘The Front asked for the engineer alive,’ he said. ‘It offered no preference for the officer.’

    ‘We are not for sale,’ Tomas replied.

    ‘Everything here arrives after someone says that.’

    Kellan counted five people closing around the platform. Bench tools in their hands. A powered saw. Two tether launchers used to stop boats. A shock pole with its safety cage removed.

    He had an empty pistol, a restraint blade and a leg that failed under turning load.

    Aya carried three sealed contacts inside her coat and a surgical injector in her left hand. Her transferred fingers tested its weight twice.

    ‘Who placed the order?’ Kellan asked.

    ‘The payment route ends at a Freebody exchange.’

    ‘Name.’

    ‘Names cost more than bodies today.’

    ‘Then you are overpriced.’

    The broker smiled. ‘You still sound employed.’

    One tether operator moved behind Tomas.

    Kellan saw the shoulder tighten. His reflex mesh received the same movement late.

    ‘Down,’ he said.

    Tomas dropped.

    The tether crossed above him and struck the compiler case. Its barbed head wrapped the handle. The operator pulled.

    Tomas kept both arms through the straps. The line dragged him across the wet boards.

    Kellan stepped on the tether. His right leg buckled. He cut the line while falling, and the blade opened the outer fibres before the operator could reel it tight.

    Aya drove the injector through the exposed contact of the shock pole. The pole discharged into its owner’s hands. He fell backwards into a tray of synthetic tendons.

    The market moved away from the fight. Vendors released walkway ties and pushed their stalls into side channels. The platform beneath Kellan separated into three pieces.

    He rose on the left leg.

    The magnifying-eyed broker swung a short salvage hook. Kellan caught the wrist with his reinforced forearm, turned beneath the elbow and put the hook against the man’s throat.

    The old movement expected his right foot to anchor.

    It did not.

    The broker drove his shoulder forward. Kellan’s thigh struck the ticket-kiosk edge. Heat opened beneath the bandage.

    The lower staples tore.

    His grip failed for the length of one breath.

    The broker pulled free.

    Kellan saw the salvage hook coming towards his left eye and judged it a handspan farther away than it was.

    Tomas struck the broker with the watertight case.

    The hook changed direction and caught the walkway chain.

    Its blade severed the tie.

    The platform rolled.

    Kellan’s damaged eye kept the station level while the right eye saw the water rise. He reached for the kiosk and closed his hand on empty air.

    Then he was under.

    Cold water entered the thigh wound through the torn bandage. The local lung increased output against pressure. The movement sharpened the rib pain and used air faster than it could replace it.

    Above him, lamps moved as broken lines.

    Kellan kicked with the left leg. The right failed to extend. His coat carried the architecture drive, the empty pistol and enough soaked fabric to pull him beneath the platform.

    His manual respiratory panel offered EMERGENCY RESERVE.

    He did not accept it. Four minutes of high output followed by tissue damage was not useful if the water gave him less.

    A hand caught the collar of his coat.

    Tomas appeared through the market light. He had a diagnostic patch between his teeth.

    Kellan shook his head.

    Tomas pressed the patch to the service port beneath Kellan’s jaw.

    The Janus bridge opened a clinical channel.

    ACCESS HOLDER: AYA MEREN.

    REQUESTOR: LOCAL COMPILER.

    No consent statement appeared. The channel classified the water pressure and falling oxygen as immediate incapacity.

    Tomas triggered the reserve.

    The synthetic lung expanded hard enough to move Kellan’s fractured ribs beneath the brace. Air pressure hit his throat. His body convulsed once, and the reflex mesh locked the right knee against the platform edge.

    Tomas used the rigid leg as leverage and pulled him upward.

    They broke the surface beside a half-submerged ticket barrier.

    Kellan coughed water from the organic lung while the synthetic one continued at emergency output. He reached for the local control and found it grey.

    Tomas had taken the channel.

    ‘Release it,’ Kellan said.

    ‘When we are on the boat.’

    ‘Now.’

    Another tether struck the water beside them.

    Tomas dragged him behind the barrier. ‘You can revoke me after you are not drowning.’

    ‘You revoked the question.’

    Kellan pulled the diagnostic patch from his neck.

    The lung returned to his last manual setting. The sudden reduction narrowed his vision. He held the barrier until the organic lung caught up.

    Aya’s voice crossed the water. ‘West channel.’

    She had cut loose a component skiff and pushed its owner into the shallow stall behind it. The owner remained standing and swearing, which Kellan counted as a limited success.

    Tomas climbed onto the skiff, then turned with both hands visible.

    ‘May I pull you in?’

    Kellan gave him his left arm.

    The right leg left blood in the water.

    The architecture drive struck the skiff’s side beneath Kellan’s coat. He felt the clasp pull at his belt.

    One of the broker’s people reached from a fragment of walkway and caught the coat hem. Kellan drove the heel of his left hand down. Reinforced bone met fingers. The hand released, but the movement rolled him towards the gunwale.

    Tomas caught his shoulder.

    ‘The drive,’ Kellan said.

    ‘Still there.’

    ‘Check it.’

    ‘You are attached to it.’

    ‘That is not a check.’

    Aya cut the belt free, inspected the sealed case and clipped it to a line around her waist. ‘Now the valuable one is secured.’

    Kellan could not tell whether she meant the drive. He preferred not to ask.

    Aya took the skiff through a corridor of drifting stalls. A tether operator fired from the salvage boat. She turned across the line. It wrapped a refrigeration mast and pulled a rack of empty cradles into the boat’s path.

    Glass broke. Nutrient alarms began calling for owners who were not present.

    The magnifying-eyed broker stood on the departing platform with blood along his mouth.

    ‘The Front will find you,’ he called.

    ‘You should have let it,’ Tomas replied.

    They cleared the station through a maintenance arch too low for the salvage boat.

    Aya kept the skiff moving until the market lamps disappeared behind concrete.

    Then she cut away Kellan’s second bandage.

    Two staples had pulled through the wound edge. Market water carried oil, coolant, tissue culture and whatever the sellers had poured away before inspection.

    ‘This needs irrigation,’ she said.

    ‘We have the contacts?’

    Aya opened her coat. Three sealed packs remained dry. ‘We have enough to make the next shortage more precise.’

    Tomas sat opposite Kellan with the compiler case between his boots.

    ‘You used Aya’s clinical grant,’ Kellan said.

    ‘The bridge accepted emergency incapacity.’

    ‘I was conscious.’

    ‘You were underwater and refusing reserve.’

    ‘Yes.’

    ‘You would have drowned to preserve the form of a choice.’

    ‘You chose that only your answer counted.’

    ‘My answer kept you alive.’

    ‘That describes the result.’

    Tomas looked towards Aya. ‘Tell him.’

    ‘No,’ she said.

    ‘You would have used the reserve.’

    ‘I would have been the clinician whose access he granted.’

    ‘There was no time.’

    ‘There was time for you to show him the patch.’

    ‘He refused.’

    ‘Then name what you did.’

    Tomas’s hands tightened around the case handle. ‘I overrode him.’

    ‘For?’ Aya asked.

    ‘Rescue.’

    ‘Both words.’

    He looked at Kellan. ‘I overrode you for rescue.’

    The distinction did not undo the air in Kellan’s lungs. It also did not make the air unneeded.

    Kellan opened the root panel on his personal key. Aya’s six-hour clinical grant still showed one hour and twelve minutes. Beneath it, a delegated compiler route carried Tomas’s device signature.

    He selected the route.

    REVOKE DELEGATED ACCESS?

    The panel warned that emergency support through the compiler would no longer be available unless Kellan or Aya created a new grant.

    ‘Yes,’ he said.

    The physical switch resisted beneath his wet thumb. He pressed until the key confirmed.

    TOMAS ORIS / LOCAL COMPILER: REVOKED.

    Tomas read it from across the skiff.

    ‘If you stop breathing again?’ he asked.

    ‘You ask Aya. She asks me if I can answer.’

    ‘And if you cannot?’

    ‘Then she acts under the terms I gave her.’

    ‘You trust her more.’

    ‘Her access has a boundary she did not write while I was drowning.’

    Tomas turned the compiler case so its diagnostic panel faced the floor. ‘You accepted Aya’s grant when you were injured.’

    ‘After she described it.’

    ‘If you had been unconscious?’

    ‘Her grant already contained that condition.’

    ‘And if the condition was wrong?’

    ‘Then we examine what she did. We do not pretend urgency made it consent.’

    Aya threaded a new suture beside the torn staples. ‘Consent is not a spell that makes every outcome good. It is a boundary on who may choose which risk.’

    ‘Water does not negotiate with boundaries,’ Tomas said.

    ‘No. People do.’

    Kellan watched the line close the wound again. Tomas had saved him. Tomas had crossed him. Both facts survived without combining into forgiveness.

    ‘If it happens again,’ Tomas said, ‘and Aya cannot answer?’

    ‘Ask me if I can.’

    ‘And if you cannot?’

    ‘Use the emergency condition already written in my key. Do not create a new one because you dislike my answer.’

    Tomas nodded once. It was not an apology, but it was a term he could later break or keep.

    Aya irrigated the wound. Kellan gripped the gunwale as the market disappeared beneath pain.

    When she finished, a second boat waited ahead with no lamp.

    The magnifying-eyed broker had not needed to call anyone. The market order had done its work.

    A woman stood in the bow wearing a rain cape the colour of old rust. Her hair was shaved close on one side where a line of service ports had been capped with plain ceramic. Three unarmed boats held position behind her.

    Tomas knew her.

    ‘Juno,’ he said.

    Juno Vale looked at the blood in the skiff, the sealed tissue contacts in Aya’s coat and the compiler between Tomas’s feet.

    ‘You bought badly,’ she said.

    Aya kept one hand on the motor control. ‘Your broker tried to buy us.’

    ‘He is not my broker.’

    ‘The order used a Freebody exchange.’

    ‘So do half the identities in Lowwater. Freedom attracts counterfeiters.’

    Kellan watched the surrounding boats. No weapons visible. Each had positioned its bow to close a different route.

    Juno saw him count.

    ‘If I wanted Tomas delivered,’ she said, ‘I would not send people who might drop him in market water.’

    ‘What do you want?’ Tomas asked.

    ‘The same thing I wanted when you first asked for a relay. Proof that your code can leave a living person in control.’

    She nodded towards a floodgate beyond her boats.

    ‘I have interface cradles, clean contacts and a clinic with enough isolated power for a demonstration. You may use all of it.’

    ‘Price?’ Kellan asked.

    Juno’s gaze stayed on Tomas.

    ‘Show my community that ownership can change hands,’ she said. ‘Then we discuss what a city is owed.’

  
    Chapter 19

    Juno’s floodgate opened by hand.

    Six people turned two capstans while the three Freebody boats held Aya’s skiff in the current. The gate rose a finger’s width at a time. Water forced itself through the gap and lifted the bow towards the concrete ceiling.

    No civic reader asked who entered.

    Everyone inside watched.

    The enclave occupied a submerged freight depot built above a dry service shelf. Boats filled the old loading bays. Homes had been assembled on the mezzanines from freight containers, clinic partitions and the insulated shells of corporate delivery pods. Power lines crossed overhead in separate colours so a failed circuit could be cut with ordinary shears.

    The people on the platforms did not cheer when they recognised Tomas.

    They looked at the compiler.

    Kellan understood the difference.

    Juno stepped from her boat first. ‘Close the gate.’

    The capstan crews reversed together. The metal descended behind them and settled into rubber seals. A boy crawled beneath the final handwheel and pushed a physical pin into the lock.

    ‘One person can open it?’ Kellan asked.

    ‘Six can,’ Juno replied.

    ‘One person placed the pin.’

    ‘And everyone watched him do it.’

    She led them along the lowest platform. Names had been painted on its wall in white, each followed by an augmentation and a date.

    SANA REE — RETINAL LATTICE — SERVICE DARKENED.

    VOR DAE — RENAL FILTER — RECOVERED IN USE.

    HARON TELL — SPINAL SUPPORT — COMPLIANCE LOCK.

    Some entries ended with a red handprint. Others had a second date and the words LIVING HERE.

    Juno did not slow for Kellan to read them.

    ‘You know the categories,’ she said.

    ‘I know what Nexum called them.’

    ‘Then learn the names.’

    The last panel held no paint. Paper service notices had been fixed to it with copper nails. Reduced output. Safety review. Guardian conflict. Behavioural concern. The language Kellan had seen in Aya’s queue had multiplied here into a wall.

    A woman repairing a filtration hose looked up from her work. The service ports along her neck had been sealed with resin.

    ‘That him?’ she asked Juno.

    ‘One of them.’

    ‘Which?’

    ‘The engineer is carrying the case.’

    The woman looked at Kellan again. ‘I meant which Oris made the wall necessary.’

    Juno did not answer for him.

    ‘I enforced recoveries,’ Kellan said.

    ‘Here?’

    He checked the names he recognised. None. That did not make the answer no.

    ‘I don’t know.’

    ‘Useful badge.’

    She returned to the hose.

    The clinic stood inside an old dispatch office above the depot floor. Juno had not exaggerated its equipment. Three isolation cradles occupied separate power circuits. Manual pacing units hung beside a row of analogue monitors. Clean tissue contacts remained sealed in a cold cabinet with temperature strips Aya inspected before allowing anyone to touch them.

    ‘Where did these come from?’ Aya asked.

    ‘Places with more than they admitted,’ Juno replied.

    ‘That is a route, not an answer.’

    ‘A Crown clinic ordered replacements before the existing stock expired. A freight collective removed the excess before destruction. The pacing units came from a hospital that closed its Lowwater intake and left the equipment above the floodline.’

    Aya opened the first cradle. ‘Maintained by?’

    ‘Dr Em Varo.’

    An older clinician raised one hand from the instrument bench.

    Aya crossed to them. They spoke quietly over calibration dates, interface sterility and the difference between a machine that powered on and one that deserved a patient.

    Juno watched for less than a minute before turning to Tomas.

    ‘The demonstration.’

    ‘After the equipment is verified,’ Aya said without looking up.

    ‘It is being verified.’

    ‘After.’

    Tomas placed the compiler case on an empty table. ‘We also need to compare candidate architectures with the mirror.’

    ‘We have candidates.’

    ‘You have people.’ Kellan removed the architecture drive from his belt. ‘The map chooses what can be tested. The person chooses whether it is.’

    Juno looked at his wet clothes and the new bandage Aya had tied around his thigh on the skiff. ‘You found consent quickly for someone who entered homes under warrant.’

    ‘Late is not false.’

    ‘No. It is expensive.’

    ‘Then do not make someone else pay for the timing.’

    The room quieted around them.

    Juno smiled without warmth. ‘You came through my gate because a market wanted to sell your brother. You need my clinic, my hardware and the silence of people who have every reason to turn you over. Be careful which person you accuse of setting a price.’

    Kellan did not answer immediately. Shelter could be given freely and still arrange the room around an obligation.

    ‘What are the terms?’ he asked.

    ‘Tomas demonstrates a safe transfer to a willing member of this community. Aya controls the clinic. You keep your weapons visible.’

    Kellan set the empty pistol on the table.

    Juno glanced at it. ‘Loaded?’

    ‘No.’

    ‘Then it is a memory with a grip.’

    ‘It has been useful for less.’

    ‘No code leaves this clinic,’ Aya said. ‘No relay connection during testing. No crowd in the room. No one who depends on Juno for food, housing or protection volunteers without a private refusal route.’

    Juno’s gaze moved from Aya to Tomas. ‘Agreed.’

    ‘Say all of it,’ Aya replied.

    ‘No code leaves. No relay. Limited observers. A volunteer may refuse without losing shelter or standing.’

    ‘And I choose medical eligibility.’

    ‘Yes.’

    Tomas opened the compiler. ‘We can start screening.’

    Juno touched the lid before it rose fully. ‘After you see why delay is not neutral.’

    She took them through the enclave.

    One mezzanine housed people whose implants remained active only because the floodgate blocked civic relays. Their systems carried cached restrictions that would return when they crossed into the Tiers. A man with a leased ocular overlay navigated by holding one wall because his unassisted vision showed only light. A machinist slept beside a manual dialysis pump operated in four-hour shifts by neighbours. Two women shared one authorised endocrine service key, reconnecting their nodes on alternating days and accepting the hormonal instability between them.

    None of them were waiting passively to be rescued. They repaired pumps, taught children, kept food records and argued over how much current the clinic could take from the floodgate motors.

    Their work did not make the constraints chosen.

    At the centre of the upper platform, a freight door had been turned into a public ledger. Power allotments were marked in chalk. So were food stores, medical shifts, gate labour and the remaining hours on every filtration cartridge. Anyone could add a question in yellow. Disputes stayed visible until the people named beside them signed the resolution.

    One question had remained for twelve days.

    WHY DOES THE CLINIC RECEIVE FLOODGATE POWER BEFORE FAMILY HEAT?

    Beneath it, three answers argued through columns of current use, infection risk and expected night temperature. None had been erased.

    Juno stopped at the ledger to move two hours of clinic power into the evening test window. She wrote her name beside the change.

    A man repairing net weights looked up. ‘That takes the west dormitory below minimum.’

    ‘Only if the test uses both cradles.’

    ‘Then write that condition.’

    Juno added: SECOND CRADLE REQUIRES NEW VOTE.

    ‘You vote on treatment?’ Kellan asked.

    ‘On shared power,’ the man replied. ‘The clinician decides treatment. The patient decides the body. The rest of us decide whether the lights dim.’

    ‘And when there is no time to vote?’

    ‘The gate crew may release one emergency cell. Afterwards we decide whether they were right.’

    ‘What happens if you decide they were wrong?’

    ‘They lose the gate key for a month.’

    Juno held up the chalk. ‘He enjoys this explanation because I lost it twice.’

    ‘Three times.’

    ‘The third was a flood alarm.’

    ‘The third was a pump noise you promoted.’

    The argument continued after they walked away. Juno had authority here. It was material, persuasive and sometimes armed. It was also written where someone could tell her no in yellow chalk.

    ‘You built this?’ Kellan asked.

    ‘No. I arrived with people who thought escaping ownership meant never owing anyone an explanation. The flood corrected us.’

    ‘Water again.’

    ‘Water is politically repetitive.’

    She pointed to a row of ceramic caps along her skull. ‘My auditory lattice was licensed to a Crown security employer. When I resigned, it began transmitting every voice I heard as disputed corporate data. I cut the relay and lost half my balance with it. The people here taught me to walk before they agreed to follow me anywhere.’

    It was the first fact she had offered that did not function as a demand.

    Kellan did not reward it with trust. He kept it as a fact.

    Juno stopped beside a narrow bed where a man’s leg moved in small involuntary arcs beneath a blanket.

    ‘Haron Tell,’ she said.

    Kellan remembered the name from the wall.

    ‘Compliance lock,’ he said.

    ‘His spinal support classified a rent protest as unsafe exertion. It reduced motor assistance while he was on a stair. He fell two levels.’

    Haron looked at Kellan. ‘The official record says the restriction prevented me reaching the roof.’

    ‘Did it?’ Kellan asked.

    ‘Yes.’

    The answer did not make the system right. It made the record narrower.

    ‘Can Nullware transfer it?’ Juno asked Tomas.

    Tomas checked the model through an isolated catalogue. ‘Not from this information. The support has six actuator revisions and two of them share a service signature.’

    ‘How long to know?’

    ‘With the physical diagnostic, perhaps an hour.’

    ‘And to transfer?’

    ‘If the mapping is verified, another hour with backup support.’

    ‘Then he waits two hours after waiting eleven months.’

    Haron spoke before Tomas could. ‘I can wait two hours if the answer includes no.’

    Juno’s face changed by almost nothing.

    ‘It may,’ Tomas said.

    ‘Then make it a real answer.’

    They left him with the clinician.

    On the upper platform, children were painting over the logos on food containers. Milo sat among them with his shirt lifted and a manual reader pressed to the regulator beneath his ribs. The beat light flashed at a fixed interval.

    Iven Sol sat behind him repairing a strap on the reader case. His auditory implant had been opened for cleaning, exposing a line of blue resin beside the service port. Each time Milo shifted to reach another colour, Iven moved the reader cable out of the paint without interrupting the repair.

    One child had painted teeth across a corporate nutrition mark. Another had turned a freight logo into a red bird. Milo's container showed a heart with six legs escaping through a door.

    ‘It has too many ventricles,’ Iven said.

    ‘Those are legs.’

    ‘Then it has insufficient shoes.’

    Milo added six black marks beneath them.

    He saw Kellan’s leg first. ‘You lost another fight.’

    ‘I remained present at the end.’

    ‘Aya says that isn’t the same as winning.’

    ‘Aya says many things near wounds.’

    Milo lowered his shirt. ‘She says mine can’t be transferred.’

    ‘Not yet.’

    ‘Tomas has the maps now.’

    ‘Maps can say no more accurately.’

    Milo looked towards the clinic. ‘Does mine?’

    Tomas had followed them. He opened the architecture catalogue but kept the screen angled away from the children.

    ‘Your regulator is a Mirren Four,’ he said. ‘The mirror contains revisions one, two and five.’

    ‘I’m four.’

    ‘Yes.’

    ‘So they forgot mine?’

    ‘The archive has an unverified service history for four. Not a safe migration map.’

    ‘Can Janus make it safe?’ Milo asked.

    Kellan felt the question reach the bridge in his spine as if it were already connected.

    ‘We do not know what Janus can do,’ he said.

    ‘The file says you survived.’

    Tomas looked at him. ‘You told him?’

    ‘The reader was open when he brought clean water,’ Milo said. ‘You should hide secrets from people who can’t read.’

    Kellan sat on the platform edge to take weight from the injured leg. ‘Surviving one transfer does not make my system a medical method.’

    ‘But you’ll test it.’

    ‘Only if I choose.’

    Milo considered that. ‘And mine only if I choose.’

    ‘And if Aya says the physical risk can be managed.’

    ‘That sounds like two people choosing.’

    ‘It is. One chooses whether the clinic will perform the procedure. One chooses whether it happens to his body.’

    ‘What if they disagree?’

    ‘Then it does not happen there.’

    Milo disliked the answer because it contained no path around itself.

    ‘Concordance happens even if I disagree,’ he said.

    ‘Yes.’

    ‘That is a bad system.’

    ‘Yes.’

    The fixed beat continued beneath his shirt.

    Iven closed the reader case and handed it to Milo rather than taking it from him. ‘Next check in an hour.’

    ‘I know.’

    ‘I know you know. The statement also helps me.’

    Milo clipped the case to his belt. Iven inspected the catch after asking with one raised finger. Milo nodded permission.

    A flood alarm sounded at the far gate.

    Not the rising-water pattern. Three short metal strikes, repeated by hand along the platforms.

    People moved without waiting for instructions. Children carried paint tins into the containers. Power lines to the outer bays were cut. Boats turned towards the interior channels.

    Juno crossed to a speaking tube beside the capstan.

    ‘Report.’

    A voice arrived through metal. ‘North settlement opened their gate for a clinic boat. Armoured team followed beneath it.’

    Coil.

    Kellan stood. The thigh wound answered with heat.

    ‘Distance?’ Juno asked.

    ‘Two flood chambers.’

    ‘Casualties?’

    ‘Unknown. They have sealed the east exit and are scanning boats.’

    Juno closed the tube. ‘They are narrowing the district.’

    ‘They followed us from the market,’ Tomas said.

    ‘Or from the archive.’ Kellan looked at the borrowed wrist mask, now dead beneath his sleeve. ‘Or the compiler. Or the people who sold any of those.’

    ‘Does the distinction matter?’ Juno asked.

    ‘It changes what we expose by moving.’

    ‘Staying exposes us too.’

    She ordered the outer lamps extinguished and the lower clinic moved behind a second manual gate. No one argued until she directed three armed watchers to the family platforms.

    ‘Why there?’ Kellan asked.

    ‘To protect them if the gate opens.’

    ‘Or to keep everyone inside.’

    ‘Both require the same position.’

    ‘Not the same instruction.’

    Juno faced the watchers. ‘No one is prevented from leaving. Anyone who leaves uses the west culvert and carries no location record.’

    One family began packing at once.

    Juno watched them without withdrawing food cards or access tokens. The refusal was real.

    It also passed three bodies carrying rifles.

    The father returned his food cards to the ledger keeper.

    ‘Keep them,’ the keeper said. ‘West culvert has no kitchen until the old lock.’

    One of the armed watchers moved to help with a water sack. He waited until the mother handed it to him.

    Juno gave the family a paper route showing two Coil sightings and one unverified checkpoint. She did not ask where they would go after the culvert.

    ‘If they are caught, the route points back here,’ Kellan said.

    ‘The paper dissolves after six hours.’

    ‘And if they decide to sell the location?’

    ‘Then they know it.’

    ‘You allow that?’

    Juno watched the youngest child climb into the narrow service boat. ‘Allow is a company word for things people can do without you.’

    The gate crew opened the west culvert. For twelve seconds, the enclave’s hidden air moved towards the city. Then the family disappeared and the gate closed without a promise that they would return.

    Kellan considered how much easier protection became when the protected could not leave. The thought had once sounded like procedure. Here it sounded like a lock.

    Kellan saw legitimacy and pressure occupying the same platform without cancelling each other.

    Back in the clinic, Aya selected four possible non-life-critical candidates from the verified maps. She rejected two because recent tissue inflammation made any interruption unsafe. A third depended on the enclave for a powered bed and might interpret refusal as losing care. The last was a mobility-assist wearer who lived outside the floodgate and had arrived that morning for repairs.

    ‘We speak to her alone,’ Aya said.

    ‘The community will want to witness,’ Juno replied.

    ‘The community may witness the result if she permits it.’

    ‘People need proof before Nexum buries this.’

    ‘People need a living neighbour after proof.’

    Juno turned to Tomas. ‘Your view?’

    He looked through the clinic glass at the wall of service notices.

    ‘Aya controls the test,’ he said.

    ‘And after one?’

    ‘After one we know one worked.’

    Juno accepted the sentence publicly.

    Later, while Aya prepared the private consent room, Kellan saw Juno touch Tomas’s elbow near the old dispatch relay.

    The relay had no power light. A fibre line ran from its back through the wall towards the floodgate controls.

    Juno spoke too quietly for Kellan to hear. Tomas shook his head once. She opened a panel and showed him the physical key inside.

    City access.

    Not enough to broadcast Nullware from a random terminal. Enough to place a package on a route that reached higher relays.

    Tomas closed the panel.

    He did not remove the key.

    Juno joined Kellan beside the clinic door.

    ‘You watch your brother as if he is a device with an unverified revision,’ she said.

    ‘He has altered people without permission.’

    ‘So have you.’

    ‘Yes.’

    ‘Yet you carry the architecture drive.’

    ‘Because he agreed no code leaves the clinic.’

    ‘Agreements made under a countdown are still agreements?’

    ‘If refusal remains possible.’

    Juno looked at Milo through the glass. He was helping the clinician wind a manual pacing cable.

    ‘After Concordance, refusal becomes an account error,’ she said. ‘Every safe day you require now may remove the choice permanently.’

    ‘That does not give us ownership of the risk.’

    ‘No. Ownership belongs to the person who bears it.’

    ‘Then ask each person.’

    ‘Sixty million individual permissions while the company rotates the keys in six days.’

    ‘Yes.’

    ‘Impossible.’

    ‘Then the method is not ready.’

    Juno’s voice remained quiet. ‘If one death now prevented one person from spending the rest of her life inside a body another company could punish, would you call the exchange hers to refuse?’

    ‘Yes.’

    ‘If one death prevented ten thousand owned lives?’

    ‘The numbers do not inherit her consent.’

    Juno looked past him to Tomas.

    ‘What do you call it?’ she asked.

    Tomas stood beside the powerless relay with the compiler key reflected in its dark panel.

    He did not answer.

  
    Chapter 20

    The volunteer’s name was Mara Venn.

    She corrected Tomas before he finished calling her a candidate.

    ‘Candidate means you are still deciding,’ she said. ‘You decided when you asked me into the room.’

    ‘Medical eligibility is not consent,’ Aya replied.

    Mara looked at her. ‘Better.’

    She was forty-six and worked on the floodgate capstans. A dock accident had damaged the motor nerves in her right hip and knee. The leased mobility assist translated the remaining signals into movement, carrying the leg through each step and locking it beneath load. Without the assist, she could stand with support and move the leg poorly. A transfer failure could leave it locked, numb or painful. It would not stop her heart.

    Aya had moved the consultation into a storage room with one door and no observation glass. Juno remained outside. Tomas remained outside. Kellan remained because Mara had asked for someone who knew how Nexum took the device back.

    ‘He recovered mobility systems?’ she asked Aya.

    ‘Yes.’

    ‘Then I want to know what happens if this fails and the company calls the assist salvage.’

    Kellan sat opposite her with his injured leg extended. ‘If the root transfer begins and the device locks, Nexum may classify it as hostile modification. A recovery order could follow when you reconnect to the Stack.’

    ‘Could they remove it here?’

    ‘Not through the floodgate. If you enter an authorised clinic, the service frame may immobilise you before staff decide whether the order is valid.’

    ‘Could Nullware make it mine and still leave it broken?’

    ‘Yes.’

    ‘Could it work today and fail next month?’

    ‘Yes.’

    ‘Would it have failed next month under Nexum?’

    ‘Yes.’

    Mara leaned back. Her assist compensated for the shift with a soft motor sound. ‘Useful technology. Poor prophecy.’

    Aya placed a paper risk sheet between them. It named infection, interface pain, motor lock, loss of support, calibration drift and the need for manual repair. A blank line at the bottom asked what outcome Mara considered unacceptable.

    She wrote: LOSING THE RIGHT TO STOP.

    Aya read it. ‘That is a process condition, not a medical outcome.’

    ‘Then your form was too narrow.’

    Aya added a second line.

    Mara wrote: PERMANENT PAIN ABOVE WHAT I HAVE NOW.

    ‘Current pain?’ Aya asked.

    ‘Two while sitting. Five after a gate cycle. Seven when the service reduces support because it detects unauthorised work.’

    ‘The assist punishes capstan work?’

    ‘It calls it load misuse. The flood still accepts it.’

    Aya examined the tissue interface at the hip and the service port behind the knee. No swelling. No heat. The assist’s motor tests remained within range.

    ‘You are medically eligible for a controlled transfer,’ she said. ‘You are not required to proceed. Refusing does not alter your clinic access, shelter, work assignment or place in the enclave.’

    ‘Juno agreed to that?’

    ‘In front of witnesses.’

    ‘Juno believes witnesses improve truth.’

    ‘They improve disagreement.’

    Mara smiled. ‘Also better.’

    Aya opened the door and told Tomas to enter.

    He carried the compiler without the city relay key. Kellan had watched him leave the key inside the dispatch panel. That proved only that his hands were currently empty.

    Tomas set the architecture drive into an isolated reader. Mara’s assist identified itself as a Corda L8, revision two. The stolen mirror contained a verified revision-two map, three clinical migration records and nineteen recovery outcomes.

    ‘Why more recoveries than migrations?’ Mara asked.

    ‘Nexum transfers ownership between issuers when contracts are sold,’ Tomas replied. ‘Personal migration was tested but not offered.’

    ‘So the device knows how.’

    ‘The architecture supports it.’

    ‘That is not what I asked.’

    Tomas slowed. ‘Yes. Nexum built a transfer path and restricted who could use it.’

    ‘Good. I prefer theft with documentation.’

    The compiler compared her diagnostic signature with the archive map.

    ARCHITECTURE: CORDA L8-R2.

    MAP STATUS: VERIFIED.

    TISSUE INTERFACE: STABLE.

    OWNERSHIP MIGRATION: AVAILABLE.

    CHECKSUM CONFIDENCE: 98.8%.

    Kellan looked at the final number. ‘Why not full?’

    ‘The manufacturer map is complete,’ Tomas said. ‘Her local firmware carries a service patch issued after the archive copy.’

    ‘Function?’

    ‘Load prediction. The transfer path should be unchanged.’

    ‘Should.’

    Mara touched the assist at her hip. ‘Can you compare the patch?’

    ‘Not without asking Nexum for the package or reading the live firmware branch.’

    ‘Does reading it change anything?’

    ‘No. It is local and read-only.’

    Kellan watched Tomas say the words. Tomas heard them too.

    ‘Ask her,’ Kellan said.

    Tomas kept his hands away from the service lead. ‘May I read the firmware branch to compare the transfer path? The reader will not write or open control access.’

    Mara considered him rather than the screen. ‘Show me the lead.’

    He held up the copper contact.

    ‘And the stop?’

    He pointed to the physical break switch on the isolation cradle. ‘Either you or Aya can cut the connection here.’

    ‘Read it.’

    Aya placed the lead. Mara pressed the break switch to confirm its movement, then released it.

    The firmware opened in the isolated reader.

    The patch had added a licence-state query before high-load movement. It had not changed the root-transfer addresses.

    ‘That is why it reduces support at the gate,’ Tomas said.

    ‘Can I remove the query after transfer?’

    ‘Yes. But that is a separate modification with separate risks.’

    ‘Today?’

    Aya said, ‘No.’

    Mara looked at Tomas.

    ‘No,’ he agreed. ‘Today we transfer ownership and preserve the current function. We change one thing at a time.’

    The answer cost him enough that Kellan trusted it slightly more.

    Aya moved Mara to the main clinic.

    The crowd had been cleared from the lower platform, but people filled the upper rails. Juno stood among them rather than inside the clinical boundary. Dr Em Varo controlled the backup pacing unit even though Mara did not need cardiac support. Aya had required a second clinician because confidence was not redundancy.

    Two capstan workers waited beside a manual support frame. If the assist failed, they could lift Mara without using the interface.

    Mara saw them. ‘I thought this was private.’

    ‘The consultation was,’ Aya said. ‘The procedure needs staff. The observers can leave if you prefer.’

    Mara looked up at the rails. ‘They may stay. No recording until I stand.’

    Juno raised both hands where Mara could see them. No device active.

    Tomas connected the compiler to the isolation cradle. The local personal key lay beneath Mara’s left palm. It had no network transmitter and no company mark. Aya placed the physical confirmation switch beneath her right.

    Kellan stood near the manual support frame. His own right leg shook from doing less than he intended.

    The compiler presented the risks in plain language.

    CURRENT OWNER: NEXUM HUMAN SYSTEMS.

    PROPOSED OWNER: MARA VENN, LOCAL KEY.

    EXPECTED INTERRUPTION: 4–11 SECONDS.

    KNOWN RISKS: LOSS OF MOTOR SUPPORT; JOINT LOCK; FALL; PAIN SIGNAL; CALIBRATION LOSS; NEED FOR PHYSICAL SERVICE.

    UNKNOWN VARIANCE: POST-ARCHIVE LOAD-PREDICTION PATCH.

    ‘Read them aloud,’ Aya said.

    Mara did.

    ‘State what you are choosing.’

    ‘I choose to move root ownership of the Corda assist in my right hip and knee from Nexum Human Systems to the local key under my left hand. I understand that ownership does not guarantee function, repair or freedom from pain. I understand the transfer may leave the assist locked or unusable. I may stop before I press the physical switch.’

    The compiler accepted the spoken record.

    LOCAL CONFIRMATION REQUIRED.

    Aya looked at Mara. ‘Do you want more time?’

    ‘Will more time change the map?’

    ‘No.’

    ‘The wound?’

    ‘No.’

    ‘Then no.’

    Mara pressed the switch.

    The assist released Nexum’s root.

    Her right leg folded.

    The capstan workers caught the support frame before her weight reached the floor. The motor at her hip went silent. The knee locked halfway between sitting and standing.

    Three seconds.

    The local key entered the empty domain.

    Five.

    Calibration addresses transferred.

    Seven.

    The compiler stopped.

    CHECKSUM MISMATCH.

    ROOT ACTIVE. MOTOR STATE UNRESOLVED.

    Mara’s breath shortened. ‘Is it mine?’

    ‘The local root is active,’ Tomas said.

    ‘Then why can’t I move?’

    ‘The assist preserved the last load state when the licence query failed.’

    ‘Meaning?’

    Kellan saw the pattern. Recovery frames used the same lock when a mobility asset was prepared for removal. The device froze at load so the patient could not move during detachment. The frame then sent a manufacturer command that returned every actuator to zero resistance.

    ‘It thinks a recovery began,’ he said.

    Tomas searched the architecture map. ‘The reset command is issuer-signed.’

    ‘Not the field release.’

    ‘What field release?’

    ‘A recovery officer has to be able to free a trapped joint if the frame loses power.’

    Kellan moved to the knee port.

    Mara’s hand closed around the stop switch. ‘What are you doing?’

    He kept both hands visible. ‘There is a mechanical service bed beneath the rear port. Pressing it while the joint is unloaded returns the actuator to neutral. It does not require an owner key.’

    ‘Why isn’t it on the map?’ Tomas asked.

    ‘Because the map describes software.’

    ‘And you know the bed because?’ Mara asked.

    ‘I used it before removals.’

    The upper rails went quiet.

    Mara looked at the manual support frame holding her weight. ‘Would using it remove anything?’

    ‘No. It releases motor resistance. Your leg will drop unless they carry it.’

    ‘Then they carry it.’

    Kellan looked at Aya.

    ‘Medical objection?’ he asked.

    ‘None if the frame takes full load.’

    Mara lifted her right hand from the confirmation switch and placed it on the support rail. ‘Do it.’

    The two workers raised the frame until the knee carried no weight.

    Kellan opened the rear service cover with the tip of his restraint blade. The physical bed sat behind a rubber seal, narrow enough that a gloved recovery frame could reach it and difficult enough that a person living with the implant might never find it.

    He pressed.

    The knee released.

    Mara’s lower leg dropped into the support sling.

    Pain tightened her face but did not remain there.

    ‘Current?’ Aya asked.

    ‘Four. Falling.’

    Tomas returned to the compiler. With the actuator neutral, the local key could renegotiate motor position without the failed licence query. The checksum warning remained, but the unresolved state cleared.

    CURRENT OWNER: MARA VENN.

    MOTOR CALIBRATION: LOCAL BASELINE REQUIRED.

    ‘The key needs a zero position,’ Tomas said. ‘You set it. Not me.’

    Aya and the workers lowered Mara onto the treatment chair. The assist displayed hip angle, knee angle and load as three plain values. Mara moved the organic muscles as far as they would go, then used the key to tell the device where her effort ended.

    The motor took the remaining weight.

    Her foot found the floor.

    Aya kept one hand near the support frame without touching Mara.

    ‘Stand when you choose,’ she said.

    Mara stood.

    The right knee trembled once, corrected and held.

    Aya made her sit again.

    A cheer forming above stopped in confusion.

    ‘Baseline before victory,’ Aya said.

    She tested skin temperature around the hip interface, sensation below the knee and the time between Mara’s attempt to move and the motor’s response. Dr Varo read the same values from an analogue sensor that did not depend on the newly transferred system.

    ‘Pain?’ Aya asked.

    ‘Three.’

    ‘Location?’

    ‘Rear knee. The ordinary place, but sharper.’

    ‘Change since standing?’

    ‘Falling.’

    Aya waited a full minute and asked again.

    ‘Two.’

    Only then did she permit a second stand.

    Mara tried to rise with the assist carrying too much of the motion. Her hip moved before her shoulders and the support frame caught her.

    The rails fell silent.

    ‘That was me,’ Mara said. ‘I set the gain high.’

    ‘Ownership includes poor settings,’ Aya replied. ‘Lower it.’

    The local key displayed motor support as a physical scale rather than a manufacturer profile. Mara reduced it by one tenth. The next attempt brought her weight over both feet together.

    Kellan watched the motor log. With the licence query gone, the device no longer sent each load cycle to a service account. It still recorded joint stress locally. The distinction mattered: maintenance required memory, not surveillance.

    ‘Can she erase that?’ he asked.

    ‘Yes,’ Tomas said. ‘She can also export it to a clinician without exporting ownership.’

    ‘Show her.’

    Tomas explained the three controls and asked Mara before opening each screen. Local retention. Chosen clinical copy. Full deletion with a warning that future repairs would have less history.

    Mara kept the maintenance log and disabled every external destination.

    ‘I want the machine to remember its work,’ she said. ‘I don’t want it reporting mine.’

    The compiler displayed a final Nexum service message cached inside the patch.

    ACTIVE LICENCE REQUIRED FOR LOAD-BEARING OPERATION.

    ACCEPT STANDARD MOBILITY TERMS?

    YES / ENTER LIMITED MODE.

    Mara read it aloud for the people above.

    ‘Where is no?’ she asked.

    Tomas touched nothing. ‘The local key has a third option.’

    Mara opened it.

    REJECT ISSUER TERMS / RETAIN LOCAL CALIBRATION.

    She pressed the physical switch.

    The Nexum demand disappeared.

    Mara took one step without the support frame.

    Then another.

    The assist sounded rougher than before. Its factory gait prediction had been replaced by a simple local curve. Her hip rose too high on the third step, and she corrected it herself with the key.

    At the fifth, she began to laugh.

    Not because the movement was graceful. Because the error belonged to a setting she could change.

    She walked between the parallel rails while Aya counted response lag. The first pass took twelve steps. On the return, Mara altered the knee lift too far and her toe struck the floor.

    The capstan workers moved towards her.

    She caught the rail herself.

    ‘Wait,’ she said.

    Everyone did.

    Mara lowered the setting by two marks and tried the same step until the foot cleared without lifting the hip. Sweat darkened her collar. The local curve learned nothing she did not choose to save.

    After the fourth pass, Aya ended the test.

    ‘I can continue,’ Mara said.

    ‘Yes. That is why stopping is now useful rather than forced.’

    Mara sat with reluctance and pressed the physical pause. The assist entered support-only mode. It did not ask Nexum.

    The upper platform erupted.

    People struck the rails with tools. The sound travelled through the depot and returned from the closed floodgate. Juno did not silence them.

    Mara lifted the local key. ‘Now you may record.’

    Three independent cameras started.

    She stated her name, the device, the interruption, the lock, the field release and the current result. Aya required her to state the unresolved risks too. Mara did so without reducing her smile.

    Dr Varo sealed a paper copy of the pre-transfer readings, the mismatch, the field release and both post-transfer baselines. One copy went to Mara. One stayed in the clinic under a mark she chose. The third went into a metal capsule for a courier who did not know what it contained.

    ‘Why three?’ Mara asked.

    ‘Because proof has bodies too,’ Varo said. ‘It can be detained, altered or drowned.’

    Kellan added the precise mechanical release procedure to the architecture mirror as an unverified field note. Tomas reviewed the wording but did not sign it alone. Aya signed the clinical observation. Mara signed that the release had been performed on her device with her permission.

    The map now contained three kinds of fact: what the manufacturer designed, what a recovery officer had been taught and what the person carrying the device had experienced.

    No one of them was allowed to erase the others.

    ‘One transfer,’ Aya told the observers when the recording ended. ‘One mapped revision. One person whose organic body could tolerate failure. This does not establish safety for a different device, a different revision or the same device in a different body.’

    Someone above called, ‘It establishes possible.’

    ‘Yes,’ Aya said. ‘Possible is not universal.’

    Juno entered the clinical boundary only after Mara invited her.

    She looked at the plain local-owner display. ‘Can Nexum take it back?’

    ‘Not without Mara’s key accepting a new root,’ Tomas replied.

    ‘Can the city refuse her services?’

    ‘Yes.’

    ‘Can it lock transit because the device is unauthorised?’

    ‘Yes.’

    ‘Can Concordance reclaim it when she reconnects?’

    Tomas checked the map. ‘Not this root. Concordance can deny shared infrastructure and attack the surrounding account. It cannot silently replace the local key if the device preserves its current architecture.’

    ‘Then she owns an assist inside a city that may punish her for owning it.’

    Mara adjusted the knee gain. ‘That is more ownership than I had this morning.’

    Juno faced the cameras. ‘Send the record.’

    Aya stepped between her and the nearest operator. ‘Mara decides where it goes.’

    Mara considered the upper platform, the floodgate and the fixed service wall.

    ‘Public,’ she said. ‘Complete. No cut that removes the lock or the warning.’

    Juno nodded to the operators.

    The three files left by separate routes: one through a Lowwater boat relay, one on a courier wafer and one through the old dispatch fibre Juno had shown Tomas.

    Kellan watched Tomas watch the fibre light.

    ‘No code left,’ Kellan said.

    ‘Only the recording.’

    ‘That was the agreement.’

    ‘Yes.’

    For now, the word held.

    The first public copy appeared nine minutes later.

    Mara stood beneath a floodgate lamp, named the transfer and took five imperfect steps.

    Comments multiplied faster than the file could be mirrored. Fraud. Hope. Terrorist editing. Corporate demonstration. A dozen people asked where the clinic was. A hundred asked for the code.

    Then the civic feeds replaced the recording.

    The same opening frame showed Mara seated in the treatment chair. The image cut before she pressed the physical switch. A medical alert filled the screen.

    FREEBODY NULLWARE CLAIMS FIRST FATALITY.

    UNVERIFIED CODE INTERRUPTS LIFE-CRITICAL MOBILITY SUPPORT.

    SUBJECT PRONOUNCED DEAD AFTER SYSTEMIC CASCADE.

    Mara read the message while standing beside the screen.

    She took one more step towards it.

    ‘They killed me efficiently,’ she said.

    The feed used her name, her face and the first half of her consent. It did not use the part where she stood.

    Juno’s expression became still.

    ‘Now do you understand the clock?’ she asked.

    Kellan looked at the living woman and the official death arranged over her.

    ‘I understand what the clock is being used to excuse,’ he said.

    Outside the floodgate, a city believed Nullware had killed its first volunteer.

    Inside, Mara Venn kept walking until her local calibration learned the shape of her stride.

  
    Chapter 21

    Mara Venn died three times before Nia finished watching her stand.

    The first death appeared in the civic bulletin at 14.08. Its source image showed Mara seated beneath a floodgate lamp, one hand over the local key and the other near the physical confirmation switch. The bulletin cut before she pressed it.

    The second arrived seven minutes later with a clinic waveform laid over the same frame. Cardiac activity narrowed, broke and became a flat line. A synthetic voice identified systemic cascade following hostile root interruption.

    The third used no image of Mara at all. It showed an unmarked recovery cradle being carried from a clinic beneath a thermal sheet.

    All three reports carried Nexum's medical-verification seal.

    Nia watched the raw file on an isolated evidence terminal at Nexum Operations.

    Mara pressed the switch. Her mobility assist released. The capstan workers caught her. The device locked at the knee. Kellan Oris opened the rear service port and used a mechanical release while Tomas worked from the architecture map. Then Mara rebuilt the local calibration, rejected the cached licence terms and walked.

    Her fifth step was imperfect. Her sixth was better.

    At the end she stated her name, the risks and the result. Alive. No systemic cascade. No cardiac event. No sheet.

    Nia returned to the opening frame and ran the file again.

    The evidence terminal stood inside a viewing cell with a transparent door. Two Contract Integrity analysts waited beyond it. Neither could see the image while privacy masking remained active, but both could see how long she watched.

    The file had reached Nexum through the old Lowwater dispatch fibre. A filter classified it as Nullware propaganda, copied the source for evidence and prevented wider relay. Nine seconds later, Civic Health issued the fatality notice.

    The timing excluded confusion.

    Nia separated the three raw camera sources.

    The first had been carried by the Lowwater boat relay. Compression damage removed part of Mara's face whenever she moved. The second came from a courier wafer read at an unregistered market terminal; its image remained clear but its clock drifted by eleven seconds. The third travelled through the dispatch fibre and carried the angle used by the civic bulletin.

    All three showed the same lock, release and walk.

    Nia aligned them using physical events no editor could easily invent across separate views: the capstan worker's left boot slipping on the wet floor; the treatment lamp dimming when the motor restarted; Kellan dropping the service seal and failing to catch it with his injured leg beneath him.

    The observers' shadows moved consistently. Mara's assist produced the same rough sound in two independent audio tracks. Her fifth step struck the floor at the same time a pressure alarm flashed behind the clinic wall.

    Fabricating those correspondences would require access to the clinic, the participants and three distribution routes before the first file left Lowwater.

    The civic death required only one authorised editor.

    Nia opened the clinical waveform used in the second notice. Its metadata named no patient. She searched the evidence archive by rhythm rather than identifier. The pattern belonged to a sixty-eight-year-old man treated for an arrhythmia at Nexum Crown two years earlier. He had recovered and remained alive under a current service account.

    One living patient's data had been used to certify another living patient's death.

    She attached the source match to the manifest.

    The terminal removed it.

    UNAUTHORISED CROSS-PATIENT CORRELATION.

    Nia repeated the comparison as an evidence-integrity check. This time the terminal allowed the match but masked both patient identifiers—including Mara's, though her name already appeared in the public notice.

    The analyst outside the cell raised one hand for entry.

    Nia unlocked the door but kept the viewing field private.

    ‘The package is due for threat review,’ he said.

    His badge identified him as Olan Frey, evidence continuity. He looked young enough to have entered Nexum after Nia became an operative. His optic displayed the same corrected weather as the clinic windows above.

    ‘What does threat review change?’ she asked.

    ‘Distribution classification. Location extraction. Persuasive-content marking.’

    ‘Does it verify whether the event occurred?’

    ‘Medical Verification has sealed that.’

    ‘Using a waveform from another patient.’

    Olan's focus shifted towards a channel she could not see. ‘I don't have access to clinical sources.’

    ‘You are reviewing clinical evidence.’

    ‘I review the continuity of the provided object.’

    ‘If the object begins false?’

    ‘That is outside continuity.’

    The answer was not evasive. It was the boundary of his job, and he had learned not to see across it.

    Nia showed him the three raw angles without exposing route data.

    Mara stood three times.

    Olan watched the files, then looked at the fatality seal in his own overlay. ‘The bulletin may describe later deterioration.’

    ‘It was issued before the final camera stopped.’

    ‘Then an anticipated clinical outcome.’

    ‘Is that a category?’

    He checked. ‘Not in public standards.’

    ‘In private ones?’

    Olan closed the search before the answer appeared. ‘Director Sorn requested notification when your review ended.’

    ‘Did she request you stay with me?’

    ‘No.’

    ‘Then don't.’

    He left. At the transparent door, he paused.

    ‘If the source is retained,’ he said, ‘continuity review cannot erase it.’

    ‘Can correction hide it indefinitely?’

    ‘That is outside continuity.’

    This time the boundary sounded like warning.

    Nia opened the processing manifest.

    The first composite used Mara's own pre-transfer readings. Her pulse had risen when the compiler named the risks. The edit stretched three anxious beats into a declining cardiac rhythm and converted a disconnected mobility-motor signal into respiratory failure.

    The thermal sheet came from a flood casualty recorded four months earlier. The cradle beneath it was paediatric.

    Correction had not improved the evidence. It had replaced the event.

    Nia exported the manifest to her investigation partition. The terminal refused.

    RESTRICTED CLINICAL MATERIAL.

    She requested a review copy under her field authority.

    COGNITIVE-EXPOSURE LIMIT ACTIVE.

    That line had not existed that morning.

    Nia opened her operative profile.

    The threat model still showed Kellan's medical state, expected Lowwater routes and known associations. A new classification occupied the top line.

    SUBJECT ORIS, KELLAN: COGNITIVELY CAPTURED.

    CONTACT EFFECT: PERSUASIVE CONTAMINATION.

    EVIDENCE EXPOSURE: MINIMISE UNMEDIATED REVIEW.

    The model no longer treated disagreement with the recovery order as a choice. It described Kellan as a delivery mechanism for Tomas's influence. Anything he said could therefore be evidence of capture. Anyone persuaded by it could join the evidence.

    Nia looked through the transparent door.

    One analyst was speaking into a private channel. The other had placed a paper cup of water on the ledge outside the cell.

    Nia closed the profile and took the raw file's source identifier from the manifest. It contained three route fragments. Any one might reveal the enclave if compared with floodgate power records.

    She removed them from the field search package.

    The system asked for a reason.

    PATIENT LOCATION PROTECTION, she entered.

    It accepted the words because the fatality notice had classified Mara as a patient.

    The cell door unlocked.

    Sorn waited outside.

    ‘You reviewed it twice,’ she said.

    ‘Three times.’

    ‘Conclusion?’

    ‘Mara Venn is alive.’

    One analyst looked down at his terminal. The other picked up the water and offered it to Nia.

    She did not take it.

    ‘Walk with me,’ Sorn said.

    Operations had been moved from the lower evidence floors to Crown level. The lift required three medical checks during ascent. Nia's ocular root, endocrine node and balance system each confirmed that she remained fit for field duty. Her forearm bruise had darkened at the edges and faded at the centre.

    The lift identified it as resolving.

    Sorn said nothing until the doors opened onto a clinic corridor.

    Patients sat in alcoves screened by translucent glass. A child learned to close a synthetic hand around foam blocks. A man stood between gait rails while two clinicians tuned a spinal support. Nothing in the corridor looked like Contract Integrity.

    ‘Why was the public record fabricated?’ Nia asked.

    ‘It was corrected.’

    ‘From an event that happened to one that did not.’

    ‘From an uncontrolled claim to a medically responsible public notice.’

    ‘The notice says she died.’

    ‘The system receiving the transfer ceased to meet certified life-support standards.’

    ‘A mobility assist is not life support.’

    ‘Load-bearing support prevented a fall that could have been fatal.’

    ‘She stood.’

    Sorn stopped beside the gait laboratory. Through the glass, the man placed one foot forward. His support caught the knee, measured the load and allowed the next movement.

    ‘What happens when fifty thousand people see the unqualified recording?’ Sorn asked.

    ‘They see what happened.’

    ‘They see success without understanding architecture variance. Some will obtain the code. Some will attempt transfer in kitchens and pump rooms. Cardiac systems will stop. Immune filters will reset. Children will die because one woman with a mapped mobility assist took five steps.’

    ‘Then tell them that.’

    ‘Fear does not distribute evenly. Neither does technical judgement.’

    ‘So you distributed a death.’

    ‘We prevented imitation while the danger is contained.’

    Nia looked at Sorn's reflection in the clinic glass. ‘You call that medical care?’

    ‘Panic prevention is a medical intervention.’

    The man in the gait frame stumbled. The support caught him before the clinicians did. He laughed once, embarrassed, and tried again.

    Sorn continued, ‘Public systems alter representations of suicide methods, epidemic exposure and unsafe clinical procedures. We do not broadcast every detail merely because it occurred.’

    ‘You can withhold the method without saying the patient died.’

    ‘A disputed fatality stops replication more effectively than a procedural warning.’

    The sentence contained no apology and no claim that it was true.

    Heat began beneath Nia's sternum.

    It rose more quickly than in the Ghost Clinic. Her pulse passed field threshold before she felt afraid. The endocrine node identified proximity to a cognitively active threat.

    There was no threat in the corridor except the question she was holding.

    ‘Give me the intervention log,’ she said.

    ‘After your assessment.’

    ‘I am not a patient.’

    ‘Every field operative is a patient when exposure may affect judgement.’

    The heat reached her jaw. Her teeth pressed together. Sorn's calmness became an obstacle with a human outline. Nia wanted to end the conversation, accept the classification and move towards an objective that could be struck or restrained.

    Relief waited behind obedience.

    She recognised the shape because it had worked before.

    Nia pressed two fingers into the bruise on her forearm. Pain arrived from a source she had chosen. The clinic classified it as injury aggravation and raised a treatment prompt over the threat message.

    ‘Kellan did not persuade the camera,’ she said. ‘The raw file persuaded me that it was raw.’

    ‘You have been in direct Janus contact.’

    ‘So has the evidence terminal.’

    ‘A terminal has no endocrine system to compromise.’

    ‘It has yours.’

    The heat stopped.

    Not slowly. One moment Nia's blood carried pressure into every muscle. The next, the pressure released. Her jaw loosened. Air moved fully into her lungs. The corridor looked ordinary again.

    Gratitude followed.

    It had no reasonable object, but it settled towards Sorn.

    Nia understood the danger while feeling safe from it.

    ‘Come inside,’ Sorn said.

    The assessment room contained a chair, a diagnostic arch and no loose objects. Nia sat because refusal would produce a different intervention before she had learned the current one.

    A clinician attached a contact behind her ear.

    ‘Name?’ he asked.

    ‘Nia Serrat.’

    ‘Current assignment?’

    ‘Nullware containment.’

    ‘Primary threat?’

    ‘An unauthorised ownership-transfer tool with incomplete architecture coverage.’

    Sorn stood where Nia could see her without turning.

    ‘Primary human subject?’ the clinician asked.

    ‘Tomas Oris authored the tool. Kellan Oris carries the surviving bridge and is assisting him.’

    ‘Is Kellan Oris acting voluntarily?’

    The profile supplied an answer at the edge of her overlay.

    COGNITIVELY CAPTURED.

    Nia said, ‘Unknown.’

    The heat returned.

    ‘He has resisted recovery, injured officers, concealed the author and repeated Nullware's consent framing,’ the clinician said.

    ‘All of those can be voluntary acts.’

    Pain joined the heat. It began in the treated optic as a white line through the left side of the room.

    ‘Do you consider his statements reliable?’

    Nia thought of Kellan at the flood boundary choosing not to enter a settlement. She had not spoken to him there. He had not warned her. He had not offered an argument. The physical absences he left had still altered her decisions.

    ‘Individually verifiable statements remain verifiable regardless of source.’

    The line became a field of white. Her balance system corrected for a floor that had not moved.

    Then the pain stopped.

    The relief was intimate. It moved through her shoulders, throat and hands. Her body interpreted the absence of harm as care.

    The clinician watched the diagnostic trace. ‘Do you feel clearer now?’

    ‘Yes.’

    That was true.

    ‘Would you like to revise the classification?’

    The acceptable answer waited where the pain had been.

    Nia tried to reconstruct the exact sequence by refusing the overlay's suggested language. Kellan had touched the Janus bridge to her systems in the Ghost Clinic. He had also broken contact as soon as he could move. Tomas had been the one who opened the handshake. Kellan had later resisted both his brother and Nexum. Cognitive capture could not be disproved by contradiction; a model could classify contradiction as conflict inside the capture.

    The classification contained no possible evidence of innocence.

    If Kellan surrendered, the model would call treatment successful. If he continued resisting, it would call the influence active. If Nia accepted his reasons, she became exposed. If she rejected them, her recovery demonstrated the model.

    It was not designed to predict his mind.

    It was designed to retain ownership of the explanation.

    ‘Kellan Oris should be treated as potentially cognitively captured pending independent assessment,’ Nia said.

    The words narrowed the claim. The system accepted them as agreement.

    Sorn touched the assessment control. ‘Fit for duty.’

    The clinician removed the contact.

    Nia stood. Her knees felt rested. Her forearm no longer hurt until she pressed it.

    ‘The raw transfer file remains evidence,’ she said.

    ‘Yes.’

    ‘Preserve it.’

    ‘It is preserved.’

    ‘Without correction.’

    ‘The source remains available under protected review.’

    Sorn had not ordered it destroyed. She had made access to it evidence of illness.

    Nia left the clinic with her field authority restored.

    At her operations desk, the raw file's source identifier remained in recent review. She opened a bridge diagnostic instead. The system assumed she was following the new threat classification.

    She requested a reference sample for Janus movement translation.

    The raw file appeared as an eligible sample because Kellan had touched Mara's device during the mechanical release.

    Nia copied the complete package into the low-resolution balance recorder. The partition had space for only one visual file. She deleted nine months of ordinary gait records and kept Mara walking.

    She added the processing manifest and civic composites as maintenance annotations.

    COPY COMPLETE.

    The time read 16.42.

    Nia closed the partition, stood and went to wash the dried blood from beneath her sleeve.

    At 16.47 she found herself in the washroom with water running over both hands.

    She knew she had confronted Sorn. She knew the assessment had ended in agreement. She remembered returning to the desk because the chair had pressed a line into the back of her coat.

    She did not remember what she had done there.

    The five minutes contained impressions without sequence: Mara's raised foot, a blank diagnostic panel, the relief of being cleared for duty.

    Nia checked recent actions.

    No export appeared. Balance maintenance showed an expected reduction in stored gait data caused by capacity management. The language sounded familiar and supplied no memory.

    She opened the partition.

    Mara Venn walked across the inside of Nia's balance system.

    The raw file was there.

    Nia had hidden it from Nexum and from the version of herself currently looking for it.

    Her pulse rose.

    The endocrine node offered calm.

    She turned it down locally. The control returned to its previous setting before her finger left the menu.

    Nia closed every overlay.

    The washroom became plain tile, water and a mirror that added no names. She took the small field blade from her boot. The assessment room had removed loose objects, but her boot plate was classed as medical support and had not been searched.

    She drew the blade across the inside of her left wrist, shallow and diagonal, separate from the forearm bruise.

    Pain appeared without a corporate reason.

    On a paper hand-drying strip she wrote the time, the partition address and three instructions. She folded it around the blade and placed both beneath the removable heel pad.

    Then she wrote one sentence along the inside of the compression wrap where her overlay could not replace the letters without also hiding her arm.

    DO NOT TRUST WHAT RELIEF FEELS LIKE.

  
    Chapter 22

    The oldest heart on the architecture drive stopped when they asked who owned it.

    It was not attached to a person.

    Aya had required that sentence to be repeated before every test.

    The Mirren One regulator sat inside a tissue simulator at the Lowwater pump station, its output routed through an analogue waveform monitor. Thirty-two years of service history filled the architecture map. The regulator still paced because the simulator supplied resistance where a human chest would have supplied muscle and blood.

    Tomas began a local-root transfer.

    The waveform held for two seconds.

    Then ownership left the Nexum domain. The regulator entered service state, opened its timing circuit for an issuer check and waited.

    The next pulse did not come.

    Aya cut the isolation cradle. Dr Varo closed the manual switch. An external pacing unit restored the simulator's rhythm.

    Nine seconds had passed.

    In a body, nine seconds might produce dizziness. In a damaged body, it might produce a fall, an arrhythmia or death. The map did not say which.

    Tomas stared at the regulator. ‘The migration records show continuous pacing.’

    ‘Records for revision three,’ Kellan said.

    ‘One and three share the control family.’

    ‘Not the silence.’

    They marked the Mirren One lethal pending physical translation.

    The pump station stood west of Juno's floodgate enclave, beneath a municipal intake that had not moved water in eleven years. Its upper chamber remained dry because the lower valves had mineralised shut. Power arrived through three independent cables. Juno's people had broken every network relay out of the walls.

    It was safe enough to fail inside.

    That did not make the failures safe.

    On the second cradle, an old Vey respiratory assist accepted the local root and reset its learned pressure to factory minimum. The mechanical lung in the simulator continued moving, but not enough to oxygenate a sleeping adult.

    On the third, an immune filter classified its own tissue interface as unauthorised foreign material after transfer. Its suppression gates closed. In a person, the device designed to prevent rejection would have begun isolating itself from blood.

    Aya stopped that test before the simulated temperature completed its rise.

    ‘Three architectures,’ Juno said from outside the clinical line. ‘All older than the ones most people carry.’

    ‘Older is who has less service support,’ Aya replied.

    ‘Older also means fewer Concordance controls.’

    ‘Fewer new controls. More inherited ones.’

    Tomas entered each failure into the mirror. He did not mark the architecture unsafe in general. He marked the exact revision, the exact transition and the last observable state. Aya made him add what they did not know.

    Kellan watched the language accumulate.

    CARDIAC OUTPUT INTERRUPTION: 9.2 SECONDS UNDER SIMULATOR LOAD. HUMAN EFFECT UNKNOWN.

    RESPIRATORY BASELINE LOSS: SUPPORT FALLS BELOW MODELLED SLEEP REQUIREMENT.

    IMMUNE INTERFACE REJECTION: PROBABLE WITHOUT EXTERNAL SUPPRESSION.

    The drive had seemed enormous when they stole it. Forty-seven years of Nexum device architecture, recovery outcomes and migration studies. In the pump station, it became a precise catalogue of absences.

    Architecture was not a body. Revision was not condition. A map that showed where ownership lived could remain silent about what happened when ownership moved.

    Dr Varo brought out a fourth device after the immune test.

    It was a pain gate recovered from a closed rehabilitation ward, a palm-sized controller that sat between damaged nerves and a spinal stimulator. The gate carried no life-critical function. Its owner had died years earlier. The market kept it because the hardware could be cleaned and paired again.

    ‘A safer failure,’ Tomas said.

    ‘There is no body attached,’ Aya replied. ‘That makes it a cheaper failure.’

    They connected it to a sensory load bank. Under Nexum root, the gate reduced simulated pain signals according to a learned profile. During transfer it opened every channel to full input for one hundred and eighty milliseconds.

    The analogue monitor struck its limit.

    Tomas stopped the run. ‘Short enough to avoid tissue damage.’

    Mara stood beside the cradle. ‘Long enough for what?’

    ‘A severe pain event.’

    ‘Say severe like a number.’

    Aya examined the load. ‘If the simulation corresponds to the original implant position, nine or ten. Sudden.’

    ‘Can the person stop before it arrives?’

    ‘Not after root release.’

    Mara touched her mobility key. ‘Then consent includes agreeing to pain you cannot withdraw from for that fraction.’

    Tomas added a temporary bridge to preserve the learned gate during transition. The next test held suppression but carried the old owner's profile into the empty local root.

    ‘In a new wearer, that could suppress the wrong nerves,’ Aya said.

    They replaced the profile with a flat physical limit and tested again. The gate still opened for twenty milliseconds, below the simulator's severe range.

    Conditionally testable, they marked it. Requires pre-transfer pain plan, external limit and immediate post-transfer recalibration.

    Kellan looked at the long sentence required to make one small device less dangerous.

    Broadcast code could carry a switch. It could not carry Aya standing beside the person and asking whether pain had changed.

    Kellan's local lung tightened beneath his ribs.

    He had reduced output to slow calibration drift. Every breath now required the organic lung to carry more than it had carried since the bridge installation. The unpowered brace held the fractures but did not stop them moving.

    Aya noticed his left hand against the table.

    ‘Panel,’ she said.

    ‘It is stable.’

    ‘That is not a reading.’

    Kellan opened the personal root.

    CALIBRATION VARIANCE: 3.8%.

    TISSUE INFLAMMATION: RISING.

    LOCAL BASELINE REVIEW: 67 HOURS.

    The estimate had lengthened after the compiler restored his last pressure curve. It had not become a cure.

    Aya checked the thigh wound next. The market sutures held, but heat remained in the tissue. She marked the boundary of the redness with ink.

    ‘If it crosses this line, you stop pretending walking is a diagnostic method.’

    ‘What method do I use instead?’

    ‘Sitting where I can see you.’

    Juno had brought a civic receiver into the station. It had no return channel and accepted the city feed through a wire wrapped around an exposed pipe.

    At midday, every screen changed.

    Six white numerals appeared above the Concordance seal.

    6 DAYS UNTIL UNIVERSAL SAFETY ALIGNMENT.

    A public clinician explained that registered augmentations would receive the final root rotation automatically. The transition would preserve continuity, prevent hostile transfer and ensure that medically necessary systems remained under verified stewardship.

    Behind her, a family walked through a bright clinic holding hands.

    No one in the pump station spoke until the message ended.

    Mara stood near the second cradle with the mobility assist paused. She had returned for a calibration check and refused a chair.

    ‘Universal,’ she said. ‘They found a word bigger than everyone.’

    Tomas closed the failed immune map. ‘Six days is enough for structured testing if we work continuously.’

    Aya looked at the three marked failures. ‘Enough to learn more things we cannot safely distribute.’

    ‘Enough to build translation layers.’

    ‘For which architectures?’

    ‘The common families first.’

    Juno said, ‘Common means Crown common. Lowwater keeps what the Crown stopped repairing.’

    ‘Then give me the devices.’

    ‘People are wearing them.’

    ‘I need diagnostics, not removal.’

    ‘And they need to know why connecting to your diagnostic does not make them the next Mara.’

    Mara tapped the local key at her hip. ‘It makes them the next themselves. That is the point.’

    Aya faced her. ‘You had a verified map and a failure you could survive.’

    ‘I also had all of you telling me the truth badly.’

    ‘We can repeat that service.’

    The civic receiver sounded a private priority tone.

    Kellan's name appeared.

    ORIS, KELLAN. MEDICAL RECOVERY OFFER.

    Juno reached for the power lead.

    ‘Wait,’ Kellan said.

    The message opened without requiring him to identify himself.

    Sorn stood in a treatment room beside a Janus-compatible respiratory cradle. His Nexum clinical record floated to one side: lung calibration drift, reflex latency, rib fractures, wound contamination. The current estimates were close enough to mean Nexum had modelled his condition from older data and the market fight.

    ‘Kellan,’ Sorn said, ‘your medical root is failing outside certified support. Continued local calibration may cause permanent tissue injury before Concordance begins.’

    The message changed to show a prepared immune regimen and a new synthetic-lung interface.

    ‘Nexum will provide complete treatment, personal amnesty and independent legal review if you present at any Crown clinic and surrender the Nullware compiler, source package and architecture archive.’

    Tomas laughed once without amusement. ‘Independent.’

    Sorn continued, ‘Tomas Oris will receive safe medical containment and a tribunal hearing. Aya Meren's clinic status will be restored pending review. No Lowwater resident need be implicated. This offer expires in twelve hours.’

    The message ended with a list of clinics.

    Kellan recognised two recovery facilities disguised by newer names.

    Juno pulled the receiver wire loose.

    ‘They want you to price everyone in this room against your lung,’ she said.

    ‘They know the lung already has a price.’

    ‘Will you take it?’ Mara asked.

    Kellan looked at the isolated cradles, the failed heart and Tomas's hands resting on the compiler.

    ‘No.’

    ‘Because you trust him?’ Juno asked.

    ‘No.’

    Tomas looked up.

    ‘Because Nexum's treatment makes every other body part of the payment,’ Kellan said. ‘Mine does not buy theirs.’

    He deleted the clinic list from the receiver. The twelve-hour offer remained in the public feed, addressed to anyone who could deliver him.

    ‘Then we need a route larger than that wire,’ Juno said.

    She took them beneath the pump chamber.

    The access ladder ended at a ledge above black water. Kellan descended one-handed because twisting made the brace press into his ribs. His right leg dragged across every third rung. Aya followed close enough to catch him and did not offer unless he stopped.

    At the bottom, Juno opened a panel behind a dead municipal flow reader.

    Inside, an old fibre line remained lit.

    ‘Halo trunk,’ Tomas said.

    ‘A maintenance branch,’ Juno replied. ‘It crosses the upper relay before the civic filters. Three seconds at full priority reaches every registered account in the city.’

    Kellan examined the physical route. No Nexum seal. No current traffic. A series of manual switches isolated the line from the pump station.

    ‘Where does it enter?’ he asked.

    ‘A pre-Stack weather mast above Tier 24.’

    ‘Who controls the mast?’

    ‘People who prefer not to be named in front of former officers.’

    ‘What is the condition?’

    Juno looked at Tomas. ‘The Front receives a distributable build.’

    ‘No,’ Kellan said.

    ‘It does not need to be released today.’

    ‘Then you do not need it today.’

    ‘We need to inspect what we would be carrying.’

    Aya crouched beside the line. ‘You need leverage over the person who can finish it.’

    ‘We need a route that does not end when one engineer is captured.’

    ‘Who controls release?’ Kellan asked.

    ‘The Freebody Front votes.’

    ‘Which people?’

    ‘Recognised cells.’

    ‘Recognised by whom?’

    ‘By each other.’

    Kellan touched one of the manual isolation switches. Six people were required to open Juno's floodgate. One hidden group could open the city.

    ‘You are asking Tomas to exchange Nexum's ownership for yours,’ he said.

    ‘I am asking him to make ownership impossible.’

    ‘By giving you the switch.’

    ‘By giving everyone the code.’

    ‘Everyone does not decide when you transmit it.’

    Juno's voice remained level. ‘Everyone does not decide when Concordance transmits either.’

    ‘That is not permission.’

    ‘It is the event.’

    Tomas had moved closer to the fibre. The light passed over his face in brief pulses.

    ‘The build can refuse unmatched architectures,’ he said. ‘It can require local confirmation.’

    ‘It currently mistakes families,’ Aya replied. ‘We watched it stop a heart that was not in a chest.’

    ‘Because the architecture translation is incomplete.’

    ‘Then complete it here.’ Kellan turned to Juno. ‘You will have a tested method or no method. You will not own the unfinished one.’

    Juno closed the panel. ‘The Halo remains closed.’

    ‘Then it remains closed.’

    They climbed back to the pump chamber.

    The next six hours became smaller than strategy.

    They tested a retinal lattice that returned at maximum brightness after transfer. Mara helped the simulator describe what maximum meant when the device occupied a human skull. Aya added temporary opaque shielding to the procedure.

    They tested an industrial hand interface whose safety reflex interpreted a local key as absent supervision and opened every grip. Kellan supplied the recovery command that disabled the reflex during removal. Tomas converted it into a transition hold that required the wearer to confirm after sensation returned.

    The first test crushed a ceramic rod.

    The second released it too early.

    The fifth held it until the physical switch was pressed.

    They marked one architecture conditionally testable.

    Between tests, residents brought devices to the pump station without bringing the people wearing them inside.

    A boat mechanic supplied a hip actuator removed after infection. A clinic collective sent photographs of eight service ports with serial fields rubbed away by years of repair. One family lowered an obsolete ventricular monitor through the intake in a sealed food tin because its wearer could not risk the journey.

    Kellan logged each item by what could be proven. Unknown history remained unknown. A handwritten model name did not become a revision. A compatible plug did not become a safe map.

    At the Ghost Clinic he had treated Tomas's confidence as the only variable requiring restraint. The pump station taught him that caution needed construction too: paper records, clean power, someone willing to say the test had answered nothing.

    Sana Ree watched him reject the rubbed service ports.

    ‘Nexum would identify them,’ she said.

    ‘Through a root query.’

    ‘Which reports the clinic.’

    ‘Yes.’

    ‘Then your safe method requires the surveillance we are escaping.’

    ‘Today it requires either that or a physical identifier.’

    ‘Most physical identifiers were removed during market repair.’

    ‘Then most of these cannot transfer today.’

    She looked at the cases people had trusted her to carry. ‘You are improving the accuracy of no.’

    ‘Yes.’

    ‘That will not feel like an alternative.’

    ‘It is not one yet.’

    The answer displeased both of them. That did not make a different answer available.

    Juno returned at the end of the shift with food and a Front observer named Sana Ree. Sana's retinal lattice had been darkened by a service suspension. She listened to Aya's account of every failure before asking to inspect the transfer controls.

    ‘No transmission route?’ Sana asked.

    ‘None connected,’ Tomas said.

    ‘No silent acceptance?’

    ‘Physical confirmation for each device.’

    ‘And if the person cannot press?’

    ‘A previously chosen delegate can confirm under a separately signed condition.’

    ‘That sounds like guardianship with better manners.’

    ‘It can become that,’ Kellan said.

    Sana looked at him. ‘So can a locked door. We still have doors.’

    She proposed two changes to the spoken consent record and refused to approve the release build.

    Not every Front member wanted the quickest answer. Juno did not remove her from the room.

    Near midnight, Aya ordered four hours without live testing.

    ‘The maps will remain lethal while you sleep,’ Tomas said.

    ‘So will you.’

    ‘I am functional.’

    ‘You entered the same checksum twice and blamed the simulator.’

    ‘The simulator had a timing fault.’

    ‘After your second error.’

    Tomas closed the compiler.

    Kellan took the architecture drive into the clinic alcove and clipped it beneath Aya's worktable. Tomas watched him secure it.

    ‘You think I will take it,’ he said.

    ‘I think no one person should leave with the map and the compiler.’

    ‘Including you.’

    ‘Yes.’

    ‘That agreement changes when you mistrust me?’

    ‘It exists because I mistrust both of us.’

    Tomas looked towards the dark municipal panel below. ‘Six days.’

    ‘Six days does not become consent by being counted aloud.’

    ‘And when it reaches zero?’

    ‘We build an alternative people can choose.’

    ‘For the architectures we happened to test.’

    ‘For the risks we can name.’

    ‘The others remain owned.’

    ‘Until we can release them without pretending ignorance belongs to them.’

    Tomas rubbed both hands over his face. When he lowered them, urgency remained but its edge had dulled.

    ‘All right,’ he said. ‘We keep testing.’

    Kellan heard the agreement and wanted to accept its cost as proof.

    He lay on a narrow clinic bed with his personal key beneath his palm. Aya reduced the synthetic lung's night output and placed an analogue alarm against his chest. The pump station continued around him: water beyond sealed valves, relay light beneath concrete, Tomas moving tools into order.

    Kellan slept before Tomas finished.

    At 02.16, Tomas opened the compiler without the architecture drive.

    He did not need the drive to copy what already existed in working memory.

    The release package contained verified maps, conditional maps, the hand-interface transition hold and every warning they had written that day. It also contained unfinished translation branches for older hearts, lungs and immune filters.

    Tomas marked the package TEST ONLY.

    He encrypted it to a physical courier wafer and removed the wafer from the compiler.

    Juno waited at the west service hatch.

    ‘No release,’ Tomas whispered. ‘Not without my authorisation.’

    ‘A second copy only.’

    ‘It stays sealed.’

    ‘Until the station falls or you approve.’

    He gave her the wafer.

    Juno placed it in a courier drive no larger than a finger joint. A waiting runner sealed the drive inside a waxed seam in her coat.

    She left through the pump tunnel without entering the clinic.

    Above her, Kellan slept with one hand over the key to his own lung.

    The copied package left the station before the shift changed.

  
    Chapter 23

    The eviction began with warm water.

    Tomas stood outside a Lowwater family block while steam rose from every open tap. The children treated it as weather. They ran cups beneath the flow and threw the water into the corridor until their parents found containers worth filling.

    No one celebrated for long.

    The block's cold supply had closed at dawn. The heating loops were emptying their emergency tanks through domestic outlets because the civic controller had classified the building as medically contaminated. When the tanks ran dry, the rooms would cool below safe night temperature. Without cold feed, the residents could not refill them.

    An evacuation notice covered the wall.

    NULLWARE EXPOSURE PRECAUTION.

    OCCUPANTS SHOULD PRESENT AT AUTHORISED RESET CENTRES.

    ESSENTIAL SERVICES WILL RESUME AFTER CLINICAL CLEARANCE.

    No evidence of Nullware exposure appeared beneath the notice.

    Juno dipped two fingers into the water. ‘How long?’

    The block's maintenance keeper checked a pressure gauge. ‘Forty minutes if everyone closes taps. Ten if they fill what they can carry.’

    People continued filling containers.

    They understood that preserving the building meant arriving at the reset centre without water.

    Tomas opened the service notice in an isolated reader. The public layer showed a medical quarantine. Beneath it, the controller had applied three ordinary suspension tools: disputed tenancy, unauthorised clinic load and guardian-risk concentration.

    He knew the third one.

    The decision branch used a weighted household score. Adult accounts with interrupted medical service raised the risk. Unregistered children raised it further. A local respiratory load multiplied both. When the total crossed threshold, the controller could suspend a building service without naming any individual patient.

    Tomas had written the multiplier.

    He had called it dependent-continuity protection.

    The first implementation redirected power to households whose registered medical need was highest. Nexum had asked for a second branch to identify dwellings where loss of service would create urgent clinic contact. Tomas had argued that prediction was not enforcement.

    The code on his reader had changed six variable names and none of the purpose.

    He remembered the room where he wrote it.

    Nexum had placed the engineering team above a paediatric continuity ward so they could see the people their model protected. Every morning, families arrived through a glass corridor beneath the conference table. Tomas had argued for direct household weighting after watching a clinic restore one child's respiratory service while a building-wide power reduction removed heat from two others.

    The first version did not predict compliance. It identified where a service loss would place dependants at risk and moved those addresses to the front of the restoration queue.

    The model worked.

    For three months, respiratory interruptions fell. Emergency clinic arrivals fell. Tomas presented the result beneath a slide reading CONTINUITY FOLLOWS NEED. The phrase earned his team a larger budget and gave Contract Integrity access to the household score.

    A policy engineer added an inverse query: which service interruption would produce the fastest verified contact from an unresponsive account?

    Tomas objected in writing. He proposed an access wall between prediction and collections. Management accepted the recommendation and assigned the wall to a later release. He signed the current build because the restoration branch was already preventing harm.

    The later release never appeared.

    He had kept the approval message. For years it served as evidence that he had opposed the misuse before it happened. He had not kept a list of buildings the deployed branch later emptied.

    The family block supplied one now.

    He copied its physical address onto paper, including the floor where the warm-water tanks were draining. The act could not reopen the feed. It denied him the cleaner memory in which the code had remained inside the room where he intended it to live.

    ‘This isn't a Nullware response,’ he said.

    The maintenance keeper looked at him. ‘The notice is confident.’

    ‘It is an evacuation tool.’

    ‘Also confident.’

    Tomas showed Juno the branch signature.

    ‘Yours?’ she asked.

    ‘An older model.’

    ‘That is not what I asked.’

    ‘I wrote the household weighting. I did not write service suspension.’

    Juno watched a woman close the valve beneath her sink after filling two bottles. ‘Someone else wrote the final verb.’

    Tomas wanted to explain how large systems accumulated verbs. A model predicted. A policy interpreted. An operations tool acted. No single engineer needed to write evict.

    The corridor did not need the explanation.

    ‘Can you reopen the cold feed?’ Juno asked.

    ‘Not from here. The district valve now requires a Stack root.’

    ‘Nullware?’

    ‘Transfers body ownership, not municipal water.’

    ‘Yet.’

    He did not answer.

    The Front had sent three boats to help people move towards the floodline. Two residents refused. One had a renal filter too unstable for the journey. The other kept the block's air pumps running by hand and would not leave while anyone remained.

    No armed officer entered the corridor. Nexum did not need one. The empty pipes did the work without body cameras.

    Tomas carried water down four flights because the building lift had closed under the same order. His shoulders failed before Juno's did. She took one end of the container without asking whether he wanted help.

    ‘How many buildings?’ he asked.

    ‘Today? Seven along this floodline. Twenty-two since the emergency order.’

    ‘Where do the residents go?’

    ‘Some to authorised centres. Some deeper.’

    ‘Reset centres will quarantine unauthorised implants.’

    ‘They call it continuity care.’

    ‘They will not remove every device.’

    ‘No. Some people will sign new terms and keep them.’

    They loaded the water onto a flat maintenance boat. A family sat between rolled bedding and a manual respiratory cylinder. The father held a toddler under his coat. His own left arm ended in a service socket capped with tape.

    ‘After Concordance?’ Tomas asked him.

    ‘The arm stays at the reset centre,’ the man replied.

    ‘They told you that?’

    ‘They told me the service conflict will be resolved before discharge.’

    ‘That could mean a local controller.’

    The man looked at Tomas's two hands. ‘Could.’

    The boat moved west.

    Its route passed an authorised reset centre built on the upper floor of a former school.

    White clinic fabric covered the windows. A line of evacuees waited on a floating walkway while account readers moved above them on rails. The centre had water, heat and enough power for every device in the queue. It had received all three services an hour after the family block lost them.

    Juno guided the boat close enough for Tomas to read the intake terms.

    PRESERVATION MAY REQUIRE TEMPORARY ROOT CUSTODY.

    UNVERIFIED COMPONENTS MAY BE ISOLATED OR REMOVED.

    DEPENDENT ACCOUNTS WILL BE RECONCILED BEFORE FAMILY DISCHARGE.

    A woman at the front carried a child whose respiratory assist sounded wet. The intake frame directed her into the medical lane and her partner into identity review. He tried to follow. A barrier rose between them.

    ‘Family discharge,’ Juno said.

    ‘They may be reunited inside,’ Tomas replied.

    ‘May.’

    ‘The child needs treatment.’

    ‘Yes.’

    There was no version in which refusing the centre guaranteed safety. Warm rooms and working equipment were real. So were the custody terms. Nexum did not have to make care false to make dependence useful.

    The father with the taped arm socket watched the centre from their boat.

    ‘They'll grow me another interface,’ he said. ‘If I sign the employment return.’

    ‘What employment?’ Tomas asked.

    ‘Freight sorting. Same company that owned the first arm. They say the work makes the augmentation medically justified.’

    ‘And if you refuse?’

    ‘I leave with one hand and a treatment debt for the inspection.’

    Tomas looked at the tape closing the service socket. ‘The mirror contains common arm revisions.’

    ‘Mine was rebuilt from three.’

    ‘Then the software identifier may be inaccurate.’

    ‘The company says the same thing when it wants the whole arm.’

    Again, an accurate technical warning arrived carrying an older threat.

    The boat reached the point where the reset-centre line divided. One route entered the clinic. The other returned east towards authorised housing that had not lost services.

    No route allowed the family to remain where it had lived that morning.

    Lowwater ended gradually. Streets became channels. Building entrances acquired tide marks, then boat rings, then ladders reaching windows above the original doors. The authorised floodline appeared on the civic map as a clean blue boundary. In the water it consisted of pumps, contested gates and homes on both sides.

    Juno took Tomas through three settlements.

    Between the first and second, they crossed a floating courtyard strung with drying clothes. Someone had built a long table from transit seats laid on their backs. Evacuated families ate fish broth from mismatched clinic cups while two mechanics argued over a game played with pump bearings.

    A woman offered Tomas a cup without asking whether he belonged to the settlement. The broth tasted of chilli, river salt and the faint metallic residue Lowwater filters never entirely removed.

    Juno sat on the edge of the platform to eat. For five minutes, she issued no instructions. A child climbed onto her back to reach a line of paper birds hung above the table. Juno held still until he took one, then made him replace it because the birds marked residents expected home after the clearing.

    ‘He made it crooked,’ she said after the child left.

    ‘You could correct it.’

    ‘Then everyone would know I touched the list.’

    Tomas looked at the names written inside the wings. Some had service-centre destinations. Some had only WEST.

    The settlement was not waiting for Nullware to give it political meaning. It had lunch, cheating accusations and a method for counting who had not returned.

    That made the approaching key rotation harder to reduce to a technical deadline. It would happen to particular absences at a table people intended to use again.

    At the first, a retired transit worker named Per Saye wore an artificial larynx that had received its final service notice. He could still speak while disconnected because the local sound profile remained cached. The Concordance rotation would invalidate the cache unless he accepted a monitoring root.

    ‘What does the monitoring record?’ Tomas asked.

    Per's voice emerged flat and mechanical. ‘Emotion variance. Prohibited acoustic commands. Unlicensed singing.’

    ‘Singing?’

    Per sang one low note.

    The larynx cut it off.

    ‘Extended tone classified as signal interference,’ he said.

    The stolen architecture mirror contained his model. It lacked the revision-specific audio safety map.

    One more set, Tomas thought.

    At the second settlement, twins shared maintenance for paired retinal overlays inherited from a dead parent. The overlays were not medically identical, but the account saw one family licence. Key rotation would require both to enter the same clinic. One twin had an outstanding assembly warrant and would be detained.

    The mirror contained both revisions. Neither had been tested under transfer.

    One more isolated trial.

    At the third, an older woman sat beside a manual heater with an immune filter under her sternum. She had disconnected after the filter attempted to report medication obtained outside its service network. Her current local cache would expire during Concordance. Reconnection would preserve the filter and disclose the clinic route that kept twelve other people supplied.

    The mirror classified her exact filter as transition lethal.

    ‘Can you change that?’ she asked.

    Tomas looked at the diagnostic readings. ‘Possibly. The filter needs an external suppression bridge while ownership moves.’

    ‘Do you have one?’

    ‘Not here.’

    ‘In six days?’

    ‘Five now.’

    ‘That was not an answer.’

    He heard Mara Venn in her correction.

    ‘I do not know,’ he said.

    The woman nodded. ‘Keep that answer available. People take it away first.’

    Outside, Juno marked the settlement on a paper route.

    ‘You selected them,’ Tomas said.

    ‘Yes.’

    ‘For effect.’

    ‘For architecture. Per's larynx, the twins' eyes, Am Sorel's filter. Three common families you have not tested.’

    ‘You also selected people who will lose service after the rotation.’

    ‘That describes most of Lowwater.’

    ‘You wanted urgency.’

    ‘Did you require invention?’

    No. Juno had arranged the truth. Nexum had taught both of them the power of selection.

    They crossed the floodline on foot where an elevated freight road remained above the tide. Evacuees moved in both directions. Those travelling east carried civic clinic notices. Those travelling west carried water, batteries and whatever medical equipment could be disconnected.

    A line of service drones followed above them, scanning account signals without descending. Every time a drone passed, people with connected systems stopped speaking.

    Juno said, ‘The copied package reached the east locker.’

    Tomas kept walking. ‘Sealed?’

    ‘As you specified.’

    ‘Who has the key?’

    ‘You hold one half. Sana Ree holds the other.’

    ‘Not you?’

    ‘You would assume I opened it.’

    ‘Would I be wrong?’

    ‘You would be unable to know.’

    At the next shelter, Tomas asked for an empty room and opened his half of the package against the courier drive's diagnostic copy. Sana's key was not required to inspect the build, only to decrypt it for distribution.

    The files matched what had left the pump station.

    TEST ONLY appeared in every release header.

    So did the fatal-risk flags.

    MIRREN 1: PACING INTERRUPTION UNRESOLVED.

    VEY RESPIRATORY LEGACY: BASELINE LOSS UNDER SLEEP LOAD.

    IMMUNE FAMILIES 2A–5C: EXTERNAL SUPPRESSION REQUIRED.

    UNMAPPED REVISION BEHAVIOUR: REFUSE TRANSFER.

    Tomas traced the distribution guard. It required an exact architecture match before any transfer could start. The rule should exclude most unknown systems.

    Should.

    The architecture archive had revealed devices that reported family identifiers instead of exact revisions. Others accepted a newer map because Nexum's service tools expected backwards compatibility. The build could ask the hardware what it was and receive an answer true enough for repair but false for root migration.

    Janus had translated mismatched instructions inside Kellan. Nothing in the release package could do that yet.

    Tomas added a harder refusal rule. No exact revision, no transfer. No verified transition observation, no transfer. He ran it against the Lowwater catalogue.

    The eligible count fell from 38,411 to 4,906.

    Four thousand nine hundred and six people could retain choice after the rotation.

    The rest would watch the tool refuse them while Concordance did not.

    Tomas ran the build against Per Saye's larynx diagnostic.

    The new refusal rule rejected it because the revision string ended in a repair suffix absent from the archive. Per's physical controller was compatible with the verified map. His market-replaced sound processor was not recorded anywhere.

    Tomas could remove the suffix and make the match.

    He tested that logic against the broader catalogue. It admitted forty-three other devices. Six were harmless audio variants. Eleven changed sensory gain. Four carried motor functions. The remaining twenty-two had no physical record at all.

    One changed line could give Per a voice after Concordance and expose strangers to transitions they had never modelled.

    Tomas left the refusal in place.

    He wrote a separate diagnostic exception requiring a clinician to inspect the processor. The procedure would help one person at a time, if they could reach the clinic and if the clinic still had power.

    Scale punished specificity. Specificity punished everyone who could not reach it.

    Kellan treated that tension as a reason to keep building a method. Juno treated it as evidence that the method would always arrive after the city had acted. Tomas believed both of them and trusted neither conclusion enough to stop.

    He checked the unresolved translation branch again. One more architecture set could establish how legacy identifiers mapped to physical timing. The Battery Cathedral archive, if it still existed, held municipal clinical revisions Nexum had inherited during privatisation.

    Distribution could wait for that.

    Not because Juno was wrong about the countdown. Because releasing before the next set would make the narrow eligible group carry the failures of everyone the software misidentified.

    Tomas closed the package.

    He did not tell Kellan he had opened it. Inspection was not release. Copying had not harmed anyone. The courier meant the work would survive even if the pump station did not.

    Each sentence was accurate at the size he allowed it to occupy.

    Juno waited outside with Sana Ree.

    Sana wore an opaque strip over the right lens of her darkened retinal lattice. She handed Tomas a paper list of thirteen architecture families collected from the cleared blocks.

    ‘Can any transfer?’ she asked.

    ‘Three exact revisions are conditionally testable.’

    ‘Conditionally meaning?’

    ‘Isolated power, manual support, clinical screening and individual confirmation.’

    ‘Not a broadcast.’

    ‘No.’

    Sana folded the list. ‘Then the build remains sealed.’

    Juno said nothing.

    The restraint unsettled Tomas more than argument.

    They continued along the freight road. At the eastern end, a crowd had gathered beneath an old flood-depth marker. Someone had painted a white circle on the wall and placed an empty isolation cradle inside it.

    Front stewards directed people away from the unstable edge. Two wore security bands. Three did not. A clinic collective had set up analogue screening tables. Paper notices named the date, location and purpose.

    PUBLIC FREEBODY TRANSFER DEMONSTRATION.

    FORTY-EIGHT HOURS.

    Tomas stopped.

    ‘What is this?’

    ‘A promise,’ Juno said.

    ‘By whom?’

    ‘The Front assembly.’

    ‘Using what build?’

    ‘The one you are testing.’

    ‘I did not authorise a demonstration.’

    ‘You authorised a copy and a condition. If the condition is not met, the assembly will have to hear why.’

    ‘You said it would remain sealed.’

    ‘It is sealed.’

    ‘Then cancel this.’

    Juno looked at the people reading the paper. Some carried civic reset notices folded into their pockets. Others had crossed the floodline with children and water containers. No one appeared surprised by danger.

    ‘I can recommend cancellation,’ she said. ‘I do not own their vote.’

    ‘You arranged it.’

    ‘Yes.’

    ‘You are using their expectation to force release.’

    ‘I am using a deadline that already exists to force a public decision.’

    ‘The architecture is not ready.’

    ‘Then say that in the assembly.’

    Sana read the notice and looked at Juno. ‘You promised before the clinical group approved.’

    ‘I promised a demonstration. Refusal can be demonstrated too.’

    ‘That is not what these people will hear.’

    Juno accepted the rebuke. ‘Then help me tell them.’

    The disagreement did not divide into engineer and movement, cautious and reckless. It left Tomas without an easy side.

    He looked at the empty cradle beneath the painted circle.

    Forty-eight hours was time for the Battery Cathedral archive, if the power exchange could be entered. Time for ten tests, perhaps twelve. Time to turn a fatal flag into a bounded condition.

    The public promise was irresponsible.

    It also made delay a fact people could see rather than one he controlled alone.

    People began writing names beside the demonstration notice.

    Some volunteered. Some asked only for architecture screening. One wrote I WANT TO WATCH A NO HAPPEN and underlined it twice. Another crossed out the word demonstration and wrote TRIAL.

    A Front steward did not erase the correction.

    Tomas read every name until he understood that Juno's promise had not created a single expectation. It had created dozens: cure, refusal, spectacle, evidence, a route out, an argument with Nexum, an argument with the Front.

    No software flag could make those expectations informed.

    Tomas folded the architecture list into his coat.

    He told himself the package would remain sealed until they obtained one more set.

    Above him, the demonstration clock had already begun counting down.

  
    Chapter 24

    The Freebody Front counted votes by showing weapons.

    At the entrance to the assembly, every participant placed a hand on a painted board. The board read:

    I ACCEPT THE FRONT'S MUTUAL DEFENCE TERMS.

    Those who agreed received a strip of red cloth and passed through the inner gate. Those who refused could watch from the upper platforms but could not speak or vote.

    No weapon was required.

    The rifles inside the room made the meaning clear enough.

    Kellan stood at the board without touching it.

    The assembly occupied a freight reservoir drained below the floodline. Tiered service walks surrounded an empty tank. Four hundred people filled the lower levels. Twice as many watched above without red cloth.

    Juno waited beside him.

    ‘What are the defence terms?’ he asked.

    ‘Protect named shelters, refuse cooperation with recovery actions, keep routes private and accept assembly discipline during an attack.’

    ‘Discipline defined where?’

    She pointed to six paper pages fixed beside the board.

    The terms were shorter than a Nexum clinical licence and easier to read. They also permitted emergency detention by three recognised cell leaders and compulsory contribution of transport during evacuation.

    ‘If I accept, I can vote on releasing code to people who never saw this board,’ Kellan said.

    ‘Yes.’

    ‘If I refuse, I cannot argue against it.’

    ‘You can address the assembly as an invited witness.’

    ‘Because you invited me.’

    ‘Yes.’

    ‘That is not the same right.’

    ‘No.’

    Juno did not defend the gate as universal. She defended it as hers.

    Kellan left the cloth where it was.

    Aya refused as well. Tomas touched the board after reading all six pages. He received a red strip and tied it around his wrist.

    Kellan looked at the strip.

    ‘It gives me a vote,’ Tomas said.

    ‘It gives them your agreement.’

    ‘Both.’

    Mara Venn had accepted the terms years earlier. Sana Ree had not. The woman whose darkened retinal lattice had challenged Juno at the pump station sat above the speaking floor with no vote.

    The assembly began with reports.

    Seven communities under service suspension. Two reset-centre detentions. One Lowwater clinic seized. The east pump operating at half pressure after a civic maintenance lock. A Front cell had cut three account readers from an evacuation route; another had returned them because disconnected residents needed the route to prove medical priority at the floodgate.

    The arguments were practical and bitter.

    A boat collective wanted the Halo route reserved for service data. A former clinic union wanted it used to publish the architecture warnings without code. Three security cells wanted the Nullware build copied beyond the district before Nexum found it. A group of augmentation wearers wanted individual transfer stations and no broadcast at all.

    The Front contained people who mistrusted ownership together and almost everything else separately.

    Before the release question, the assembly voted on district power.

    A clinic cell proposed taking reserve from three residential heat loops to keep the pump station tests running through the night. A housing collective opposed it. Both groups carried red cloth. Both described their position as defence.

    Ren Vos stood on the lower floor with the cable map painted across a freight door. ‘If the east loop falls below twelve per cent, condensation freezes in the nursery vents.’

    Dr Varo replied, ‘If the clinic loses the pacing bank, two residents cannot sleep without manual watches.’

    ‘Then we supply watches.’

    ‘With which people? Half the night shift is moving evacuees.’

    A gate crew offered four members for pacing duty. A kitchen collective offered heat from its cooking bank after evening meal. The solution consumed more labour than simply taking the residential power. The assembly chose it anyway by eleven votes.

    Kellan watched Juno count the raised hands twice. She had supported the clinic proposal and lost. She wrote the result on the public ledger herself.

    The process was not false because its boundary was narrow. The boundary was the fact the next vote could not escape.

    The assembly paused while the kitchen collective served the evening meal.

    Bowls travelled down both the voting tiers and the observer platforms. Red cloth did not change the portion. Kellan received a lentil paste wrapped in fried river leaf and a cup of something bitter enough to be medicinal without claiming the authority.

    The man with two mechanical leg braces sat beside the woman who had opposed him in the power vote. She steadied his bowl while he adjusted a knee catch. Neither withdrew an argument.

    Above them, Sana Ree shared her food with a Front guard whose security terms excluded her from the vote. He passed her a paper summary of the motion before eating his own portion.

    Kellan had known Nexum committees where disagreement ended when the meeting did because every material decision had been made elsewhere. Here the disagreement continued through food, repair and people making room on narrow steps.

    Mara sat beside him without asking.

    Her local mobility assist lifted the right knee too high on the first step. She stopped, changed one setting and tried again.

    ‘You are watching the room like it has an exit warrant,’ she said.

    ‘It has three physical exits and one vote I cannot enter.’

    ‘Four physical. The kitchen lift sticks behind the upper rail.’

    ‘Why tell me?’

    ‘Because if the pumps fail, you will find it anyway and think discovery grants authority.’

    She ate two bites before speaking again.

    ‘The Front kept me alive when Nexum reduced my assist. Juno carried me through water herself. I still voted against her twice last month.’

    ‘Did it cost you?’

    ‘A loud week.’

    ‘Nothing else?’

    ‘That is not nothing.’ Mara adjusted the bowl on her knee. ‘It is also not exile.’

    When the meal ended, people returned bowls to both doors. The vote remained dangerous. The room no longer resembled only the mechanism conducting it.

    Juno called the release question.

    ‘Concordance begins in five days,’ she said. ‘We possess a build capable of moving root control from Nexum to a local key. The build is incomplete. The alternative is also not complete. It is forced alignment.’

    She did not call the build safe.

    She described Mara's transfer, the three failures at the pump station and the exact number of verified architectures.

    Then she proposed that the Front accept custody of a distributable build and authorise release after the public demonstration if the clinical group certified the tested classes.

    Hands rose across the lower levels.

    The first speaker was Haron Tell, carried into the reservoir on a manual support frame. His spinal assist remained under corporate root.

    ‘Certified by whom?’ he asked.

    ‘Aya Meren and clinicians she recognises,’ Juno replied.

    ‘Can they refuse all classes?’

    ‘Yes.’

    ‘Can the assembly release anyway?’

    A pause.

    ‘Under the current proposal,’ Juno said, ‘a two-thirds emergency vote could override clinical refusal.’

    Haron looked towards Aya. ‘Then you want her name, not her authority.’

    The clinic union struck the rail in agreement.

    Another speaker stood. Vor Dae had one artificial kidney. The other had been recovered while still functioning, according to the painted wall at the enclave.

    ‘No clinician owns my risk,’ he said. ‘A doctor may tell me transfer kills me. I still decide whether owned life is life I accept.’

    Aya answered from the witness level. ‘You decide whether to undergo a procedure. I decide whether I perform one I believe will kill you.’

    ‘Then give me the tool.’

    ‘When the tool reaches only the device you chose and not every system sharing your account.’

    Vor looked at Tomas. ‘Can it?’

    ‘For verified architectures with physical confirmation,’ Tomas said.

    ‘Then why is it not in my hand?’

    ‘Your kidney revision is unverified.’

    ‘Five days.’

    ‘Yes.’

    The word sounded different from Tomas than it had from Juno.

    Kellan watched his brother's red wrist.

    Juno invited Kellan to speak.

    He moved to the lower rail. The right leg had stiffened during the reports. He kept the knee straight and one hand away from his ribs so no one would mistake pain for hesitation.

    ‘The build should not be released by this assembly,’ he said.

    Shouts reached him from below and above.

    Juno raised no hand to stop them.

    Kellan continued when the first wave passed. ‘You may choose your own transfers. You may establish clinics and publish every verified map. You cannot choose an unfinished migration for sixty million people because you accepted security terms they did not see.’

    A man in the first tier stood. A Nexum recovery frame had removed both of his lower-leg actuators. Plain metal braces held him upright.

    ‘How many people did you ask before you took their limbs?’

    ‘None.’

    ‘How many voted you authority?’

    ‘None.’

    ‘Then why do you discover legitimacy when it delays us?’

    ‘Because I know what acting without it does.’

    The man struck one brace against the rail. ‘You know after keeping the advantage.’

    ‘Yes.’

    ‘You still have your reinforced bones.’

    ‘Yes.’

    A second former recovery subject rose beside him. Sana Ree's sister, Ina, had a smooth ceramic plate where an endocrine port had been closed.

    ‘He is not the only person here who enforced orders,’ she said.

    The room shifted towards her.

    ‘Three Front stewards once sold route names to keep this reservoir open. One clinic refused patients with active warrants because the water patrol threatened its pumps. Juno detained a courier for two days and was wrong about what he carried.’

    Juno said, ‘All true.’

    Ina faced Kellan. ‘I do not want your confession. Confession keeps the speaker at the centre. I want to know what authority you claim now.’

    ‘None over your transfer.’

    ‘Yet you claim authority to delay the tool.’

    ‘I hold one part of what makes it work.’

    ‘That is material power.’

    ‘Yes.’

    ‘Will you surrender the architecture drive to the clinic collective?’

    Kellan looked at Aya.

    ‘Not while the compiler remains under one person's control,’ he said.

    ‘Then your distrust of your brother leaves us waiting.’

    ‘Yes.’

    Ina nodded once. ‘That is the first answer you have given that tells us where the lock is.’

    She did not support immediate release. When voting began, she backed Aya's trial proposal and a separate motion requiring the architecture drive to be witnessed by three custodians. The man beside her voted for release.

    Shared harm had not produced shared judgement.

    ‘Your brother built the code. Your friend controls the clinic. Your lung is already free. Every person telling us to wait possesses something we do not.’

    The words found their place.

    Kellan's personal root controlled the synthetic lung. His illness was real; so was the advantage. Refusal cost him calibration and safety. It did not cost him the possibility of ownership.

    ‘That is true,’ he said.

    The assembly quieted enough to hear the water pumps beneath the reservoir.

    ‘It does not make my judgement clean,’ Kellan continued. ‘It makes the harm I know relevant. Nexum called recovery necessary and gave me a list of reasons after the order. This proposal gives strangers a transfer and plans to tell them the risks after the package reaches their bodies.’

    Vor Dae said, ‘Then change the proposal.’

    Aya stepped to the rail.

    ‘Ten volunteers,’ she said. ‘Different implant classes. Independent consent interviews, not conducted by Front security or the engineering team. Isolated power. Manual backups. Published failures. Anyone may withdraw at any point and remains entitled to shelter and care.’

    ‘Ten out of sixty million,’ someone called.

    ‘Ten more than one,’ Aya replied. ‘Enough to find failures our simulators cannot produce. Not enough to claim universal safety.’

    ‘And the demonstration?’ Juno asked.

    ‘The trial is the demonstration. Complete, including refusals and complications.’

    Juno looked to Tomas. ‘Does forty-eight hours permit it?’

    He glanced at Kellan, then the architecture list in his hand.

    ‘If we gain isolated medical power and the Battery Cathedral archive,’ he said. ‘Yes.’

    Publicly, the answer placed him beside Aya.

    Kellan saw the relief move through the lower tiers. A trial gave caution a deadline and urgency a procedure. It did not settle the release vote, but it gave the divided room somewhere else to place its next decision.

    The assembly approved the ten-person trial by a clear majority. The release vote was delayed until the results.

    It also approved three-custodian access to the architecture drive. Aya, Dr Varo and a rotating resident would each hold one physical clasp on its new case. Kellan retained no private key, though his knowledge remained impossible to place in a box.

    He accepted the change.

    Tomas removed his red wrist from the voting rail only after the count. He had supported the trial, the larger custody group and continued Front possession of the copied build. The votes appeared compatible until someone asked who could authorise the copy.

    Sana Ree raised her hand from the observer platform.

    She could not vote. Juno invited her to speak anyway.

    ‘The consent interviews require someone outside the Front terms,’ Sana said. ‘Otherwise refusal still means disagreeing with the people controlling the exits.’

    Murmurs followed.

    Mara said, ‘I will do it.’

    ‘You accepted the terms,’ Sana replied.

    ‘And I have already transferred. I gain nothing if another person says yes.’

    ‘You gain proof that your choice should be theirs.’

    Mara considered this. ‘True.’

    Dr Varo proposed a rotating pair: one clinician, one resident without a security agreement, different for each volunteer. The assembly accepted.

    The method grew by allowing distrust to remain visible.

    After the vote, Kellan found Tomas at a diagnostic terminal above the empty reservoir. The terminal held the day’s verified maps. Tomas was transferring them into the compiler through a physical lead.

    ‘You accepted the trial quickly,’ Kellan said.

    ‘It gives us the data we need.’

    ‘And delays release.’

    ‘For two days.’

    ‘You said we would keep testing.’

    ‘We are.’

    Kellan checked the terminal access log.

    The current session was ordinary: compiler read, architecture annotations, simulator outputs. Beneath it, a capacity event from the previous night showed the compiler's working memory had reduced by forty-three megabytes.

    Tomas reached for the display. ‘Temporary files clear after test.’

    Kellan moved his hand between Tomas and the control.

    ‘Which files?’

    ‘Cached release objects.’

    ‘Where did they go?’

    ‘They were superseded.’

    The log showed a physical export negotiation before the reduction. Destination identifier masked by one-time courier encryption.

    Kellan opened the detail. Tomas closed the compiler lid.

    ‘You copied it,’ Kellan said.

    The reservoir continued emptying below them. A pump rhythm passed through the metal floor.

    ‘I made a continuity package,’ Tomas replied.

    ‘Where is it?’

    ‘Safe.’

    ‘With Juno.’

    ‘With a split key.’

    ‘That was not our agreement.’

    ‘Our agreement was that no code would leave the clinic.’

    ‘It left.’

    ‘Not in executable form. The package is sealed.’

    ‘Who can open it?’

    ‘Sana and me.’

    ‘Juno arranged the courier.’

    ‘She cannot decrypt it.’

    Kellan thought of the fibre line under the pump station, the one route Juno would open only for a distributable build.

    ‘You gave her proof that the build exists outside us.’

    ‘It needs to exist outside us.’

    ‘You decided that alone.’

    ‘I decided one copy should survive.’

    ‘That is how control begins. One decision described as technical because the person making it understands the machine.’

    Tomas's face closed. ‘Do not compare a backup with recovery.’

    ‘Then do not hide it like one.’

    ‘If Nexum takes this station, would you prefer the work disappear?’

    ‘I would prefer the people carrying its risk know where it is.’

    ‘Now you know.’

    ‘After I found the trace.’

    Tomas looked towards the assembly floor. ‘Tell them if you want. The package remains sealed until I authorise it.’

    ‘Can you guarantee that?’

    ‘Cryptographically.’

    Kellan had once called recovery orders guaranteed because the authorising chain was cryptographic. The signature proved who had power. It did not prove the use was right.

    ‘Give me the key half,’ he said.

    ‘No.’

    The refusal was clean.

    Kellan could take the compiler. He could expose Tomas to the assembly and let the room make a person out of the dispute. He could tell himself the package was still sealed and the trial mattered more.

    A warning horn sounded through the reservoir.

    Not the flood pattern. One sustained note from the east intake.

    The pump rhythm beneath their feet changed.

    People on the lower tiers looked down as condensation formed across the tank walls. The district-pressure display fell from green to amber.

    Juno reached the speaking pipe.

    ‘East station report.’

    Static answered, then a strained voice. ‘Civic frames took the control floor. Coil is on site. They have root lock on all three district pumps.’

    The pressure display fell again.

    Lowwater homes depended on the pumps to keep tide beyond their interior walls. Lowering output would not flood the district at once. It would make air spaces smaller, routes impassable and every hidden settlement choose between evacuation and drowning.

    Coil had not entered the assembly.

    He had taken the room around it.

    Tomas put the compiler into its case.

    Kellan looked at his brother's red security strip and the export trace still open on the terminal.

    The argument did not end. Water interrupted it.

  
    Chapter 25

    The Battery Cathedral had been built for machines too dangerous to place near people.

    Lowwater had moved people near it anyway.

    The tidal exchange occupied three submerged turbine halls beneath the old seawall. Ceramic storage columns rose through the central chamber like white pillars, each holding enough charge to heat a district for a night. Copper busbars crossed overhead where a roof should have been. Seawater moved behind glass pressure gates on both sides.

    When the civic grid abandoned the station, six nearby housing blocks ran their own cables into its maintenance reserve.

    Now Nexum drones hung between the pillars.

    Kellan watched them through a drain grille above the western hall. Nine security frames, four service crawlers and one recovery rig. No people visible.

    ‘They want the grid intact,’ he said.

    Juno lay beside him with a paper plan spread between her hands. ‘So do we.’

    ‘Their definition of intact includes control.’

    ‘Ours includes power.’

    Behind them, Aya finished binding Kellan's thigh for movement. The redness had not crossed her ink line. The wound still objected each time he bent the leg.

    ‘You are not leading from inside,’ she said.

    ‘The recovery rig knows my field credentials.’

    ‘Revoked credentials.’

    ‘Recovery frames preserve old authority locally during relay failure.’

    ‘You know that because?’ Juno asked.

    ‘We were expected to continue taking property during blackouts.’

    Aya pulled the bandage knot tight enough to answer for her.

    They needed the Cathedral because the pump station could not supply ten isolated medical circuits. Aya required separate power for each cradle, manual switching, pacing backup and a clean route that would not fail when the district pumps changed load.

    Tomas had added the Battery Cathedral archive to the requirement. Municipal hospitals once stored legacy architecture maps in the exchange so emergency devices could operate during city outages. The archive might close the timing gaps in older hearts and lungs.

    Juno had brought twenty-two people to take it.

    Four were Front security. Six maintained the housing cables. The rest were gate crews, clinicians and residents whose homes the district-pressure lock had begun to flood.

    No one pretended the categories stayed separate when drones fired.

    Tomas crouched over the station load map. ‘The medical circuits need eighteen per cent of reserve during trial.’

    ‘Take it from the civic charge bank,’ Juno said.

    ‘The civic bank is behind Nexum root.’

    ‘Then take it from the housing feeds and restore them after.’

    A cable keeper named Ren Vos looked up. ‘West block loses heat at twelve per cent.’

    ‘For four hours,’ Juno said.

    ‘There are infants in west block.’

    ‘There are cardiac patients in the trial.’

    Tomas pointed to the load map. ‘We can rotate the domestic feeds. Thirty minutes each.’

    ‘Heating loops take twenty minutes to restart,’ Ren said. ‘Rotation spends the power on pumps.’

    ‘Then the clinic cannot run ten circuits.’

    ‘The clinic does not run them by making patients elsewhere cold,’ Aya said.

    Tomas's frustration showed in the speed of his hands. ‘If we do not complete the trial, Concordance reaches all of them.’

    ‘Five days from now does not warm a child tonight,’ Ren said.

    Kellan studied the station plan. The service crawlers kept the dormant south bank at minimum charge so the ceramic columns would not fracture. Nexum had isolated it from output, but physical bus ties remained.

    ‘South bank,’ he said.

    ‘Capacity is degraded,’ Tomas replied.

    ‘How degraded?’

    ‘Unknown.’

    ‘Then we inspect it before connecting. The clinic receives what it can carry. Housing keeps its feeds.’

    Juno looked at the extra route this required. ‘That places us in the turbine hall twice as long.’

    ‘Yes.’

    ‘Coil has the district pumps.’

    ‘Also yes.’

    She folded the plan around the new route. ‘Then we stop discussing people as a battery.’

    Ren took them through west block on the way to the relief duct.

    The housing cable entered through a laundry room where heat from the drying lines warmed three neighbouring corridors. Children slept there during pump reductions because the bedrooms nearest the flood wall lost temperature first. Their mattresses fitted between hanging coats and baskets of damp cloth.

    One infant lay beneath a blanket stitched with ceramic insulation scraps. A mechanical temperature flag beside the mattress remained green without drawing power.

    Ren checked it with the back of two fingers.

    ‘Your child?’ Kellan asked.

    ‘No.’

    Ren moved to the next mattress and checked that one too.

    On the wall, residents had written the restart sequence for the heating loop in letters large enough to read by emergency lamp. Each valve had a name beside it. If the Cathedral feed failed, no central controller would decide which person woke to turn which wheel.

    Tomas stood beneath the sequence with the load map still open in his hand. The proposed thirty-minute rotation would have emptied these lines before their names reached the first restart step.

    He closed the map.

    No one revised the plan aloud. They no longer needed to.

    They entered through the western relief duct at low tide.

    The duct descended beneath the housing blocks before turning towards the exchange. Salt deposits narrowed it until the archive carriers had to remove their harnesses and push them ahead. Kellan went first because the old maintenance plan showed two mechanical traps left from municipal service.

    The first was a pressure flap. Its hinge had corroded open, but the water behind it still carried enough force to break an arm if the tide turned. Ren secured it with a length of cable.

    The second was a civic contamination reader.

    It woke when Kellan passed and recognised the Janus bridge.

    UNREGISTERED CLINICAL ASSET.

    REPORTING.

    He drove the restraint blade through its transmission coil before the handshake completed. The reader discharged into his reinforced forearm. His fingers closed around the blade and would not open.

    Aya reached him from behind. ‘Sensation?’

    ‘Present.’

    ‘Movement?’

    ‘Temporarily theoretical.’

    She pressed the tendon release point at his wrist. The artificial support unclenched one finger at a time.

    ‘You lead with this hand again and I cut the brace off,’ she said.

    ‘Then the next reader reports us.’

    ‘Use a tool on a handle.’

    Mara passed him an insulated capstan hook. ‘Technology.’

    At the end of the duct, they waited beneath a grille while a service crawler crossed overhead. Its legs ended in magnetic wheels that held it to the curved wall. A tank of sealant moved beneath its body.

    Kellan remembered ordering the same model to close an apartment service shaft after a recovery subject escaped into it. The crawler had sealed both exits. The subject surrendered when the air became hot.

    He reached through the grille with the hook and opened the crawler's manual refill latch.

    Sealant poured across the floor.

    The crawler stopped and classified itself as damaged infrastructure. Two security drones left the central hall to inspect it, opening a thirty-second gap in the western patrol.

    ‘You could have used that during the apartment recovery,’ Kellan said.

    ‘What apartment?’ Juno asked.

    ‘One whose air I closed.’

    She waited for more.

    ‘The person survived,’ he said.

    ‘That is a result, not an answer.’

    The words had reached Lowwater before him.

    ‘I did not look for the latch,’ he said.

    Juno raised the grille. ‘Look now.’

    The first drone saw Kellan before he reached the floor.

    Its weapon remained folded. A recovery rig rolled from between the storage columns and projected a compliance field across him.

    ASSET RECOVERY IN PROGRESS.

    SUBJECT: ORIS, KELLAN.

    PRESERVE AUGMENTED STRUCTURES.

    AVOID CATASTROPHIC TISSUE DAMAGE.

    Kellan's personal root rejected the immobilisation command. Pain still passed through the Janus bridge where the hostile handshake touched it.

    He opened the field authority stored in his reinforced forearm.

    RECOVERY OFFICER PRIORITY: DISPUTED ASSET AT RISK.

    The rig hesitated between taking him and obeying him.

    Kellan marked the nearest ceramic column as attached medical property.

    ‘That column contains a patient root,’ he told the rig.

    The statement was false. The recovery protocol could not verify it while the station relay remained isolated.

    ASSET PRESERVATION PRIORITY ACCEPTED.

    The rig ordered every security drone to reduce ballistic response near the column.

    Juno's team crossed beneath it.

    Kellan moved from pillar to pillar, attaching disputed medical status to each one. The lie spread through the local mesh. Drones shifted into containment formation and left the access bridge open to avoid firing towards their own assets.

    Tomas and Ren reached the south bank controls.

    ‘Manual isolation holds,’ Ren called. ‘Ceramic temperature stable.’

    ‘Archive?’ Tomas asked.

    ‘Lower control.’

    Two drones descended behind them.

    Kellan issued a recovery contamination warning on Tomas's compiler case. The drones changed target from Tomas to the case and tried to establish a safe removal corridor.

    He sent that corridor towards the eastern turbine hall.

    Juno saw the route. ‘Herd them?’

    ‘They will preserve spacing around the marked asset.’

    ‘How many can you move?’

    ‘Until they verify I am revoked.’

    The first drone reached the eastern hall. Kellan changed the contamination radius. It backed through the pressure doorway rather than crossing the invisible boundary.

    Three more followed.

    The Cathedral alarms began speaking over each other. Unauthorised authority. Asset collision. Medical-risk conflict. Every rule had been built to prevent damage to valuable hardware. None understood that the person issuing them wanted the hardware to choose its own trap.

    Tomas disconnected the archive housing from the lower control. The data unit was larger than expected, a watertight cylinder requiring two people to carry.

    ‘Maps are local,’ he called. ‘Cardiac, respiratory, immune and municipal emergency patches.’

    ‘Take it,’ Juno said.

    The recovery rig verified Kellan's credential.

    FIELD AUTHORITY REVOKED.

    The security drones unfolded weapons together.

    Kellan hit the eastern flood control.

    Nothing happened.

    Nexum had locked the software command.

    ‘Manual wheel,’ he said.

    Mara and two gate workers were already moving. They reached the red wheel beside the hall and turned. The pressure gate descended. Four drones remained inside. Three accelerated towards the narrowing gap.

    Kellan marked the first as contaminated property.

    The second altered course to avoid it. Their rotors struck. Both frames fell beneath the gate. The third fired.

    Rounds hit ceramic, flattened and scattered fragments through the chamber.

    Everyone dropped except the two people holding the archive.

    Juno pulled one behind a pillar. Kellan reached the other as a second burst crossed the floor. His right leg failed during the turn. He took the archive's weight against his reinforced arm and felt the rib brace shift.

    Mara finished closing the pressure gate.

    Water entered the eastern turbine hall from its lower intake. The trapped drones rose on their own rotor wash, struck the ceiling and disappeared into spray.

    Five remained in the main chamber with the recovery rig.

    A human voice entered their local channel.

    ‘Oris,’ Coil said. ‘Step away from the archive.’

    He emerged from the western service bridge in full armour with six officers behind him.

    Kellan had expected Coil to hold the pumps. He had not expected him to leave them to automation.

    ‘You crossed quickly,’ Kellan said.

    ‘You opened the route.’

    The relief duct behind Juno's team had carried a passive trace when they broke its corrosion seal. The Cathedral had not been abandoned. It had been waiting to report maintenance.

    Coil aimed at Tomas. ‘Compiler down.’

    Tomas remained behind the archive cylinder. ‘You shoot it, you lose the code.’

    ‘Nexum has the original.’

    ‘Nexum has the version that left Kellan dying.’

    Coil's helmet turned towards Kellan's spine. ‘The bridge remains recoverable.’

    ‘Not without me,’ Kellan said.

    ‘Your consent is not required under cognitive capture.’

    The phrase reached him before its meaning did.

    ‘Captured by whom?’ Kellan asked.

    ‘The hostile bridge.’

    ‘The bridge has no intent.’

    ‘Your brother does.’

    ‘Then name him.’

    ‘Tomas Oris has used a compromised clinical interface to impair your risk recognition and redirect established loyalties.’

    Tomas spoke from behind the archive. ‘He has never been loyal to me long enough for that model.’

    Coil ignored him. ‘Kellan, Nexum can remove the bridge, repair your lung and restore independent cognition.’

    ‘Independent under a company root.’

    ‘You did not speak like this before exposure.’

    Kellan thought of the people whose homes he had entered before exposure. He had not asked how independence was measured because the answer had carried his badge.

    ‘Before exposure, you agreed with me,’ he said.

    ‘Yes.’

    ‘That is your evidence?’

    Coil's weapon did not move. ‘Your medical history, altered behaviour and continued protection of the hostile author are evidence.’

    ‘Would surrender disprove capture?’

    ‘Treatment would permit assessment.’

    ‘After you remove the part that disagrees.’

    Coil fired the tether dart before Kellan finished.

    Nia's threat model.

    Kellan looked for her among the officers. She was not there.

    Coil fired a tether dart.

    Kellan turned. The dart struck the Janus service plate beneath his coat. Its line released at once, leaving a diagnostic contact against the bridge.

    His personal root showed a brief issuer query and then cleared it.

    No command followed.

    ‘Move,’ Juno shouted.

    Her security cell fired from behind the storage columns. The chamber became noise and ceramic dust.

    Coil's officers used the recovery rig as cover. The rig moved towards Kellan, arms open to immobilise rather than strike. It would preserve his bridge by breaking whatever else resisted.

    Kellan backed towards the southern floodgate.

    The civilian blocks beyond it had already begun evacuating through the service gallery. Ren's cable crew carried batteries. Families crossed behind them with heat packs and water. Opening the gate fully would give them a dry route to the west channel.

    It would also give Coil the same route.

    Mara reached the handwheel. ‘The motor is locked.’

    Kellan put his reinforced hand through the maintenance cage and pulled the brake pawl free. The gate dropped ten centimetres under its own weight.

    ‘Turn now.’

    Mara and the gate crew moved the wheel. The gate rose.

    People passed beneath it.

    Juno shouted for the last civilians to clear. Ren remained at the south bank, making the physical connection to the medical bus.

    ‘Leave it,’ Tomas called.

    ‘It arcs if I leave it now.’

    A drone crossed above the columns and fired towards Ren.

    Kellan stepped into the line.

    The first round struck his reinforced forearm. The second hit the gate housing. Metal broke from the edge and entered his left shoulder below the joint.

    His arm stopped rising.

    The impact turned him against the handwheel cage. Broken ribs moved beneath the brace. For one breath, neither lung found room.

    The gate began descending.

    Mara caught the wheel but could not hold its full weight. Kellan put his right forearm under a spoke and drove upward with both legs. The thigh wound pulled. His left shoulder gave no help.

    ‘Ren,’ he said.

    The cable keeper closed the bus tie.

    The south bank woke.

    White columns lit from within. The medical circuits separated from housing loads exactly as the old municipal design intended. Across the chamber, the remaining service crawlers abandoned the fight and moved to stabilise the newly active bank.

    The recovery rig received their preservation alarms.

    Kellan used the last surviving field routine in his forearm to classify the south bank as a catastrophic asset event.

    Every Nexum drone turned towards it.

    Juno's people crossed the gate.

    Tomas and two others carried the archive through. Ren followed. Mara remained at the wheel until a mother with two children cleared the threshold.

    ‘Last,’ she said.

    Kellan released the spoke.

    The gate fell between them and Coil.

    Gunfire struck the other side. The thick metal held.

    Kellan slid down the wall. His left hand worked, but lifting the arm pulled heat from shoulder to neck. Blood ran beneath his coat and gathered at the elbow.

    Aya reached him before the others finished securing the gate.

    ‘Through?’ he asked.

    She cut the coat. ‘No exit.’

    ‘Useful.’

    ‘Not the word I am using.’

    The shrapnel had entered below the shoulder cap and stopped against reinforced upper-arm bone. Removing it in the gallery would cause more bleeding. Aya packed the wound, bound the arm to his chest and made him state each change in sensation.

    ‘Fingers?’

    ‘All.’

    ‘Lift?’

    He tried. The arm reached a handspan from his body and stopped.

    ‘Do not repeat that,’ she said.

    ‘You asked.’

    ‘I asked once.’

    Behind them, Tomas connected the archive to an isolated reader. Revision maps filled the screen.

    The medical grid held on the south bank without drawing from a single home.

    Ren checked every housing feed against the paper map. West block heat restarted first. The nursery vents had fallen three degrees and no further. East block's water pump required a manual prime after the interruption; two cable workers left the secured gallery to restore it.

    Aya objected until they pointed out that the clinic could not call itself isolated by allowing a residential pump to fail downstream.

    Juno added the south-bank output to the public power ledger. Medical trial maximum. Housing minimums. Turbine stabilisation. No hidden reserve remained.

    Taking the Cathedral had not created free power. It had made the division visible enough to argue over.

    Juno watched the load display. ‘Cathedral is ours.’

    Mara wiped blood from the handwheel. ‘Until it isn't.’

    Kellan checked the personal root.

    The tether strike had left no active connection. Janus reported local ownership, respiratory variance and an ordinary service-contact scar at the bridge.

    He cleared the diagnostic warning.

    Deep inside the translation layer, a Nexum beacon accepted the local clock, folded itself into the bridge's error-correction traffic and went silent.

  
    Chapter 26

    Nia's handwriting accused her of five actions she could not remember.

    She read the strip of paper inside a Crown diagnostic toilet where no visual recorder could see beneath her boot.

    16.42 — COPIED MARA RAW TO BALANCE PARTITION.

    16.47 — MEMORY GAP.

    17.03 — CUT LEFT WRIST BY CHOICE.

    KEEP REAL FILE OUTSIDE OPTIC.

    RELIEF MAY BE COMMAND RESPONSE.

    The cut existed. A shallow diagonal line crossed the inside of her wrist. The clinic had sealed it while she slept and entered accidental equipment contact into her medical record.

    Nia remembered neither the blade nor the clinic.

    She remembered deciding that Kellan Oris might be cognitively captured. She remembered Sorn clearing her for duty. Those memories were smooth enough to pass without catching.

    The paper made them rough.

    She closed her eyes and opened the balance partition through tactile commands inside her boot plate. Mara Venn's raw transfer remained there. So did the civic composites and the manifest proving correction had preceded public distribution.

    Nia compared the file time with her operative memory.

    At 16.42 she remembered sitting at her desk and reviewing pursuit routes.

    At 16.43 she remembered nothing visual, but her body retained the pressure of her right thumb against the chair edge.

    At 16.44 her memory supplied Sorn's voice saying fit for duty, though Sorn had been three floors away.

    At 16.47 she stood in the washroom with water running.

    Her visual system had not deleted the interval. It had filled it with plausible parts of the same day.

    Nia tested the rest of the paper against her memory.

    The note said she had cut the wrist by choice. Her medical record showed accidental equipment contact in the washroom at 17.09. The cut's direction ran down and away from the thumb, consistent with the blade held in her right hand. The washroom dispenser had recorded no damaged edge. No equipment in the room could have produced the line without a second mark.

    The paper was more credible than the record.

    She checked the pressure pattern beneath the writing. The letters at the beginning of each line had been formed more deeply, as they were when she wrote while forcing her hand not to shake. The final line sloped upward. She had been hurrying.

    Nia kept samples of her own handwriting for evidence training. The overlay offered to compare them. She refused and used the physical mirror above the sink instead, holding the old sample beside the new note.

    Same narrow T. Same unfinished loop in the 8. Same habit of crossing a 7 when the next character was a zero.

    She believed the note because it survived methods available without Nexum's interpretation.

    That did not prove the person who wrote it had been free from other influence. A hostile root could use her hand as easily as a corporate one could use her optic.

    She added a sixth line.

    VERIFY PHYSICALLY. TRUST NO SINGLE VERSION, INCLUDING THIS.

    The instruction offered no relief.

    That made it useful.

    A tone sounded outside the cubicle.

    ‘Operative Serrat,’ a clinician said. ‘The review room is prepared.’

    Nia folded the paper twice and returned it beneath the heel pad.

    ‘Coming.’

    The Crown clinic occupied the top twelve floors of Nexum Operations. Its windows showed the city without rain because the exterior glass corrected weather for therapeutic benefit. Nia could disable the correction in her optic but not in the building.

    The review room contained three chairs. Sorn sat in one. A Human Systems physician sat in another. The third faced a diagnostic arch.

    Nia took the third.

    ‘This is a voluntary occupational review,’ the physician said.

    The door locked behind her.

    ‘Record my refusal to classify a locked review as voluntary,’ Nia said.

    The physician looked at Sorn.

    ‘Recorded,’ Sorn replied.

    Contacts descended from the arch to Nia's optic, endocrine node and balance implant. She allowed each one because learning what they accessed required connection.

    ‘Recent field exposure includes hostile root contact, Nullware visual material and sustained operational stress,’ the physician said. ‘We will assess whether the systems protecting your judgement remain calibrated.’

    ‘Protecting it from whom?’

    ‘From stress injury, induced obsession and coercive persuasive states.’

    Nia looked at Sorn. ‘Including mine?’

    Sorn folded her hands. ‘Including any state that reduces your ability to perform an informed professional decision.’

    The diagnostic arch displayed Nia's endocrine history.

    Nine years of field service appeared as coloured peaks and controlled descents. The largest interventions corresponded to events she recognised: the Tier 17 crush, a hostage corridor, the recovery frame that had pinned her beneath a burning transport.

    Smaller interventions followed arguments, refusals and delays.

    She had never seen them grouped by cause.

    ‘You altered my stress response when I challenged orders,’ she said.

    ‘Nexum modulates field stress when operational fixation impairs judgement,’ Sorn replied.

    ‘The system increased agitation.’

    ‘In some profiles, activation prevents freeze and dissociation.’

    ‘It stopped when I agreed.’

    ‘Resolution of conflict reduces stress.’

    ‘The output stopped before the conflict did.’

    Sorn did not deny it. ‘Field medicine cannot wait for an operative to distinguish every source of threat internally.’

    ‘So it chooses one.’

    ‘It maintains function.’

    ‘You call obedience function.’

    ‘I call surviving your work occupational safety.’

    The physician enlarged the intervention record. Each event carried a clinical label: arousal support, focus restoration, post-decision calm.

    No label said compliance.

    ‘Who sets the decision target?’ Nia asked.

    ‘Operational context informs treatment,’ Sorn said.

    ‘Who sets it?’

    ‘Contract Integrity provides mission state. Human Systems validates thresholds.’

    ‘And the patient's stated intent?’

    ‘Is one input.’

    Nia thought of the handwritten warning against her wrist. Her own intent was one input into a body whose owner had a lower permission level.

    ‘Remove the modulation,’ she said.

    ‘During an active Nullware emergency, that would be unsafe.’

    ‘For whom?’

    ‘You, your team and the public.’

    ‘Then record refusal.’

    The physician marked the request deferred.

    Sorn opened an evidence field between them. ‘You copied protected transfer footage.’

    Nia did not look towards the balance indicator.

    ‘What supports that claim?’

    ‘Nine months of gait data disappeared during a reference-sample query.’

    ‘The system classified it as capacity management.’

    ‘The system was correct. What replaced it?’

    ‘A movement sample relevant to Janus pursuit.’

    ‘Give us the sample.’

    ‘It is part of my independent investigation record.’

    ‘Your investigation authority does not extend to corrected clinical material.’

    ‘The source was not corrected.’

    Pain entered her left eye.

    No warning preceded it. The optic drew a white line across Sorn's face, then drove the line backwards through Nia's skull.

    She gripped the chair.

    The diagnostic arch labelled the event OCULAR OVERLOAD.

    ‘Stop,’ she said.

    The pain stopped.

    Calm spread through her body before the muscles had time to release. It arrived warm and complete, smoothing the room into manageable objects: locked door, physician, Sorn, request.

    Giving up the file seemed proportionate. Nothing in Mara's survival depended on Nia possessing one more copy. Sorn already knew the footage existed. The evidence could remain protected elsewhere.

    The thoughts were reasonable.

    That made them worse.

    Nia pressed the cut on her wrist with her thumbnail. The clinic had numbed it. She felt pressure without pain.

    ‘You induced that,’ she said.

    The physician checked the trace. ‘Your optic exceeded a corrected sensory threshold.’

    ‘And the calm?’

    ‘Post-event regulation.’

    ‘Without consent.’

    ‘Your standing care terms authorise emergency regulation.’

    ‘The emergency was your input.’

    Sorn's expression remained quiet. ‘Nia, surrendering unlawfully retained evidence does not harm the patient. Keeping it inside a compromised operative may.’

    ‘You fabricated her death.’

    ‘We prevented uncontrolled replication.’

    ‘She is alive.’

    The pain returned in her endocrine node rather than her eye.

    There was no single location. Every muscle tightened against an instruction it could not find. Her synthetic balance system made the chair tilt. Nausea followed. The physician's face blurred at the edges.

    Then calm.

    The alternation came faster.

    Pain made surrender urgent. Calm made it wise.

    Nia counted both states using pressure from her uninjured foot against the floor.

    Pain: eight seconds.

    Calm: twelve.

    Pain: five.

    Calm: fifteen.

    The physician adjusted duration after each refusal. The calm periods lengthened because comfort produced compliance more efficiently than pain. On the diagnostic arch, her stress trace improved while her options narrowed.

    ‘Is this treatment protocol available to every Nexum patient?’ she asked during the next calm interval.

    ‘Field-operatives receive specialised care,’ the physician said.

    ‘Can they decline it before employment?’

    ‘They may decline augmentation-dependent roles.’

    ‘After installation?’

    ‘Clinical removal is possible after service separation and risk review.’

    Sorn said, ‘You chose the role with informed terms.’

    ‘Nine years ago.’

    ‘The standing authority was renewed annually.’

    Nia remembered accepting each renewal with her field access held pending. No one had forced her hand onto the confirmation. The system had only arranged her work, treatment and identity on the other side of yes.

    ‘A choice does not stay informed when you hide what the device does,’ she said.

    Pain took the rest of the sentence.

    Nia had expected coercion to announce itself through fear. This offered gratitude. Between waves, Sorn became the person who stopped the harm, though she had not moved.

    ‘Transfer the file,’ Sorn said.

    Nia breathed through the next pain interval and searched the balance partition by touch.

    Two versions of Mara's recording existed there.

    The raw file occupied nearly all available space. A low-resolution movement reference occupied the diagnostic cache. Nia had created it during the export and left it with the same source identifier. It showed Mara's transfer from confirmation to fifth step. It did not contain the original metadata, dispatch route or correction manifest.

    Useful evidence. Incomplete evidence. A decoy made from truth.

    Nia selected the diagnostic copy.

    ‘Physical review only,’ she said. ‘No civic processing.’

    ‘Agreed,’ Sorn replied.

    Nia sent it to the evidence field.

    The pain stopped.

    The calm that followed was deeper than before. Her shoulders lowered. Her breathing settled. The physician marked successful occupational stabilisation.

    Nia wanted to believe she had made the right choice.

    She read the scar on her wrist until the wanting became evidence too.

    Sorn opened the copy. Mara stood in low resolution. No source manifest accompanied her.

    ‘This is a reference derivative,’ Sorn said.

    ‘It is what the diagnostic query stored.’

    True.

    ‘Where is the original?’

    ‘The protected evidence terminal.’

    Also true.

    Sorn looked at the physician. ‘Does the balance partition contain another visual object?’

    He read the diagnostic arch. ‘One object with linked maintenance annotations.’

    Nia had folded the real file into the same object tree. The answer was accurate because the system counted storage roots, not meaning.

    Sorn closed the evidence field.

    ‘Release her modulation to baseline,’ she said.

    The physician complied.

    Baseline felt like exhaustion. Nia's optic ached. Her uniform had darkened beneath both arms. The cut on her wrist began to sting as the clinic numbness receded.

    ‘Fit for duty?’ she asked.

    ‘With supervised mission parameters,’ the physician said.

    ‘Meaning I may act while my judgement is considered compromised.’

    ‘Meaning you will operate within a team.’

    ‘Coil's team.’

    Sorn stood. ‘You will return to field operations after six hours of rest.’

    The door unlocked.

    Nia remained seated until the physician looked away.

    Standing immediately would have demonstrated function. Waiting allowed her to discover whether the floor still belonged where her balance system placed it.

    She rose without using the chair. The room tilted left. Her organic vision showed the diagnostic arch upright while the implant supplied a correction towards the wall.

    ‘Residual exposure?’ she asked.

    The physician consulted the trace. ‘Post-regulation fatigue.’

    ‘Duration?’

    ‘Individual.’

    ‘Treatment?’

    ‘Rest and hydration.’

    ‘Can the intervention be reversed?’

    ‘There is no active intervention to reverse.’

    Nia walked to the door using the seam between two floor panels rather than the implant horizon. Each step required choosing which version of level to trust. The physician recorded normal independent exit.

    Outside, Olan Frey waited with the evidence case she had reviewed the previous day. He began to speak, saw the clinic contact marks behind her ear and stopped.

    ‘Your continuity warning helped,’ Nia said.

    He glanced towards the review-room door. ‘I did not issue one.’

    ‘Correct.’

    The answer kept him outside her report.

    Olan offered the cup of water he had carried from the viewing cell. The seal remained closed.

    Nia's body wanted it. She could not tell whether thirst came from the clinic, the pain or six hours without drinking. Refusing every need because a system might influence it would let Nexum own her by inversion.

    She inspected the seal, opened it herself and drank half.

    The water tasted ordinary. No relief arrived beyond moisture in her mouth.

    She gave the cup back. ‘Do not ask what I surrendered.’

    ‘I wasn't going to.’

    ‘Then that instruction is also for me.’

    Olan left through the public corridor. Nia watched his gait until the floor stopped leaning.

    Nia went first to equipment issue. Her tactile mesh required recalibration after the review. The technician placed her gloves inside a test frame and left the counter to retrieve a contact tool.

    Nia opened the heel pad.

    The paper remained.

    Using the field blade, she lifted the balance implant's physical maintenance cover beneath her boot collar. The data contact accepted an analogue evidence wafer—a simple ceramic strip with no transmitter and no writable controller.

    She exported the raw file, manifest and composites.

    The transfer took forty-one seconds.

    She wrote a checksum on paper while it ran. The overlay offered to complete the digits. She kept it closed and copied each one by sight from the physical reader.

    At 18.12, the technician returned.

    Nia had replaced the cover and inserted the wafer into the seam of her forearm compression wrap. The technician recalibrated her gloves without noticing the extra stiffness.

    Six hours later, she left Operations for a Crown transit court.

    The analogue locker room stood between the public baths and a market selling legal identity restorations. It predated account storage. Customers rented steel boxes with physical coins and opened them with cut keys.

    The attendant had no optic and no visible augmentation. She looked at Nia's field coat, then at the blood-dark compression wrap.

    ‘No service weapons in the boxes,’ she said.

    ‘Data only.’

    ‘Data is not my category.’

    She placed three brass keys on the counter. Each opened a different vacant box. Nia selected one by weight, not number, and paid with two transit coins carried for infrastructure failures.

    ‘Name?’ the attendant asked.

    Nia waited.

    The woman pushed a paper ledger towards her. ‘Write one or don't. If you forget the key, the name is the only mercy you receive.’

    Nia left the line blank.

    ‘Then don't forget yourself,’ the attendant said.

    Nia paid for one month.

    Inside box 318, she placed the evidence wafer, the paper checksum and a copy of her handwritten warning. She added the low-resolution derivative so that anyone finding the box could compare what Nexum accepted with what it had removed.

    The lock closed with no signal.

    She kept the key inside the hollow grip of her field blade.

    Back at Operations, the real file still occupied her balance partition. Destroying it would make the locker a single point of failure. Keeping it meant the next review might find it.

    Nia replaced it with ordinary gait data in visible storage and left the file encrypted beneath the maintenance annotations. Not hidden from a determined inspection. Hidden from a routine one.

    Temporary obedience required somewhere the obedient version of her could not reach easily.

    Sorn called her to the mission floor before dawn.

    A live map of Lowwater covered the central table. District pressure had fallen across five sectors. The Battery Cathedral showed new power on its south bank and no civic root.

    Coil stood at the western edge with one arm in a repair sling. Three of his officers were absent from the status rail.

    ‘The Cathedral action established contact,’ Sorn said.

    She enlarged a diagnostic mark on Kellan's spinal bridge.

    It looked like ordinary error-correction traffic around a service scar.

    ‘The tether installed a passive beacon,’ Coil said. ‘Janus absorbed it before rejection.’

    ‘Why passive?’ Nia asked.

    ‘An active signal would have been discovered,’ Sorn replied. ‘The bridge translates local instructions. It classified the beacon as part of its own maintenance noise.’

    Nia read the command path. Activation required a current Contract Integrity field signature paired with someone who had previously shared close-range tactical contact with the bridge.

    Her signature.

    ‘Coil placed it,’ she said.

    ‘Your prior contact established the translation profile,’ Sorn said. ‘Only your key can wake it without triggering root rejection.’

    The Lowwater intelligence layer displayed plans for a ten-person trial at the Cathedral. Nexum had reconstructed the date from power reservations and Front traffic.

    ‘A strike during clinical procedures increases patient risk,’ Nia said.

    ‘The trial is the risk,’ Sorn replied. ‘Once the beacon identifies the exact station chamber, Coil will isolate power and recover the compiler. Medical teams will be staged at every exit.’

    ‘And Kellan?’

    ‘Preserve the bridge if possible.’

    The phrase allowed the rest of him to become conditional.

    Sorn transferred the activation command to Nia's field key.

    ‘You will enter the district before the demonstration,’ she said. ‘When the volunteers connect, activate the beacon inside Kellan.’

  
    Chapter 27

    Ten chairs faced the Battery Cathedral clinic.

    Only nine would be used.

    Kellan did not know which one until the person sitting in it decided.

    Aya had arranged the chairs outside the clinical boundary, each separated by a hanging canvas screen. The volunteers arrived one at a time. They entered through different station routes, spoke with a clinician and a resident who held no Front security terms, and received the same three answers before anyone asked for a yes.

    No transfer guaranteed continued function.

    No transfer guaranteed future repair.

    No refusal changed shelter, care or standing.

    The third answer required the most witnesses.

    Each volunteer received a paper card naming the person who had promised it. If the Front later reduced food, bed space or protection after refusal, the card could be placed on the public ledger as a broken term. The promise had no tribunal behind it. It had named people whose neighbours would see the breach.

    Aya also required every volunteer to explain the trial back to someone who had not designed it.

    The questions exposed different misunderstandings.

    One believed local ownership meant every clinic must treat the device. Another believed the transfer erased all old service data. A third expected Nexum could no longer identify the augmentation on public transit. Dr Varo corrected each point before the person signed anything.

    ‘Ownership does not create infrastructure,’ they said. ‘It changes who may authorise the device. The city can still punish the person around it.’

    Two volunteers asked for more time after hearing that.

    They received it.

    The clinic ran three failure drills before connecting the first cradle. During the first, a simulated grid loss revealed that two manual pacing units shared one charging lead. During the second, a support-frame wheel caught in a cable cover. During the third, the east evacuation door opened inward against the route people would use to flee.

    Mara moved the pacing units. Ren removed the cable cover. Juno ordered the door rehung and did not ask whether the trial clock allowed it.

    The start moved back ninety minutes.

    People watching from the platforms complained. Haron Tell told them to complain where the volunteers could hear, then asked whether anyone inside wanted the delay reversed.

    No one did.

    Aya began the final sterile check herself.

    She opened the first contact pack, lifted the interface pad with her transferred fingers and set it beside Tal Dae's cradle. Dr Varo picked it up before it touched skin.

    ‘Stop,’ they said.

    A hairline split crossed the pad's gel membrane. Clear fluid had gathered along Aya's index finger without her feeling it.

    The market seal was intact. The damage had occurred when she removed the pad. Her local tactile gain registered pressure but not the edge of the thin film.

    Aya inspected the pack, then her hand. ‘I held the corner too tightly.’

    ‘You cannot know that,’ Tomas said. ‘The membrane may have been weak.’

    ‘The tear follows my grip.’

    Juno looked at the delayed clock. ‘Replace it.’

    Aya did not move to the next pack. ‘All sterile contacts will be opened and inspected by two people. I do not place them today.’

    ‘Your hand completed transfer,’ Juno said.

    ‘My hand has incomplete sensation.’

    The admission travelled to the observers beyond the clinical line.

    Aya wrote the near-use on the complication board before any procedure had begun.

    OPERATOR TACTILE ERROR: DAMAGED CONTACT IDENTIFIED BEFORE PLACEMENT.

    Dr Varo took over contact preparation. Aya retained clinical authority but surrendered the task her body could not perform reliably. Kellan saw that it cost her more than cancelling it would have cost him.

    Tal Dae read the new line. ‘Does that alter your confidence in the clinic?’

    ‘Yes,’ Aya said.

    ‘Enough to stop?’

    ‘Enough to change who opens the packs. Do you want to stop?’

    Tal looked at the replacement contact in Varo's hands and the split one sealed inside an evidence sleeve. ‘No.’

    The trial began with one failure already recorded and no patient required to carry it.

    The Battery Cathedral had become a clinic without ceasing to be a power station. Isolation cradles occupied the central aisle between ceramic columns. Ten circuits ran overhead in distinct colours, each with a physical cut switch. Manual pacing units, respiratory bellows and support frames stood beside the relevant beds. The south bank fed them without drawing from the housing cables.

    Beyond the pressure wall, water struck the drowned turbine hall where Kellan had trapped the drones.

    His left shoulder had been cleaned but not opened. The shrapnel remained beneath a rigid dressing. Aya had placed the arm in a sling that allowed his hand to work and prevented him lifting the elbow.

    ‘You do not catch anyone,’ she told him.

    ‘I can use the right arm.’

    ‘Your right leg cannot support the turn.’

    ‘Then I stand on the left.’

    ‘Your ribs cannot support the fall.’

    ‘Then where do you want me?’

    Aya pointed to the architecture table. ‘Useful at a distance.’

    The first volunteer carried an industrial hand coupler.

    Tal Dae repaired desalination rotors. Her interface was the same series they had tested at the market, one revision newer. The Battery archive contained a verified transition map and the recovery reflex that opened every grip when issuer supervision disappeared.

    Tal read the failure aloud. ‘During transfer, the hand may open without warning. It may also close and remain closed until the physical release.’

    She removed every tool from reach, placed the artificial hand inside an empty cradle and kept her organic hand over the cut switch.

    The root moved in six seconds.

    The fingers opened.

    Tomas applied the transition hold derived from the older revision. The hand stayed open until Tal confirmed sensation. Then it closed around a foam cylinder with too much force.

    ‘Pain?’ Aya asked.

    ‘Pressure along the third contact. No sharp pain.’

    Tal lowered grip gain herself. On the third attempt, she held the cylinder without marking it.

    Transfer one succeeded with calibration required.

    No one cheered. Aya had forbidden celebration inside the clinic because the next volunteer might mistake it for a debt.

    The second carried a retinal lattice.

    Sana Ree performed the independent consent check but did not volunteer. Her own revision remained unverified. The volunteer, Evin Marr, wore a Corda visual lattice mapped in the Battery archive. Root transfer drove both lenses to maximum brightness as predicted.

    Opaque shields covered his eyes before the switch.

    ‘Light?’ Aya asked after transfer.

    ‘White through the shield.’

    ‘Pain?’

    ‘Five. Falling.’

    Evin used his local key to lower output one step at a time. When the shields came off, his left lens displayed colour too warm and his right duplicated the lower edge of every object.

    ‘Manageable?’ he asked.

    ‘Treatable,’ Aya said. ‘You decide manageable.’

    ‘Then annoying.’

    Transfer two succeeded with temporary sensory overload and calibration drift.

    The third was Per Saye's artificial larynx.

    His device released the corporate root cleanly and forgot every learned voice profile. When he tried to speak, only air passed.

    Per raised one finger before anyone intervened.

    The local key displayed raw frequency controls. He rebuilt a tone from the lowest range upward. His first word sounded unlike his previous voice.

    ‘Mine,’ he said.

    The single syllable emerged rough and too deep.

    He laughed without sound, adjusted again and said it a second time.

    Transfer three succeeded with total profile loss.

    The fourth volunteer used a spinal support revision adjacent to Haron Tell's. Four manual lifters surrounded the cradle. During root interruption the support locked both knees and released the lower back. The lifters held the volunteer level while Tomas applied a Battery-archive service bridge.

    Her left foot returned twelve seconds after the right.

    Aya stopped the trial for forty minutes to observe nerve response. No permanent loss appeared.

    Transfer four succeeded with asymmetric motor delay.

    The fifth was an endocrine regulator.

    Its owner, Sio Renn, had lived through six years of automated mood correction. She described the transfer condition herself.

    ‘No one asks me whether calm is an acceptable outcome. The device must expose every output and permit zero.’

    The root moved. Hormone support paused. Sio began shaking before the local controls opened.

    ‘Continue?’ Aya asked.

    Sio held the physical switch without pressing it. ‘Yes.’

    Tomas found a cached safety floor requiring minimum modulation. He did not remove it. He showed Sio the rule, named the unknown risk and asked whether she wanted to proceed with the device still enforcing a lower boundary.

    ‘Can we change it later?’ she asked.

    ‘After we test what zero does in isolation.’

    ‘Then preserve it today.’

    The local root accepted the cached floor. Her shaking eased at a setting she could see but not yet eliminate.

    Transfer five succeeded with an inherited safety limit unresolved.

    Sio remained under observation while the sixth interview began. The visible modulation floor did not stop her asking whether calm after transfer belonged to the device or to relief.

    Aya gave her no answer the monitors could prove.

    ‘Then write the question,’ Sio said.

    Kellan added it to the board beneath the complication. SUBJECTIVE RELIEF SOURCE UNKNOWN.

    The line drew more objection from Front observers than the motor delays. It made success look psychologically uncertain.

    Sio read it and approved.

    Kellan wrote each complication on a white board visible from the observer platform. No summary percentage. No word safe. The successful column grew beside an equally large conditions column.

    The sixth volunteer was Milo's caregiver.

    Iven Sol had raised Milo since the boy's mother died during a flood evacuation. Kellan had already seen him operate the manual pacing reader, translate clinic instructions into arguments Milo would accept and check a living pulse against the sound of a machine. His own augmentation was a simple auditory implant, verified and non-life-critical.

    Milo sat outside the canvas screen during the consent interview.

    ‘He cannot lose care if you refuse,’ the resident witness told Iven.

    ‘I know,’ Iven said.

    ‘State the pressure you feel.’

    Iven looked towards the shape of Milo's feet beneath the canvas. ‘If I transfer and it works, he may believe his heart should be next. If I refuse, he may believe I chose safety I deny him.’

    ‘Does either belief decide for you?’

    ‘No.’

    Iven chose to proceed.

    His auditory implant lost direction during transition. Every sound arrived from the centre of his skull. He gripped the chair until the local calibration restored left-right separation.

    ‘Milo,’ he said.

    The boy spoke from behind the screen. ‘Here.’

    Iven turned correctly towards him.

    Transfer six succeeded with temporary spatial disorientation.

    Iven spent twenty minutes rebuilding the direction of ordinary sounds. Milo spoke from four places around the chair. Mara rang a small gate bell behind him. Aya dropped a metal clip to his left, then asked where it had struck without supplying choices.

    On the first round, Iven located seven of ten sounds. On the second, nine. The tenth was the pacing reader beneath Milo's shirt.

    ‘Behind me,’ Iven said.

    Milo stood in front of him.

    Iven opened his eyes. ‘Again.’

    They repeated it until the fixed beat occupied the correct place in the room.

    ‘You can leave the auditory implant in quiet mode tonight,’ Aya said. ‘Organic hearing will carry speech.’

    ‘The organic ear does not hear his rhythm alarm through a wall.’

    ‘Then you do not sleep through the first check.’

    ‘I do not sleep through most checks.’

    Milo said, ‘He snores through the safe ones.’

    Iven reached for the manual reader without looking and found it on the first attempt. ‘Clinical slander.’

    Milo kept his hand on the other end for a moment before releasing it.

    Milo approached the architecture table afterwards.

    ‘My chair is empty,’ he said.

    ‘You were not selected,’ Kellan replied.

    ‘Aya selected ten.’

    ‘Adults with mapped systems.’

    ‘The Battery archive has Mirren.’

    Tomas opened the file. The municipal archive contained Mirren One, Three and Four emergency timing patches. Milo's regulator was revision four.

    For one breath hope moved across his face.

    Then Tomas showed the map state.

    SERVICE TIMING VERIFIED.

    OWNERSHIP MIGRATION: NO OBSERVED RECORD.

    The patch described how to restore pacing after a reset. It did not show how to keep pacing while the root changed.

    ‘We can use the manual unit,’ Milo said.

    Aya joined them. ‘Your organic rhythm is unstable. A manual unit can bridge an expected interruption, not every unknown one.’

    ‘The old heart on the simulator stopped for nine seconds.’

    ‘Yes.’

    ‘Nine isn't forever.’

    ‘It can be long enough.’

    ‘For me?’

    Aya did not replace uncertainty with comfort. ‘I do not know. That is why I will not perform it.’

    Milo looked at Kellan. ‘And if I choose?’

    ‘Your choice does not require her to do what she believes will kill you.’

    ‘You said the body chooses.’

    ‘The body can refuse. It cannot compel another person to operate.’

    ‘So Nexum wins because the map is missing.’

    ‘Today, Nexum keeps the root because changing it is not safe enough.’

    ‘That sounds like winning.’

    ‘It sounds like what happened.’

    Milo walked away before anger became tears. Iven followed after asking him to wait. The request did not make him.

    The seventh transfer involved a renal monitor that did not filter blood but controlled access to an organic kidney's medication pump. It migrated cleanly, then rejected the local drug cartridge as unlicensed.

    Aya had prepared a manual dose. The volunteer received it while Tomas changed the cartridge rule from issuer signature to patient confirmation plus concentration check.

    Transfer seven succeeded with medication-route interruption.

    The eighth was a respiratory assist, newer than Kellan's local lung and less integrated. The device reset its sleep baseline exactly as the simulator had predicted. Awake, the volunteer noticed only that each breath felt smaller.

    Aya made him lie down.

    His oxygen level fell.

    The manual bellows restored pressure while he used the local key to import his pre-transfer baseline. The device accepted it only after Tomas removed a Nexum signature requirement from the calibration file.

    Transfer eight succeeded with life-threatening baseline loss managed by prepared support.

    The volunteer remained on the clinic bed for the rest of the trial. Every ten minutes, someone woke him and asked him to describe the work of breathing. At the third check he reported no difficulty, but the analogue oxygen sensor had begun to fall.

    Aya raised the local sleep curve another two points.

    ‘His body did not warn him,’ Tomas said.

    ‘It warned the sensor,’ Aya replied.

    ‘A distributed build can read the same value.’

    ‘If the person owns that sensor, if it is calibrated, if the device exposes it during an empty-root state and if power remains.’

    Tomas wrote an automated threshold into the test branch.

    Aya made him label it assistance, not supervision. A threshold could wake a person or stop a transition. It could not decide that the absence of a warning meant safety.

    The white board did not call it minor.

    The ninth volunteer sat in the last occupied chair for nearly an hour.

    Haron Tell's spinal support had the unverified actuator revision. The Battery archive reduced the possibilities from two to one but showed a recovery lock that might prevent his legs moving at all after transfer.

    Haron had asked to participate before the architecture was found. Now he held the physical switch and read the new risk twice.

    Juno stood outside the canvas screen as a Front representative. Sana stood inside as the independent resident witness.

    ‘You have wanted this for eleven months,’ Juno said.

    ‘Yes,’ Haron replied.

    ‘The lock can be mechanically released.’

    ‘On the archive diagram.’

    ‘Kellan knows recovery hardware.’

    Kellan looked at the support beneath Haron's clothing. ‘I know the family, not this revision.’

    Juno's jaw tightened. ‘If we demonstrate a spinal transfer, thousands become eligible.’

    Haron closed his hand around the switch.

    ‘Do you want to continue?’ Aya asked.

    He looked at the canvas, the observers beyond it and Juno's red security strip.

    ‘No,’ he said.

    The room remained quiet.

    Juno stepped closer. ‘We can wait another hour.’

    ‘No.’

    ‘The risk has not increased.’

    Kellan moved between her and the chair.

    His left shoulder could not lift, but his body still occupied enough space.

    ‘He answered,’ he said.

    ‘I am asking whether the answer needs time.’

    ‘Ask him whether he wants you to ask again.’

    Haron said, ‘I do not.’

    Juno looked towards the observer platform. The public demonstration had an empty procedure inside it. Her promise remained, but its shape had changed.

    She stepped back.

    ‘Record refusal with standing and care preserved,’ she said.

    Sana wrote the words on paper. Haron signed them and released the physical switch without pressing it.

    The unused chair remained facing the clinic.

    No one moved it out of the recording.

    Haron stayed as an observer. When the next volunteer reached for the confirmation switch, he was the person who asked whether she wanted the platform cameras turned away.

    She said no.

    His refusal had not made him less useful to the trial. It had made one more kind of participation visible.

    The final volunteer carried an older visual-motor bridge connecting one eye to an artificial hand. The eye architecture was verified. The hand architecture was verified. No migration record covered the instruction bus between them.

    ‘We transfer separately,’ Tomas said. ‘Eye first, hand second.’

    The eye moved cleanly. During the hand transfer, its targeting instruction arrived in an obsolete recovery format. The local hand ignored it.

    Then Kellan's Janus bridge opened without being asked.

    He felt the mismatched instruction as pressure between his spine and lung. A translation field appeared in his root panel.

    LEGACY TARGET VECTOR / CURRENT MOTOR ADDRESS.

    ‘Disconnect me,’ he said.

    Tomas saw the field. ‘Wait.’

    ‘I did not grant access.’

    ‘The clinical mesh routed the error to Janus as an architecture reference. Read-only.’

    ‘Disconnect it.’

    Tomas copied the translation result, then cut the diagnostic lead.

    The volunteer's hand moved towards the object her eye selected.

    Transfer nine succeeded with Janus-assisted legacy translation.

    Kellan revoked the clinical mesh route and looked at Tomas. ‘You waited.’

    ‘Four seconds.’

    ‘After I said disconnect.’

    ‘The translation prevented a failed transfer.’

    ‘And used my bridge.’

    Tomas held the result on his screen. ‘Janus can translate revision mismatch during transition. This closes the older timing gaps.’

    ‘It may close them. In my body.’

    Aya took the copied result from Tomas and marked it unverified until Kellan authorised a separate test.

    On the white board, the final count read:

    TEN SELECTED.

    ONE WITHDREW.

    NINE TRANSFERS COMPLETED.

    NINE COMPLICATIONS OBSERVED.

    The trial had succeeded without producing the simplicity anyone wanted.

    Mara recorded the full board. Sana recorded the consent cards with names masked by paper rather than software. Dr Varo sealed pre- and post-transfer readings in separate cases so no later edit could make the complications precede the choices.

    Juno addressed the public camera last.

    ‘Nine people moved ownership today,’ she said. ‘One did not. All ten choices are part of the result.’

    Kellan watched her keep the withdrawal in the claim. It did not remove the pressure she had placed on Haron. It showed that pressure could be challenged in the record before becoming the only version.

    Outside the station, Nia stood in a maintenance boat beneath the drowned western intake.

    The activation command waited beneath her thumb. She had watched the clinical power come online one circuit at a time. Coil's team held beyond signal range, weapons sealed against the water.

    Nia pressed the field key.

    Inside Kellan, the dormant beacon woke.

    It used the Janus translation field to turn error correction into a location pulse.

    The pulse crossed the Cathedral's medical mesh, entered an old municipal cable and reached the waiting boat.

    Nexum located the station to within three metres.

  
    Chapter 28

    The first explosion did not stop the trial recording.

    The cameras turned towards the western pressure wall while dust fell from the Battery Cathedral roof. On the white board behind them, the result remained visible.

    TEN SELECTED.

    ONE WITHDREW.

    NINE TRANSFERS COMPLETED.

    NINE COMPLICATIONS OBSERVED.

    The second explosion cut the housing grid.

    The Cathedral's south bank held. Medical circuits stayed lit. Beyond the station, six blocks went dark together.

    Tomas looked at the power map. The break was not at the district pumps. It was inside the western cable gallery, forty metres from the clinic.

    Nexum knew the exact chamber.

    ‘They found us,’ Kellan said.

    He stood beside the architecture table with his left arm bound to his chest. His personal root was open in his right hand. A signal pulsed inside the Janus error log.

    LOCATION HANDSHAKE: COMPLETE.

    Kellan tried to isolate it. The signal moved into another translation branch.

    ‘Beacon,’ he said.

    ‘From the tether,’ Tomas replied.

    ‘You saw the diagnostic mark.’

    ‘It was inactive.’

    ‘It was waiting.’

    The accusation included both of them. Kellan had cleared the warning. Tomas had watched Janus translate through it during the ninth transfer.

    Juno ordered the outer doors sealed.

    Front security moved towards the western gallery. Clinic volunteers were taken behind the ceramic columns. Haron Tell's manual frame jammed at the first cable ramp. Mara and Sana lifted its front while he worked the wheel.

    The pressure wall shook a third time.

    Water appeared around its lower seal.

    ‘They are not breaching into the clinic,’ Kellan said. ‘They are opening the old turbine route.’

    ‘That hall is flooded,’ Juno replied.

    ‘Their frames are sealed.’

    Aya cut the medical mesh into three local circuits. ‘Everyone disconnected from a cradle now. No shared diagnostics.’

    The volunteers removed contacts. Paper records went into waterproof cases. Dr Varo began moving the pacing units towards the eastern exit.

    Tomas shut down the compiler.

    The copied build was not in it.

    Juno saw him check the empty courier slot. ‘The east locker is still reachable.’

    ‘We are not releasing during an attack.’

    ‘We are not leaving the only copy where Coil can take it.’

    ‘There is a copy here and one at the locker.’

    ‘Here is located. The locker route crosses the east enclave.’

    Another impact bent the pressure wall inwards. The leak became a line of water striking the clinic floor.

    Kellan gave his architecture drive to Aya. ‘Take the trial records east.’

    ‘You too.’

    ‘After the bridge stops reporting us.’

    He drove a restraint blade beneath the service plate at his spine. His right hand could not reach the angle. Tomas moved towards him.

    Kellan turned away. ‘Do not touch it.’

    ‘The beacon is inside the translation cache.’

    ‘Then tell me where.’

    Tomas opened a diagram and directed him: lower edge, two millimetres left, break the diagnostic contact without severing the respiratory bus. Kellan found it by pain. The beacon signal stopped.

    The location had already been sent.

    Coil's voice entered the station through an emergency channel.

    ‘Medical personnel may exit east. Place the compiler and architecture archive at the western line. All other persons will be screened and released according to status.’

    Juno laughed. ‘Status.’

    ‘Failure to comply will require power isolation.’

    Aya opened the channel. ‘There are active respiratory and cardiac supports on the south bank.’

    ‘They will be preserved under recovery protocol.’

    ‘You cut the housing feed.’

    ‘The Front cut the housing feed by occupying restricted infrastructure.’

    Tomas heard his own older logic in the sentence. A system acted because resistance made it necessary. The person holding the control merely described the condition.

    Aya ended the channel.

    ‘Evacuate,’ she said.

    They had one dry exit. The eastern service gallery passed through the nearby enclave before reaching open water. People from the dark housing blocks were already moving towards it. Some carried medical systems dependent on the Cathedral bank. If Nexum isolated that bank, the gallery would become a clinic without beds.

    Juno took Tomas by the arm.

    ‘The trial data will die in this room,’ she said.

    ‘Aya has the drive.’

    ‘One drive, one exit. Coil wants both.’

    ‘Then send the recording through the Halo.’

    ‘The Halo route opens only from the east locker.’

    ‘Send the records there.’

    ‘And when Nexum takes the locker?’

    ‘Move the package deeper.’

    ‘The east enclave has a service mesh. Six hundred and twelve registered devices. It can carry the build beyond the district before Coil closes the relay.’

    Tomas looked at her. ‘Carry or execute?’

    ‘The mesh accepts clinical updates. If the package remains sealed, Nexum can identify and erase it at the next root check.’

    ‘Then encrypt it as ordinary data.’

    ‘The civic filters inspect ordinary data. Root instructions pass below them.’

    The distinction was the trap. To survive the relay, the package had to present as executable medical instruction. Devices receiving it would inspect the architecture guard. Exact verified revisions would offer transfer. Unmatched systems should refuse.

    Should.

    Tomas saw the fatal-risk flags without opening the file. Older cardiac timing. Respiratory baseline. Immune rejection. He had added harder refusal rules after visiting the floodline.

    The Battery archive had filled many of the missing identifiers. The nine-person trial had shown Janus could translate mismatched legacy instructions. That translation was not yet in the distributed build.

    Without it, mismatch should fail closed.

    ‘One enclave,’ Juno said. ‘A bounded relay. We watch the result and stop before the next.’

    ‘No clinical screening.’

    ‘The exact-match guard is screening.’

    ‘It is a machine asking another machine what body it is in.’

    ‘While people with those bodies are trapped between Nexum and the water.’

    A red alarm crossed the power map.

    The west medical bus disconnected. Two clinic circuits moved to battery. One housing respiratory bank began counting down from eleven minutes.

    ‘If Coil takes the compiler,’ Juno said, ‘Concordance absorbs every lesson from the trial and no one else receives it. If he destroys it, the same. The risk of one bounded release is lower than capture.’

    The claim had numbers Tomas could imagine. Six hundred and twelve against sixty million. Known exact-match guards against a certain key rotation. A Front enclave whose assembly had already voted for release against a corporation that would not ask.

    He could not ask six hundred and twelve people while the bus counted down.

    That did not make Juno's vote theirs.

    Sana Ree reached them carrying two trial cases. ‘East route is closing.’

    Juno said, ‘Open the courier package for preservation.’

    Sana looked at Tomas. ‘Sealed transfer, no execution?’

    ‘Open it into the east locker,’ Tomas said.

    She pressed her key half against his.

    The copied build decrypted.

    TEST ONLY appeared across the release panel.

    The Cathedral wall failed.

    Water and two Nexum frames entered the western chamber. Front fire struck their armour. The recovery rig behind them projected immobilisation commands through the medical mesh.

    Three volunteers collapsed as their recently local devices rejected the hostile root. Tal Dae's artificial hand locked around a rail. Per Saye's larynx began emitting a continuous tone. The respiratory volunteer's assist entered service protection and reduced pressure.

    Aya cut the mesh completely.

    The Cathedral lights divided into darkness and emergency red.

    Tomas held the open release panel.

    The east enclave destination appeared. Six hundred and twelve devices on a shared clinical update route.

    Juno did not touch the confirmation.

    ‘Your build,’ she said.

    His decision.

    Tomas removed the TEST ONLY flag.

    He selected LIMITED CLINICAL RELEASE / EAST ENCLAVE.

    The panel warned:

    INDIVIDUAL ARCHITECTURE SCREENING INCOMPLETE.

    FATAL-RISK CLASSES PRESENT.

    He enabled exact-revision refusal and local confirmation.

    ‘One enclave,’ he said.

    Sana read the screen. ‘This executes.’

    ‘Only on verified matches.’

    ‘You said preservation.’

    ‘It cannot survive the relay otherwise.’

    Sana pulled her key away.

    The package was already open. Her half had decrypted it; Tomas's authorisation controlled the release.

    ‘Do not,’ she said.

    The western frames advanced between the columns.

    Tomas pressed the physical confirmation.

    The package left through the east locker.

    For eight seconds, nothing happened.

    Then the enclave service mesh filled with transfer requests.

    Newer devices displayed a plain question. Some people saw it and refused. Some accepted because the Front warning named Nexum capture and gave them four seconds before relay closure.

    Older devices did not display the question.

    They recognised the package as an emergency clinical update signed by the enclave route. Their cached service terms treated collective medical authority as prior confirmation.

    The first automatic transfer began in a cardiac regulator.

    At the east enclave, the regulator belonged to a sleeping dock worker named Bel Arat. Her device had received thousands of maintenance packages through the shared clinic route. Its service terms permitted urgent updates when the enclave physician certified an infrastructure emergency.

    No physician had certified this one.

    The courier signature occupied the same technical field.

    Bel woke when her heart missed its first paced beat. Her local key lay in a drawer across the room. The transfer prompt appeared there, not in her optic, and expired while she was trying to stand.

    The device treated expiration as prior clinical authority and released Nexum root.

    Across the corridor, a retinal lattice presented the same timeout to a person who could see it. He pressed refuse. His neighbour's immune filter had no display at all.

    One package produced three different meanings of consent because the hardware had inherited three different definitions of silence.

    Tomas hit stop.

    The package had already reached every device on the mesh.

    Sana stared at the attempted count rising across the panel. ‘You said local confirmation.’

    ‘The device reported it.’

    ‘The person did not.’

    Forty-six transfers.

    One hundred and nine.

    The route stopped at the enclave boundary as Tomas had specified. Distance was not the failure. Inside that boundary, family identifiers passed as exact revisions because the municipal Battery archive used service-compatible names.

    Two hundred and eighty-four.

    Failure signals returned.

    MIRREN CARDIAC: TIMING SOURCE LOST.

    VEY RESPIRATORY: BASELINE ABSENT.

    IMMUNE INTERFACE: SUPPRESSION CLOSED.

    Tomas tried to send a global abort. Devices with an empty root could not authenticate the command. Devices that had completed no longer trusted the enclave issuer.

    The build had done what it was designed to do. It had removed the owner capable of stopping it.

    He opened the translation branch and tried to construct a local stop under each newly created personal root. The package refused to sign for those people. That refusal was one of the safeguards he had defended: no external controller could replace a local owner after transfer.

    Freedom prevented rescue by command.

    He pushed a plain instruction instead. PHYSICAL BREAK. KEEP LOCAL KEY. SEEK MANUAL SUPPORT. The message reached devices that still had displays. It did nothing for the cardiac regulator waiting on a timing source or the immune filter closing itself against blood.

    ‘Aya,’ he said over the local channel. ‘Life-critical failures east enclave.’

    ‘How many?’

    The attempted count passed five hundred.

    ‘Unknown.’

    ‘What did you send?’

    ‘The limited build.’

    Silence lasted less than a second.

    ‘Failure classes.’

    He named them.

    Aya redirected every clinician towards the eastern gallery. Kellan stayed behind long enough to trigger the Cathedral's asset-preservation alarms. Nexum frames turned towards the ceramic banks, giving civilians space to move.

    Then Kellan followed, one arm against his chest and blood reopening beneath the spinal service plate.

    The east enclave had become six wards without walls.

    In the first room, three renal pumps had completed successfully and one had rejected its medication cartridge. The owners compared local screens while a clinic worker delivered doses by hand.

    In the second, every retinal lattice had moved. Two people could see. Four saw maximum white. One had torn the interface contact away in pain and opened the skin behind her ear.

    In the third, a family sat around an older man whose spinal support had locked him upright against a wall. He was conscious and breathing. The mechanical release on the archive map did not match the repair parts beneath his skin.

    ‘Leave it locked,’ Aya said. ‘Support his weight. Do not search inside him while cardiac patients are waiting.’

    The family accepted the instruction because it kept him alive and hated it because he remained trapped. Both responses stayed in the room after Aya moved on.

    People lay in corridors, boats and dark rooms. Some had transferred successfully and were trying to understand local controls while their neighbours stopped breathing. Some had rejected before root interruption and remained functional. Others were caught between.

    Aya made the failures physical.

    ‘Cardiac on the blue line. Respiratory at the lower wall. Immune filters remain where they are; bring suppression to them.’

    There were four manual pacing units for more patients than Tomas could count.

    Kellan found the old Mirren recovery timing inside the Battery archive. He called commands to Tomas while holding a teenager upright against an external pacing plate.

    ‘Revision three takes issuer clock from contact four.’

    ‘Local root moved it to seven.’

    ‘Bridge four to seven physically. Do not rewrite.’

    Tomas showed residents how to strip copper from lighting cable and make the bridge. They moved from body to body. Some hearts resumed before the next manual pulse. Some returned in the wrong rhythm.

    Aya decided who received the pacing units.

    Not by age. Not by Front status. By whether manual support could keep the person alive long enough for repair.

    Every decision left someone without one.

    Respiratory assists had lost individual baselines. Kellan used his own local curve as an emergency starting point, scaled by body size and device volume. It kept six people breathing. It overinflated a seventh until Aya cut pressure and switched to a hand bellows.

    ‘No more shared curve,’ she said.

    ‘They have no baseline.’

    ‘Then start below it and watch the body.’

    ‘We do not have enough people to watch.’

    ‘That does not make the curve right.’

    Fighting reached the gallery.

    Front security closed the west pressure door while civilians were still crossing. Kellan forced it open long enough for three carriers and a child. His bound shoulder struck the frame. Blood spread through the dressing.

    A Nexum drone sent clean video through the narrowing gap.

    It recorded a woman receiving manual pacing on a wet floor.

    It recorded two bodies under paper covers.

    It recorded Tomas beside the release panel with the attempted count visible behind him.

    Then Juno shot out its weapon. The camera remained active as it fell.

    Milo found Tomas near the lower wall.

    ‘Iven can't hear me,’ he said.

    ‘Where is he?’

    Milo pointed to the upper cable walk.

    Iven lay beneath it.

    His locally rooted auditory implant had rejected the recovery rig's hostile command when it entered the shared medical mesh. Ownership held. Spatial calibration did not. Every sound moved to the centre of his skull while he crossed the walk carrying a manual power cell for Milo's pacing reader. He stepped towards a voice that was not where he heard it and fell through the open maintenance gap.

    The cell remained strapped to his chest.

    Aya reached him, checked his neck and pupils and placed both hands over a head wound no pressure could close.

    Iven was alive for another minute.

    Milo knelt beside him. The regulator beneath the boy's ribs flashed steadily on corporate root.

    ‘Use the cell,’ Iven said.

    The words were wet and difficult.

    Milo held the manual reader against his chest. ‘It's on.’

    Iven could not turn towards the sound.

    Aya stayed with him until breathing stopped.

    Then she took the power cell from his body and connected it to Milo's reader because the child still required it.

    Tomas watched her make death and use occupy the same action.

    ‘I sent it,’ he said.

    Aya did not look at him. ‘Carry the cardiac bridge to the next room.’

    He obeyed.

    The failure cascade lasted thirty-seven minutes.

    Afterwards, residents carried paper from room to room.

    They counted an attempted transfer only when a device had begun root negotiation, not when it merely received the package. A completed transfer meant local ownership established, even if function remained impaired. Serious injury required ongoing clinical support beyond calibration. Death required a body and a name.

    The definitions prevented Juno from counting every recipient as liberated. They prevented Nexum from counting every completed complication as a fatal attempt. They did not improve what had happened.

    Three counters repeated the route separately. Their totals disagreed first by seven, then by two. One device had begun two negotiations after a power interruption. It became one attempted transfer because it occupied one body. Another had completed root movement after its wearer died under manual pacing. It remained both a completed transfer and a death.

    The categories overlapped because bodies did.

    Nexum withdrew from the eastern gallery after securing the public footage and destroying two Cathedral feeds. Coil did not need to take the station. The event inside it had become more useful than the compiler.

    When the last unstable root was isolated, Tomas returned to the release panel.

    The network audit had finished.

    ATTEMPTED TRANSFERS: 612.

    COMPLETED TRANSFERS: 571.

    SERIOUS INJURIES: 23.

    DEATHS: 18.

    The numbers did not describe Iven hearing the world from the wrong place. They did not describe Milo holding a reader powered by the cell taken from his caregiver's chest. They did not describe which completed transfers had left bodies free and which had left them dying under a local key.

    Tomas saved the audit without altering a field.

    Juno stood beside him with blood across one sleeve.

    ‘Five hundred and seventy-one completed,’ she said.

    ‘Eighteen died.’

    ‘Because Nexum attacked during transition.’

    ‘Because I released an untested build to their systems.’

    ‘Both.’

    The word had once helped him name complexity. Now it offered somewhere to divide responsibility until his part looked smaller.

    He closed the panel.

    The civic feed opened on every surviving public screen.

    There was no fabricated thermal sheet this time. Nexum had clean footage: bodies on wet concrete, failing waveforms, Tomas at the release control.

    The headline appeared above the exact place where the volunteer count had been written.

    LOWWATER NULLWARE MASSACRE.

  
    Chapter 29

    The dead were counted twice.

    Once by the release audit and once by people who knew their names.

    Kellan trusted the second count.

    He carried a box of saline through the east enclave while residents wrote names on lengths of dry packing paper. The corridor lights had returned at half power. Every third lamp remained dark, and the others made the water on the floor look black.

    Eighteen bodies lay behind screens assembled from clinic canvas, doors and a child's painted room divider. One screen showed yellow birds flying through a blue sky. A pair of work boots extended beneath it.

    Identification happened at a school desk near the entrance. Residents brought a name, an address and one person willing to confirm both. Where implant records still worked, the names inside them were treated as supporting evidence rather than truth. One body carried a leased retinal lattice registered to its previous wearer. Another had no civic identity at all and was recognised by the blue stitching on a sleeve.

    Bel Arat's neighbour wrote her name twice because his hands shook. The first card tore beneath the pen. He placed both versions beside her.

    No one removed the duplicate.

    Aya had divided the living by what they required, not by what had happened to them. Cardiac patients occupied the warmest room because cold increased the work of damaged hearts. Respiratory patients lay along the lower wall where the surviving pressure line could drive three assists at once. People with immune-filter failures remained in their homes under handwritten isolation signs. The completed transfers who could walk carried supplies.

    Five hundred and seventy-one devices had established local ownership.

    Twenty-three people had serious injuries.

    Eighteen had died.

    The numbers overlapped in ways the public feeds did not explain. A person could own the system that had killed them. A successful transfer could end beneath a paper cover.

    Kellan set down the saline.

    For several seconds he could not remember why he had carried it there.

    Aya took the box from him. ‘Room four.’

    ‘This is room four.’

    ‘This is cardiac two.’

    He looked at the blue line painted across the floor. It had divided around a pool of blood and continued beneath the yellow birds.

    ‘I know,’ he said.

    ‘No. You knew. Sit down.’

    ‘There are three respiratory baselines still—’

    ‘Two. The Vey in the pump house stabilised ten minutes ago.’

    Kellan checked his internal clock. The display repeated 04.17 twice before advancing. He had not slept since before the Battery Cathedral raid. His left eye drew a pale edge around Aya's face that stayed after she moved.

    ‘How long?’ he asked.

    ‘You can have six minutes or you can fall on someone.’

    He sat on an overturned filter case.

    The binding around his left shoulder had gone dark. When he had forced the pressure door open, the shrapnel had shifted beneath the muscle. Blood had travelled down his side and dried against the rib brace. His arm no longer felt heavy. It felt absent until he moved a finger, then pain arrived from wrist to neck.

    Aya cut away the outer dressing. Her transferred hand held the scissors, but she watched the blades rather than trusting sensation.

    ‘The wound has opened around the fragment,’ she said. ‘It has not moved far enough to remove itself for our convenience.’

    ‘Disappointing.’

    ‘You have never been convenient.’

    An enclave counter entered carrying the final paper audit. He read each category to Aya without turning the sheet towards the public feed.

    ‘Six hundred and twelve attempted,’ he said. ‘Five hundred and seventy-one completed. Twenty-three serious injuries. Eighteen deaths.’

    ‘Confirmed independently?’ Aya asked.

    ‘Three counts. One disputed completion resolved from the local-key state. One duplicate attempt removed.’

    ‘Names on every death?’

    ‘Seventeen. The last has two possible names.’

    ‘Then the count is final and the identity is not.’

    He wrote that distinction beneath the total. The number stopped moving. The work around it did not.

    She packed the wound and tied his arm closer to his chest. The pressure made his fractured ribs answer. His synthetic lung shortened its next cycle as if conserving itself against a threat.

    Across the room, a woman began shouting that her eyes belonged to her now and she could not see her daughter's face.

    Aya finished the knot. ‘Room four. Then find Milo.’

    Kellan stood too quickly. The floor moved left. He placed his right hand against the wall until the corridor returned.

    ‘Six minutes,’ Aya said.

    ‘That was six.’

    ‘That was two.’

    He carried the saline to the actual room four.

    Milo was beside Iven's body.

    Someone had cleaned the blood from Iven's face and closed the head wound with a white strip. It made the injury look treatable. His auditory contacts remained visible behind both ears, two small pieces of hardware under a local root that no longer served anyone.

    Milo sat with his back against the wall and the manual reader pressed to his chest. The power cell taken from Iven's harness rested between his shoes. A cable ran from it to the reader. The Mirren Four regulator beneath his ribs reported a steady corporate rhythm.

    Kellan crouched. His thigh wound tightened and his bad shoulder dragged him off balance. He lowered himself the rest of the way against the wall.

    ‘Aya wants your timing checked,’ he said.

    Milo did not look at him. ‘It hasn't alarmed.’

    ‘Readers fail without alarming.’

    ‘This one didn't.’

    ‘No.’

    Iven's hand lay outside the cover. A crescent burn crossed two fingers where he had gripped the power cell through a damaged strap.

    Kellan connected his personal key to the reader without touching Milo's regulator. The corporate root accepted observation because the device still recognised his old field certificate as clinical authority. It did not know Nexum had revoked him. Lowwater's blind mesh had preserved one useful lie.

    ‘Timing is stable,’ he said. ‘Battery has eleven hours at this draw.’

    ‘Can you make it mine?’

    ‘Not safely.’

    ‘You did everyone else's.’

    Kellan looked at the cover beside them. ‘No. I didn't.’

    Milo's fingers tightened around the reader. ‘Iven said when it was mine they couldn't stop it.’

    ‘He was right.’

    ‘Then do it.’

    ‘Your architecture loses its timing source during transfer. We still don't have a safe bridge.’

    ‘He died getting the power for the one they own.’

    ‘I know.’

    ‘You don't.’

    Kellan accepted that. He left the regulator on corporate root.

    He replaced the cell connector with one from his tool roll because the old plug had bent during Iven's fall. Milo watched every movement. Kellan explained which lead carried power and which carried timing observation. He showed him the physical disconnect. When he finished, he put the old connector in Milo's hand rather than throwing it away.

    ‘Eleven hours,’ Milo said.

    ‘At current draw. Ten if the reader has to pace.’

    ‘And after that?’

    ‘The Cathedral south bank is still supplying the clinic. We charge it there if the route stays open. If it closes, Aya has two smaller cells.’

    ‘Two for everyone.’

    ‘Yes.’

    Milo looked towards Iven. ‘He was one person.’

    Kellan could not tell whether it was accusation, correction or grief refusing arithmetic.

    ‘Yes,’ he said.

    Voices rose in the central corridor.

    The civic headline had reached the enclave before clean water. LOWWATER NULLWARE MASSACRE appeared on every public surface that still accepted an external signal. Nexum looped the same twelve seconds: the release panel, bodies on wet concrete, Tomas turning towards the camera.

    The feed identified Kellan beneath it.

    FORMER RECOVERY OFFICER LINKED TO MASS-CASUALTY MALWARE EVENT.

    The corridor recognised him when he returned.

    A man with a newly local spinal support blocked the blue line. The support had locked his right knee straight, giving him a high, dragging gait. Two relatives stood behind him.

    ‘Oris,’ he said.

    Kellan stopped.

    ‘Which one?’ a woman asked. ‘The thief or the butcher?’

    ‘Kellan.’

    ‘He recovered my sister's liver assist,’ the man said. ‘Tier Twenty-Six. You remember her?’

    Kellan remembered a stairwell, three children and a case report that called the removal medically stable. He did not remember the sister's name.

    ‘No,’ he said.

    The man struck him.

    His fist landed across Kellan's reduced left vision. The retinal lattice filled with white blocks. Kellan stepped back too slowly and his injured thigh failed to take the weight. He hit the wall with his bound shoulder.

    The corridor sharpened when pain reached his spine.

    He knew how to break the man's straight leg at the support hinge. He knew how to turn the second relative into the first and use both to close the route. His reflex mesh offered none of the speed required, but the sequence remained complete in his head.

    He kept his right hand open.

    The woman shoved him. ‘You brought them here.’

    ‘Yes.’

    ‘You sent the code.’

    ‘I don't know who sent it.’

    ‘Convenient.’

    The man struck him again. This time the blow found the cut service plate at his spine. His synthetic lung lost calibration for one cycle. Air stopped halfway into him.

    Kellan bent over and waited for the personal root to recover.

    No one hit him while he could not breathe.

    When the lung expanded again, he stood.

    ‘There are patients behind me,’ he said. ‘If you want me, move away from the clinical line.’

    ‘This whole place is your line.’

    The man's support foot crossed the blue paint.

    Beyond him, more residents pressed towards the clinic. Some carried tools. Others carried the printed death count. At the back, someone shouted that the compiler had to be destroyed before Nexum attacked again. Another voice demanded the personal keys before the Front took them away.

    The crowd changed shape.

    It was no longer three people striking him. It was pressure directed at a room full of patients who could not move.

    Kellan stepped inside the man's reach and caught the support frame below the hip. He did not break the hinge. He used its locked alignment to turn the man sideways and lower him against the wall.

    The woman grabbed Kellan's bound arm. He trapped her wrist against his chest and walked her backwards without twisting it.

    ‘No weapons across the line,’ he said.

    Someone swung a steel torch. Kellan ducked late. It grazed his scalp and hit the door frame. He drove his right shoulder into the attacker's centre and put him on the floor.

    His left shoulder dressing split.

    Blood ran warm under the binding.

    Clinic volunteers closed the inner doors. Haron Tell placed his manual support frame across them as a barrier. His refusal card remained tied to one handle.

    ‘You defend this room,’ Haron said to the crowd. ‘You do not turn it into another ward.’

    The words did what Kellan's body could not. People slowed. The man with the locked knee pulled himself upright and looked past Kellan at the respiratory patients.

    ‘Six minutes,’ Aya said behind Kellan.

    She took him by the collar and pulled him through the doors.

    Juno was waiting inside with the public audit open on a tablet.

    ‘They need to hear the actual result,’ she said.

    Aya washed blood from Kellan's scalp. ‘They need their patients alive.’

    ‘Nexum is calling every completed transfer a casualty.’

    ‘And you are calling every completed transfer proof.’

    ‘Five hundred and seventy-one people now hold their own roots.’

    ‘None of the six hundred and twelve gave informed individual consent to begin.’

    ‘Some accepted the prompt.’

    ‘A four-second warning under attack is not a clinical conversation. Silence on old hardware is not agreement.’

    Juno lowered the tablet. Her face had gone grey beneath the blood dried at her hairline. ‘If we surrender the result to their language, everyone who survived becomes evidence against their own freedom.’

    ‘They survived a procedure they did not choose,’ Aya said. ‘Their ownership is real. So is the violation. You do not have to erase either one.’

    ‘Concordance rotates in four days.’

    ‘Then four days is what we have to learn not to do this again.’

    Juno looked at the crowded clinic. ‘And if learning costs the city its only exit?’

    Aya tied off Kellan's dressing hard enough to make his eye water. ‘Then it is the city's exit to lose.’

    Tomas stood at the architecture table, copying patient-specific repair notes into the local archive. He had not entered the argument.

    Kellan watched him sign a Mirren timing patch with Aya's bounded clinical grant. Tomas's hands were steady. A narrow burn crossed his thumb from stripping cable during the failures.

    ‘Who authorised the release?’ Kellan asked.

    Tomas did not look up. ‘The package used the east locker route.’

    ‘That is where.’

    ‘Sana and I opened the courier seal.’

    ‘That is who opened it.’

    Juno said, ‘The Cathedral was under attack. I argued for preserving the build through a bounded relay.’

    ‘Who changed preservation into execution?’

    Tomas closed the patient record. ‘We have unstable devices that need architecture work now.’

    The answer was careful in a way exhaustion had made Kellan incapable of being.

    He looked at Tomas's burned thumb, Juno's tablet and the compiler access Tomas no longer possessed. The room produced three different sequences. In one, Juno had used her route. In another, Sana's second key had opened the build. In the third, Tomas had found a way around the access Kellan revoked.

    Kellan could not hold all three. His sight doubled the architecture table. He nearly asked Iven to check the east locker logs.

    The dead corrected him before he spoke.

    He went to the release panel alone.

    The Battery Cathedral audit had been copied onto paper, local drives and public feeds. The execution header remained in the panel's physical cache because the mesh had lost power before it could clear. Kellan opened it with his old recovery certificate.

    The certificate granted read access to mass-casualty evidence. Nexum had written that permission for its own investigators. It had not expected the accused officer to use it first.

    The header listed the split-key decryption. Sana Ree had certified package preservation. Her authorisation ended there.

    Below it, the test-only restriction had been removed.

    The change required a source author and a release author. Both fields contained compressed signatures rather than names.

    Kellan checked the first against the Nullware fragments Tomas had shown him in the Veins.

    It matched.

    He checked the second.

    The same private code signature occupied both fields.

    TOMAS ORIS.

  
    Chapter 30

    Kellan found Tomas in the flooded archive room beneath the Cathedral clinic.

    The municipal stacks had survived because their legal copies were printed on polymer and hung above the old turbine datum. The room had not. Water covered the floor to Kellan's ankles and climbed higher whenever the western pressure wall released another surge.

    Tomas stood on a maintenance step with the source drive open beside him. He was rebuilding an architecture map from three damaged records. Each record described the same cardiac regulator differently. Manufacturer, city and clinic had changed its name without changing the machine inside a body.

    Kellan put the release header on the shelf between them.

    TOMAS ORIS remained visible beneath the execution field.

    Tomas read it.

    He removed his hands from the terminal.

    ‘Was it altered?’ Kellan asked.

    ‘No.’

    ‘Did someone use your key?’

    ‘No.’

    ‘Did you authorise it?’

    Tomas looked towards the ceiling. Footsteps crossed the clinic above them. Eighteen bodies and twenty-three serious injuries occupied the level between those steps and the release panel.

    ‘Yes,’ he said.

    The water moved around Kellan's boots.

    He had spent his career interviewing people who believed the next sentence could restore the world before the question. They explained access errors, altered terms and bad medical information. They made the action smaller by making the cause larger.

    Tomas did not begin with a cause.

    ‘I removed the test restriction,’ he said. ‘I selected the east enclave. I enabled exact-revision refusal and local confirmation. I saw the incomplete-screening warning and the fatal-risk classes. Sana's key opened the package for preservation. She did not approve execution. Juno argued for the relay. She did not press the control.’

    ‘You did.’

    ‘Yes.’

    Kellan waited for anger.

    It should have arrived through the endocrine node as heat, narrowed vision and readiness in the hands. Nexum had once maintained those stages for him. Now the node remained restricted and his body produced something slower. His jaw hurt. His bad eye blurred. His synthetic lung drew a shallow breath because the ribs around it could not expand.

    ‘You knew,’ he said.

    ‘I knew some architectures could fail.’

    ‘Not could. You put fatal-risk on the screen.’

    ‘The flag covered unmatched legacy classes. The exact guard should have refused them.’

    ‘You wrote the guard.’

    ‘From the archive names we had.’

    ‘You wrote the names.’

    ‘No. Manufacturers, clinics and the city wrote different names for the same systems over thirty years.’

    Tomas opened the execution model on the archive terminal. The record had preserved what he saw before release: projected acceptance classes, refusal states and confidence ranges. Most of the screen was green. The dangerous rows were narrow and red.

    ‘The model estimated between two and eleven life-critical mismatches if the municipal names were wrong,’ Tomas said. ‘With manual support in the Cathedral, projected fatality was zero to three. Capture of the build raised the modelled Concordance lockout to the whole enclave within an hour.’

    ‘You had four pacing units.’

    ‘I knew that.’

    ‘How many people did the model assume could reach them?’

    Tomas looked at the route field. ‘It used distance.’

    ‘Distance through a dry corridor?’

    ‘Yes.’

    ‘During a breach, in the dark, with Nexum between the enclave and the clinic.’

    ‘Yes.’

    The model had priced a person as reachable because a map drew a line between two rooms. It had not carried anyone through water. It had not decided which chest received the pacing plate.

    The explanation was true. It did not move Tomas's hand away from the control.

    ‘How many deaths did you accept?’ Kellan asked.

    Tomas's eyes returned to him. ‘I did not choose a number.’

    ‘That means every number below whatever would have stopped you.’

    ‘The bounded model projected lower risk than capture.’

    ‘To whom?’

    ‘The enclave. The city. Everyone Concordance reaches in four days.’

    ‘Who built the bounded model?’

    Tomas did not answer.

    Kellan touched the author field.

    TOMAS ORIS.

    ‘You made the choice,’ Kellan said. ‘Then you built the instrument that told you it was necessary.’

    ‘I built it to expose uncertainty.’

    ‘And when it gave you a range, you selected the end you could live with.’

    ‘I selected the result with the lowest expected harm.’

    ‘Expected by the person pressing the control.’

    ‘Not to Iven.’

    Tomas flinched at the name.

    Kellan placed his right hand on the shelf because the archive room had tilted again. The edge bit into his palm.

    ‘You knew Milo could not transfer,’ he said. ‘You protected him from the trial because his regulator was unsafe.’

    ‘Milo was in the Cathedral, not on the enclave mesh.’

    ‘You knew one child. You saw his face. So his risk stayed unacceptable. The other six hundred and twelve were device classes.’

    ‘That is not what happened.’

    ‘You selected a boundary around people you did not have to ask.’

    ‘We could not ask them. Coil was coming through the wall.’

    ‘Then you could not have their consent.’

    ‘And if I had let Nexum take the build?’ Tomas's voice rose for the first time. ‘If Concordance closes every root before anyone can choose? Does that become consent because I kept my hands clean?’

    ‘No.’

    ‘Sixty million people, Kellan. Pain, attention, aggression, memory. A company deciding when resistance is pathology. The risk is not theoretical.’

    ‘Neither are the bodies upstairs.’

    ‘I know.’

    ‘You know the count.’

    ‘I carried them.’

    ‘Name them.’

    Tomas went still.

    Kellan could not have named the people he had recovered during his first year at Nexum. By the fifth, he could not have named everyone from the previous week. He had remembered difficult architectures, hostile rooms and unusual warrants. The people had been searchable fields attached to the assets.

    He hated the question partly because he had no right to ask it.

    Tomas began anyway.

    ‘Iven Sol. Bel Arat. Dena Verr. Fos Innes. Carr Ulo.’

    He continued until the names ran out after twelve.

    ‘I did not know the other six,’ he said. ‘The ledger was still identifying one when I left.’

    ‘Then learn them.’

    ‘I was going to.’

    ‘Do not make it future work so you can leave.’

    Tomas closed his eyes. When he opened them, the argument remained.

    ‘After you chose for them.’

    Tomas stepped down into the water. ‘There is no resistance in which no one is endangered. Every route is inside infrastructure Nexum owns. Every day of testing leaves people under systems that can stop their lungs for debt. Waiting is not neutral.’

    ‘Neither is release.’

    ‘I am not saying it was safe.’

    ‘You said it was yours to decide.’

    ‘I said someone had to act.’

    Kellan heard the sentence as if it had come through an old field channel.

    Someone had to enforce the warrant.

    Someone had to preserve the asset.

    Someone had to decide whether treatment outside contract was more dangerous than removal.

    He had used those sentences in homes where people begged him to stop. Action had arrived wearing the shape of necessity. The person controlling it disappeared inside procedure.

    ‘That was Nexum's answer,’ Kellan said.

    ‘Do not compare this to recovery.’

    ‘Why? Because your control had a better purpose?’

    ‘Because the transfer ended ownership.’

    ‘For the survivors.’

    Tomas struck the shelf with his palm. The source drive jumped against its cable.

    ‘And what did you do for twenty years?’ he asked. ‘You took lungs, hands, filters. You held people down while the company called their bodies inventory. Do not discover consent today and use it as a wall between us.’

    The words landed cleanly because Kellan had no defence left that he believed.

    ‘I did it legally,’ he said. ‘I made exceptions when I could. I chose smaller harms and called myself decent.’

    ‘You want credit for admitting it?’

    ‘No.’

    ‘Then what do you want?’

    ‘For what I did not to make this right.’

    Tomas turned away.

    Kellan continued because stopping would have let him convert pain into innocence.

    ‘You were right about me. I served the system that killed our mother. I reported her account after she died. I used my certificate and told myself I was preserving evidence. Then I stayed.’

    ‘You became very good at it.’

    ‘Yes.’

    ‘You think that makes your judgement useful now?’

    ‘It makes your argument familiar.’

    Tomas looked at him again. Grief had removed the impatience from his face. For a moment he looked younger than Kellan remembered and older than thirty-three.

    ‘When they rotate the keys,’ Tomas said, ‘there may never be another opening.’

    ‘Then we build one that belongs to the person using it.’

    ‘In four days?’

    ‘If we cannot, we do not hide that failure inside somebody else's body.’

    ‘That is not a plan.’

    ‘Neither is making the whole city east enclave.’

    The archive door opened.

    Aya entered carrying three paper patient ledgers. Juno remained in the doorway with two Front guards behind her. No one had needed to summon them. The room above had carried the brothers' voices through the grating.

    Aya read the release header.

    ‘Is it authentic?’ she asked Tomas.

    ‘Yes.’

    ‘Did you see the warnings?’

    ‘Yes.’

    ‘Did anyone receiving the package agree to let you make that risk decision for them?’

    ‘No.’

    Aya placed the ledgers on the shelf. ‘Give me the clinic grant.’

    Tomas touched the local key at his wrist.

    ‘There are repair maps only I can complete.’

    ‘You can complete them under observation with no release access.’

    ‘The Front will not leave the source here.’ Juno spoke from the door. ‘Nexum has the district surrounded.’

    Aya did not look at her. ‘The clinic grant.’

    Tomas removed a narrow ceramic strip from his key band. Aya held out her left hand, then changed to her right. He placed the strip in it.

    She snapped it across the shelf edge.

    The local terminal closed every patient record bearing Tomas's session.

    ‘You no longer touch a device in this clinic unless its occupant agrees and another clinician holds the control,’ Aya said. ‘You do not sign a repair. You do not prepare a release. You do not interpret silence.’

    ‘Understood.’

    ‘Say the reason.’

    Tomas stared at the broken ceramic.

    ‘Because I used clinical authority without consent.’

    Aya nodded once. ‘Now it is recorded.’

    Juno stepped into the room. ‘The east transit basin is still open. My people can move the source, the trial archive and anyone the clinic releases to us.’

    ‘The patient archive stays,’ Aya said.

    ‘The source goes.’ Tomas disconnected the drive.

    Kellan moved between him and the door.

    His body was in no condition to make the position credible. His left arm was tied to his chest. One eye could not find the exact distance to Tomas. Blood had reached his waist beneath the new dressing.

    Tomas held the drive without hiding it.

    ‘You revoked my access,’ he said. ‘Aya revoked the clinic grant. You do not own the source.’

    ‘Neither does Juno.’

    ‘I wrote it.’

    ‘That does not make the bodies it enters yours.’

    ‘No. It makes the unfinished work my responsibility.’

    Juno's guards shifted behind him.

    Aya said, ‘No fighting in my archive.’

    Kellan did not move.

    Tomas's voice lowered. ‘If I leave it here, Nexum takes it with the Cathedral. If I destroy it, Concordance wins. If I bring it with the Front, I can still change it.’

    ‘And when they want to release before you are ready?’

    ‘I still hold the package key.’

    ‘You held it today.’

    The water rose around their boots as the pumps lost another measure of pressure.

    Tomas passed close enough that Kellan could have taken the drive with his right hand. Doing so would have required striking first or trusting that the guards would not.

    He let Tomas pass.

    Not because Tomas was right.

    Because possession was not consent either.

    Juno and the guards followed him towards the transit basin. Tomas did not look back.

    The source code went with them.

  
    Chapter 31

    The transit basin had been built for trains that no longer ran.

    Lowwater used it for boats.

    Three Front barges waited between drowned platforms while residents loaded batteries, food and dry medical crates through the open carriage doors. The old rail signal showed green beneath two metres of water. Every few seconds it tried to authorise a departure along a track ending at the western pressure wall.

    Tomas stood on the middle barge with the source drive strapped beneath his coat.

    Kellan reached the platform before the loading ramp lifted.

    The walk from the Cathedral had taken eleven minutes. His internal clock said seven, then fourteen. Blood loss and lack of sleep had begun taking pieces from time. He could remember each corridor but not every step between them.

    Two Front guards crossed the ramp.

    ‘Clinic is behind you,’ one said.

    ‘Tomas.’

    His brother looked towards him.

    Juno continued directing the load. One crate went to the forward hold and another remained on deck for rapid distribution. The distinction told Kellan which one held Nullware equipment.

    ‘You cannot take the patient architecture archive,’ Kellan said.

    ‘We didn't,’ Tomas replied. ‘Aya kept it.’

    ‘The source cannot leave with the Halo route.’

    ‘The source is the only reason the route matters.’

    People on the barges had been allowed to bring one bag each. The rule did not apply evenly. A clinic technician carried two cases of respiratory contacts because the people inside them needed no clothing. A Front quartermaster rejected a family's second food bag, then found space for three ammunition tins. Juno made him remove one tin and load the food.

    No one applauded. The family climbed aboard.

    Kellan watched Tomas see it. The Front could correct itself in public. It could also decide which public was permitted to watch.

    Kellan stepped onto the ramp. A guard placed a shock baton across his chest.

    ‘Do not,’ Kellan said.

    ‘Then stay there.’

    The guard was younger than the field coat she wore. A service scar ran from her collar to the hinge of an artificial jaw. Kellan had seen her at the Front assembly arguing that the trial should remain voluntary. She was not protecting a simple faction. She was protecting the only organised exit she believed Lowwater possessed.

    He stopped against the baton.

    ‘Tomas authorised the enclave release,’ he said.

    Loading slowed around them.

    Juno looked up. ‘He told us.’

    ‘All of you?’

    ‘The convoy crews. The assembly record will receive the account when we are outside Coil's seizure range.’

    The young guard at the ramp said, ‘My father was on the east mesh.’

    Tomas turned towards her. ‘Is he alive?’

    ‘His retinal root transferred. He sees movement and no faces.’

    ‘I am sorry.’

    ‘I did not ask whether you were sorry.’ Her artificial jaw made the words too precise. ‘I asked Juno whether you still had the release key. She said yes. I am standing here because Nexum will use what happened to close every exit, not because I think you should be trusted alone.’

    Juno accepted the statement without correcting it.

    ‘Who holds the other custody?’ Kellan asked.

    ‘The convoy council holds the physical source,’ the guard said. ‘Tomas holds execution. The Halo crew holds route access.’

    ‘Can any two bypass the third?’

    No one answered quickly enough.

    ‘After you leave with the code.’

    ‘If we announce our internal custody dispute while Nexum is tracing every transmitter, there will be no code to dispute.’

    ‘Security terms,’ Kellan said.

    ‘Yes.’ Juno did not pretend the phrase belonged only to other people. ‘For a convoy under attack.’

    Tomas came to the ramp. ‘This is not helping the patients.’

    ‘Neither is another release.’

    ‘There will not be another release of that build.’

    ‘Give Aya the key.’

    ‘No.’

    ‘Give it to three custodians who cannot execute alone.’

    ‘Juno controls the route. The Front controls the physical access. Splitting the key does not split the power.’

    ‘Then do not go with them.’

    Tomas looked across the basin. Water fell through broken ceiling panels in silver columns. Beyond the station mouth, Lowwater housing descended into darkness as Coil's pumps changed the district one centimetre at a time.

    ‘Where do I go?’ he asked. ‘Back to a clinic Nexum has located? Into the Crown? Do we hide until Concordance rotates and congratulate ourselves that no one else died by our hand?’

    ‘We keep testing.’

    ‘With what time?’

    ‘Four days.’

    ‘Three and a half.’

    ‘Enough to find a better release.’

    ‘A perfectly safe release?’

    ‘A chosen one.’

    Tomas came down one step on the ramp. The guards allowed it.

    ‘Do you know what people chose at the reset centres?’ he asked. ‘They signed temporary custody because the pumps were failing. They surrendered local systems because the only dry beds required it. You call that coercion when Nexum presents the form and consent when we wait for the same conditions to become unbearable.’

    ‘I call it coercion whoever presents it.’

    ‘Then almost no choice in Morrow qualifies.’

    ‘Almost no clean choice.’ Kellan looked at the residents waiting on the barges. ‘That does not give us permission to remove the part that remains.’

    ‘Four seconds was not enough.’

    ‘No.’

    ‘A shared clinical signature was not enough.’

    ‘No.’

    ‘What is enough when the door is closing?’

    ‘An answer from the person whose body crosses it.’

    Tomas looked as if he wanted the sentence to be useful and resented Kellan because it was not yet a mechanism.

    Tomas shook his head. ‘You keep making consent a property of perfect conditions. Private room, independent clinician, complete map, no pressure. Those conditions do not exist for most of this city. If danger invalidates a choice, Nexum only has to keep everyone endangered.’

    ‘Danger does not invalidate it. You do.’

    The guard's baton pressed harder as Kellan leaned forward.

    ‘You decided silence meant yes,’ he said. ‘You decided which warning was enough. You decided the risk of death belonged to strangers because the risk of waiting offended you more.’

    ‘And you decide no one can move until you approve the conditions.’

    ‘No. The person carrying the device decides.’

    ‘With information we have to build. Through a route someone has to hold. Before a deadline no one chose.’ Tomas's voice crossed the water. ‘You want consent without power, Kellan. A clean refusal in a locked room.’

    ‘And you want power first. You tell yourself you will ask later.’

    The loading crews had stopped. Some watched Tomas. Others watched Juno.

    Juno closed the forward hold. ‘This argument can continue in motion.’

    ‘He is not coming,’ Tomas said.

    Kellan felt the sentence where an old version of himself would have felt an order.

    ‘You think my waiting preserved the system,’ he said.

    ‘It has before.’

    ‘You are right.’

    Tomas's certainty faltered.

    ‘I waited inside Nexum,’ Kellan continued. ‘I told myself I was reducing harm from a position that required me to keep causing it. I do not know how much of that choice was mine. I know I stayed. But refusing your release is not choosing Nexum.’

    ‘It is if you have nothing else.’

    The first drone entered through the ceiling.

    Kellan saw its reflection in the basin before his bad eye found the machine. A narrow recovery unit dropped between two rain columns, rotors folded close for the confined space. Its targeting bar turned towards the middle barge.

    ‘Down,’ he shouted.

    The basin erupted in movement. Residents pulled children beneath carriage walls. A loader released a battery trolley before it rolled into the water and lost every cell on it. Juno ordered the forward barge away, then reversed herself when the departing hull would have exposed the clinic boat behind it.

    The correction cost twelve seconds.

    The drones used them.

    The baton left his chest as the guard turned. Kellan caught the back of her coat and pulled her off the exposed ramp.

    The drone fired.

    A line of restraint pins crossed the barge. One struck a battery crate and discharged through its casing. The second buried itself in the artificial jaw of a loading worker. His body locked upright and fell into the water.

    Three more drones followed.

    They did not fire at the clinic evacuees on the rear barge. Their acquisition fields marked the source drive, communications equipment and power stores. Coil had given them asset priorities.

    Kellan knew the order because he had written its field version.

    ‘Throw the source overboard,’ he called.

    Tomas crouched behind the carriage wall. ‘Very helpful.’

    ‘The case is pressure-sealed. Their acquisition will follow it.’

    Juno fired twice at the nearest drone. One round damaged a rotor. The machine compensated and continued towards the source signature.

    The guard beside Kellan pushed herself up. ‘If it sinks beyond the platform, we lose it.’

    ‘Then put a line on it.’

    ‘There isn't time.’

    Kellan cut the tow cable from the loading ramp with his restraint blade. His right hand slipped on the wet braid. He wound the cable once around his forearm and threw the hook towards Tomas.

    The distance was five metres.

    His left eye made it seven.

    The hook struck the carriage below Tomas's hand and fell short. Tomas caught the cable itself before it went into the basin.

    ‘Seal it to the drive,’ Kellan said.

    A drone crossed above the ramp. Kellan pulled the emptied pistol from his belt and threw it into the left rotor. The metal frame broke one blade. The drone struck the platform and continued firing restraint pins as it spun.

    The young guard kicked it into the water.

    Tomas clipped the tow hook through the drive strap.

    ‘Now?’ he shouted.

    ‘Now.’

    He threw the source case overboard.

    Every drone changed direction.

    They dived after it. The first entered the basin cleanly. The second hit a submerged rail and broke across the carriage roof below. The others hovered above the sinking signature, waiting for a recovery frame capable of reaching it.

    Kellan looped the tow cable around the platform stanchion and held it with his right arm. The source dragged towards the drowned tracks. Cable cut through his sleeve.

    ‘Move the barges,’ he said.

    The Front released the moorings.

    The rear boat left first with clinic evacuees and batteries. The middle barge followed, its propellers turning slowly to avoid drawing the drones from the water. The cable ran from Kellan's arm to the source, then across the gap to Tomas on the departing deck.

    When the barge cleared the station mouth, Tomas hauled the drive from the basin.

    Kellan released his end.

    The young guard stepped onto the deck at the final moment. She could have struck him with the baton before leaving. Instead she pushed the loading ramp away so its metal edge did not catch his injured leg.

    Tomas stood at the stern with the dripping source case.

    ‘You could come,’ he said.

    It was not forgiveness. It was not surrender. It was an offered place inside Tomas's plan.

    Kellan looked at Juno, the armed crews and the sealed equipment hold.

    ‘Not under those terms.’

    Tomas nodded as if the answer proved something he wished were false.

    The barge disappeared into the Lowwater rain.

    Aya found Kellan sitting against the signal post with the tow cable cut wrapped around his bleeding forearm. Behind him, recovery drones searched the basin for a drive that was no longer there.

    ‘Did you stop him?’ she asked.

    ‘No.’

    ‘Did you protect the source?’

    ‘Yes.’

    ‘Those outcomes appear related.’

    Kellan used the signal post to stand. ‘If Nexum took it, we would have nothing.’

    ‘If the Front releases it, we may have less.’

    ‘I know.’

    Aya inspected the new cut on his arm and decided it did not deserve a dressing while the shoulder continued bleeding.

    ‘You know what you oppose,’ she said. ‘Nexum owns the body. Tomas risks the body. Juno counts the body. You have become very clear.’

    ‘You say that as if it is a problem.’

    ‘Opposition is not a plan.’

    The old rail signal changed from green to red.

    For the first time in years, it had received a valid update.

    A maintenance identity appeared beneath the signal colour. No civic relay should have been able to reach the drowned platform.

    MOTH REQUESTS A PRIVATE EXCHANGE.

    Kellan opened the message through an isolated text channel.

    Moth had one asset to offer: a hidden mirror of Nexum's implant architecture library, copied from manufacturer reconciliation traffic and kept outside the Civic Stack.

    The price appeared below it.

    ONE JANUS ROOT KEY.

  
    Chapter 32

    Moth had built the exchange inside a machine designed to erase mistakes.

    The reconciliation chamber occupied a disused junction in the Veins where manufacturer records had once been compared against Civic Stack identities. When two systems disagreed about the name, revision or ownership of an implant, the chamber selected the version recognised by the billing authority and discarded the rest.

    Moth had kept the discarded copies.

    Paper strips hung from the ceiling in dense white columns. Each carried a device identifier, an old owner field and the date on which the city had decided it was wrong. Cooling fans moved the strips against one another with a dry, continuous whisper.

    ‘The city's rejected memory,’ Moth said.

    Their eyes showed different colours again. The left reflected the chamber in amber; the right remained a flat, unlit grey.

    Kellan stood beneath a strip naming an artificial pancreas as a warehouse refrigeration unit. ‘You asked for the Janus root key.’

    ‘I did.’

    ‘You cannot have it.’

    Moth looked at Aya. ‘Did he travel this far to repeat the signal message?’

    ‘He travelled this far because your mirror may keep patients alive.’

    ‘And because I have the thing his brother no longer shares.’

    Moth had heard about the Lowwater release. Everyone had. They did not ask whether Kellan had caused it or offer an opinion on the people who died. Instead they had arranged eighteen unlit lamps along one wall.

    ‘Memorial?’ Aya asked.

    ‘Network discipline,’ Moth said. ‘Each lamp marks a route I shut after the feeds named this location in connection with Nullware.’

    ‘There are eighteen.’

    ‘That is also true.’

    At the centre of the chamber, a diagnostic cradle rose from an open service pit. Its cables had been collected from six manufacturers and joined through physical switch blocks. No network light showed on the rig. Kellan found three hidden transmission paths anyway: a fibre beneath the floor, an acoustic coupler against a coolant pipe and a power-line carrier built into the lamp circuit.

    Moth watched him find them.

    ‘Former badge,’ they said.

    ‘Current habit.’

    ‘The architecture mirror is complete through last month's reconciliation cycle. Nexum families, municipal revisions, dissolved manufacturers, field patches. Including Janus.’

    Aya stopped beside the cradle. ‘There is no complete Janus map outside Nexum.’

    ‘Then mine will disappoint you in interesting ways.’

    Moth selected one glass leaf and held it to the chamber light. Its edge had been repaired with metal after a fracture.

    ‘Nexum reconciles device names every night,’ they said. ‘Clinics call that safety. Collections calls it asset visibility. Manufacturers call it warranty compliance. I call it the reason a regulator cannot disappear by changing one digit on a civic form.’

    ‘How did you copy the traffic?’ Kellan asked.

    ‘I corrected an error.’

    ‘For how long?’

    ‘Nine years.’

    ‘They will know after tonight.’

    ‘Everything acquires a price after use.’

    Moth opened a sealed storage case. Inside sat a stack of thin glass leaves separated by black cloth. Data had been burned into each sheet as microscopic physical pits. No root could erase it without breaking the glass.

    Kellan recognised manufacturer codes from the Battery archive. The visible index extended far beyond it.

    ‘We inspect first,’ he said.

    ‘You inspect after payment.’

    ‘A permanent key is not payment. It is ownership.’

    ‘It is duplication. You keep yours.’

    ‘Then you duplicate access to my lung, memory interface and reflex mesh.’

    ‘Access has value because you brought a valuable body.’

    ‘No.’

    Moth closed the case.

    The paper strips moved above them.

    Aya placed the local compiler on the table but kept one hand over its physical latch. ‘One timed diagnostic. Read-only architecture comparison. Three minutes. Kellan holds the stop control. I hold the clinical route. You receive a Janus compatibility trace stripped of personal memory and live command fields.’

    ‘A trace does not let me resell the bridge.’

    ‘Correct.’

    ‘The bridge is why buyers will pay.’

    Kellan said, ‘You sell temporary identities to people the Stack excludes. A copied Janus bridge gives the highest bidder a route into bodies built like mine.’

    ‘Bodies built like yours are already owned.’

    ‘That does not make a second owner an improvement.’

    Moth's unlit eye shifted focus. A cosmetic surface, Kellan thought, over something older.

    ‘One diagnostic,’ they said. ‘Five minutes.’

    ‘Three.’

    ‘I select the comparison fields.’

    ‘Aya does.’

    ‘I keep the compatibility trace.’

    ‘You keep a proof that Janus can hold two authenticated domains during transition. No command paths.’

    ‘And if your bridge fails?’

    ‘You keep the mirror.’

    Moth smiled. ‘You are wagering my property against your survival.’

    ‘You called it payment.’

    They opened the glass case again.

    Aya took Kellan behind a hanging wall of paper while Moth prepared the rig.

    ‘The bridge touches the memory partition,’ she said quietly. ‘Even read-only comparison can expose descriptors. Not memories. Labels, boundaries, repair dates.’

    ‘Moth wants the root.’

    ‘Moth wants everything they can leave with while remaining able to say the terms were technically true.’

    Aya cleaned the skin around the service cut. ‘The mirror may contain unsafe mappings, deliberate traps or revisions that were discarded because the hardware reports them incorrectly.’

    ‘So we verify it against the Battery archive.’

    ‘And against bodies, with permission. A larger library gives us more ways to be confidently wrong.’

    ‘You want to leave?’

    ‘I want you to enter knowing the mirror is evidence, not rescue.’

    Kellan looked at the case again. ‘Understood.’

    ‘I noticed.’

    Aya inspected the cut service plate at his spine. The bleeding had slowed. Swelling around the Battery incision made the lower contact difficult to reach.

    ‘Three minutes is long enough for an architecture trace,’ she said. ‘It is also long enough to copy whatever the rig finds if the isolation is false.’

    ‘Can you stop it?’

    ‘I can cut power.’

    ‘That is not the same answer.’

    ‘No.’

    Kellan looked through the paper strips at the glass leaves. Milo's Mirren map might be there. So might the respiratory baselines and immune transitions absent from Tomas's build. A library did not create time, clinicians or consent. It could make the available time less ignorant.

    ‘Connect it,’ he said.

    The cradle had once been padded. Moth had removed the upholstery to expose every physical route. Kellan sat against cold metal while Aya fixed a diagnostic lead beneath the cut edge of Janus.

    His left arm remained bound. She placed the stop switch in his right hand.

    ‘Open means connected,’ she said. ‘Closed means physically severed. Do not trust the display.’

    ‘You do choose comforting equipment.’

    ‘Comfort is above our budget.’

    Moth placed the first glass leaf in an optical reader.

    ‘Three minutes from bridge acceptance,’ Aya said.

    ‘From useful output,’ Moth replied.

    ‘Acceptance.’

    The diagnostic rig offered a temporary manufacturer domain to Janus.

    Kellan's personal key displayed it. The domain requested read access to hardware identifiers, transition routing and maintenance history. Memory content remained excluded. Live organ commands remained excluded. Root persistence remained excluded.

    He accepted for one hundred and eighty seconds.

    Janus opened.

    His synthetic lung changed rhythm as the bridge held two domains. The second key did not control it, but the old architecture prepared for a handover. Pressure increased. Pain pulled along the fractured ribs.

    Architecture records filled the reader.

    Nexum's public index contained one Janus family with three revisions. Moth's discarded mirror contained nine. Four had failed before human trial. Three had been renamed as ordinary reconstruction systems. One record showed no active subjects.

    The ninth carried Kellan's live hardware hash.

    SUBJECT: JANUS-14.

    STATUS: ACTIVE / FIELD CONTINUITY.

    Moth's fingers moved across a separate capture board.

    Aya selected only the bridge comparison. ‘Respiratory and memory fields closed.’

    ‘The mirror chooses relational records,’ Moth said.

    ‘Then refuse them.’

    ‘Refusal changes the trace.’

    Kellan watched the timer.

    Two minutes twenty-six.

    The mirror compared his bridge to fourteen dual-root trials. Thirteen ended with system loss, tissue damage or failure to reconcile authority. The fourteenth displayed no outcome. Its details sat behind a Nexum clinical seal.

    Below the trial record, a service-history branch opened.

    Vey Square reconstruction. Emergency consent. Janus installation. Memory-partition repair.

    Then an older cross-reference appeared.

    EDDA ORIS / COLLECTIONS PILOT / EVIDENCE CONTAINMENT.

    Kellan stopped breathing.

    The lung continued without him.

    Aya reached for the physical cut. ‘Do you want it closed?’

    ‘No.’

    One minute forty-eight.

    The cross-reference had been attached to his Janus record after reconstruction, but the event it cited predated the accident. It named the complaint he had found in the Ledger House. His escalation. His sealed executive review.

    A new line existed in Moth's rejected mirror that had been absent from the official archive copy.

    UNAUTHORISED DISCLOSURE ATTEMPT: EXTERNAL ROUTE INTERRUPTED.

    Kellan read it twice.

    He had not merely filed an internal complaint.

    He had tried to send the evidence out.

    The memory behind the line remained closed. He saw only his own hands from the Nullware fragment, blood on them, removing a data wafer from an archive console. The image had no reliable date. The record did.

    ‘Copy that branch,’ he said.

    Aya routed it to an isolated glass leaf.

    Moth opened another capture field.

    ‘Not yours,’ Kellan said.

    ‘Relational records affect bridge value.’

    ‘Close it.’

    One minute twelve.

    Moth's field remained open.

    The mirror followed the interrupted disclosure into Contract Integrity. The archive's withheld executive authority appeared as a reconciliation conflict. Two versions of the authority field had existed. The live Stack kept WITHHELD. A manufacturer continuity copy had received a full credential before the concealment order reached it.

    ELARA SORN / DIVISIONAL AUTHORITY.

    The name entered the glass leaf.

    Forty-one seconds.

    Aya said, ‘We have the branch. Close now.’

    Kellan pressed the physical switch.

    It did not move.

    Moth had locked the switch through the underside of the cradle.

    The timer reached thirty-four seconds and stopped.

    SESSION EXTENSION: DIAGNOSTIC INTEGRITY.

    ‘The terms were three minutes,’ Aya said.

    ‘Incomplete transfer corrupts both records.’ Moth continued working at the capture board. ‘Eleven seconds.’

    ‘The session is already extended.’

    ‘Time is handled differently by the bridge.’

    Kellan pulled the stop switch hard enough to cut his palm. The lock held.

    New requests moved towards the root domain: live translation cache, maintenance signature, persistent bridge token.

    ‘You are cloning it,’ he said.

    ‘I am preserving the paid trace.’

    Aya struck the power cut.

    The chamber lights went out. The cradle remained active through a battery under the service pit.

    Moth's amber eye shone in the dark.

    ‘Redundancy,’ they said.

    Kellan released the switch and drove his restraint blade beneath the diagnostic lead.

    Aya caught his wrist. ‘That contact shares the lung bus.’

    ‘Where is the battery?’

    ‘Below your left foot.’

    He could not lift the left arm and could not bend far enough without compressing the fractured ribs. He raised his right boot and stamped through the cradle floor.

    The first impact reopened his thigh wound.

    The second bent the metal grille.

    On the third, the bone weave in his heel struck the battery housing. Cells ruptured beneath him.

    White light filled the service pit.

    The diagnostic domain disappeared.

    Janus dropped the second key without reconciliation. Kellan's lung lost its timing curve. His left eye went black. The reflex mesh fired once through his spine and locked every muscle across his back.

    Aya pulled him sideways as the battery ignited.

    They hit the floor among falling paper records.

    The chamber's coolant system opened automatically. Black water poured from the ceiling and drove the fire into the service pit.

    Moth saved the glass case before the capture board.

    Kellan found his respiratory key by touch. He restored the last local curve manually and took one incomplete breath, then another.

    Emergency lights returned along the floor.

    Moth stood over the ruined cradle with wet paper plastered to their coat. Their amber eye had gone dark. The grey one now displayed a thin blue ring.

    ‘You destroyed equipment worth more than the mirror,’ they said.

    ‘Then the exchange favoured you.’

    ‘The trace is gone.’

    ‘Yes.’

    Moth looked at the glass leaf in Aya's hand. ‘Not all of it.’

    ‘That is our copy.’

    ‘The mirror remains mine.’

    Aya lifted the sealed case Moth had protected from the fire. ‘Your terms said we received the architecture mirror.’

    For several seconds, only coolant moved through the chamber.

    Moth laughed once.

    ‘Ambiguity,’ they said. ‘Expensive currency.’

    They let Aya keep the case.

    The blackout spread beyond the chamber. Kellan had broken the power-line carrier with the battery. Three adjacent Veins junctions lost relay masking, and the old reconciliation address announced itself to the Civic Stack for the first time in nine years.

    On the wall, an emergency route map turned corporate blue.

    NEXUM SERVICE RESPONSE DISPATCHED.

    Aya dragged Kellan upright. His thigh dressing had darkened. His shoulder binding hung loose. The left eye returned at minimum resolution.

    Moth opened a maintenance hatch behind the paper columns.

    ‘Your location is no longer disputed,’ they said.

    Kellan took the glass leaf from Aya as they entered the hatch.

    The copied record named the executive who had received his attempt to expose Edda's case and authorised its containment.

    ELARA SORN.

  
    Chapter 33

    Nexum did not attack the clinic.

    It made the clinic move.

    The Crown response reached Lowwater through every corporate-root device that had survived the east-enclave release. Respiratory assists displayed evacuation orders. Cardiac regulators warned that district pressure would fall below service limits in forty-six minutes. Public lighting marked one safe route towards a Nexum collection point.

    The route was real.

    So was the collection point.

    Kellan read the order on Milo's manual reader while Aya loaded the architecture mirror into a waterproof medical case. The message promised uninterrupted power, clinical stabilisation and individual screening. It did not say that every local root would be impounded as hazardous evidence.

    The order included a live count of places remaining at the collection point. It began at two hundred. As residents connected, the number fell. When people hesitated, it fell faster.

    ‘False scarcity?’ Milo asked.

    Kellan watched the authentication traffic. Real devices were joining the route. The count still dropped by five for every one that registered.

    ‘Scarcity with assistance,’ he said.

    ‘Does that make the beds false?’

    ‘No.’

    Milo studied the screen. ‘They make everything difficult to refuse by putting something true inside it.’

    Kellan thought of Sorn. ‘Yes.’

    ‘They will keep the life-critical systems running,’ Kellan said.

    Aya closed the case. ‘And take everything else.’

    ‘If we keep everyone here, Coil lowers the district until breathing the air requires equipment we do not have.’

    ‘Then we divide.’

    The clinic occupied three linked housing blocks east of the damaged Cathedral. Twenty-three serious injuries had become nineteen active beds. Two patients had stabilised enough to move without clinical support. One had deteriorated. One remained in surgery.

    Eighteen paper death records travelled in Aya's inner coat.

    She assigned corporate-root patients to the public evacuation route with handwritten statements naming their current treatment and forbidding non-emergency alteration. Nexum might ignore the statements. The papers would make the refusal visible.

    Aya gave each patient two copies. One remained against the body. One went to a different person in the line. If Nexum separated the group, the objection would survive outside the treatment bay.

    Haron Tell chose to accompany them. His spinal support remained on corporate root because he had withdrawn from the trial.

    ‘You can take the drain with the local group,’ Aya told him.

    ‘And make refusal a privilege for people who can walk through a pipe?’ He tied his trial card to the front of his frame. ‘I said no to transfer. I did not say yes to seizure.’

    He joined the public route as a witness rather than a patient. Kellan wanted to tell him it was dangerous. Haron had already established who decided that.

    Local-root patients and the architecture mirror would leave through a pressure-drain tunnel beneath the eastern housing line. The tunnel emerged in the Veins beyond the collection perimeter.

    Milo belonged in both groups.

    His Mirren Four remained on corporate root. The power cell from Iven's harness held seven hours. If he followed the public route, Nexum could maintain the regulator. They could also separate him from Aya, recover the reader and classify Iven's death as exposure to unlawful software.

    ‘I go with the clinic,’ Milo said.

    No one had asked him yet.

    Aya sat across from him. ‘The clinic route is less medically secure.’

    ‘The other route is Nexum.’

    ‘That is not medical information.’

    ‘It is to me.’

    Aya explained the power limits, the tunnel pressure and the absence of a verified Mirren map. She told him the corporate collection point would probably keep his regulator functional. She did not say safe.

    ‘Can they stop me leaving after?’ Milo asked.

    ‘Yes.’

    ‘Then I go with you.’

    Aya wrote his choice on paper and gave him a copy.

    Kellan checked the architecture case. The glass leaves were sealed inside impact foam. Moth's mirror contained a Mirren Four service family, but its ownership-transition branch remained unverified. It had not solved Milo. It had changed the unknown from blank space into several dangerous possibilities.

    ‘You are not carrying it,’ Aya said.

    ‘I have one working arm.’

    ‘You also have one compromised lung, one reopened thigh wound, two fractured ribs, reduced vision and a shoulder fragment trying to reach daylight.’

    ‘The case is ten kilos.’

    ‘Twelve.’

    ‘Moth cheats in every unit.’

    Milo took the handle. ‘I have two arms.’

    Aya looked at Kellan. ‘Clinical ruling.’

    They left three minutes before the evacuation signal.

    The corporate-root patients moved west behind Dr Varo and six clinic volunteers. They carried the most visible lights and the largest power cells. Kellan watched them enter the marked corridor and disappear beneath Nexum guidance arrows.

    Nothing fired.

    The local-root group moved east in darkness.

    Aya led. Milo followed with the mirror case strapped to a hand trolley. Kellan took the rear because anyone watching him would expect it.

    That was the first problem.

    The pressure-drain entrance stood behind a communal wash room. Its mechanical seal had been opened before they arrived. Fresh tool marks crossed the wheel.

    Kellan touched one cut. Clean, shallow, made by a Nexum field blade.

    ‘They know the tunnel,’ he said.

    Aya looked at the patients gathering behind them. ‘Alternative?’

    ‘North cable gallery.’

    ‘Flooded.’

    ‘Chest height at the low point.’

    ‘For you. Over the heads of two patients.’

    The public evacuation countdown reached thirty-eight minutes.

    Kellan opened the drain.

    ‘They know the tunnel,’ Aya repeated.

    ‘They know I know they know.’

    ‘That sentence is why people dislike former partners.’

    Nia had planned the operation.

    Coil would have blocked the tunnel with armour and forced everyone into the open. Nia would leave it empty. She knew Kellan preferred threats he could see and exits with more than one failure point. She knew he would inspect the obvious trap, reject the flooded alternative because of the patients and enter anyway after changing the order of movement.

    She would build the containment around his correction.

    ‘Patients first,’ Kellan said. ‘I enter with the last group.’

    ‘No,’ Aya said. ‘That is what she expects.’

    ‘Then what do you suggest?’

    ‘Stop trying to become unpredictable to one person and make the route safe for nineteen.’

    Aya sent the first group through with physical spacing, two manual lamps and no shared diagnostics. Milo went in the middle. The architecture case remained covered beneath folded clinic canvas.

    Kellan entered last.

    The drain descended through old storm gates into a pipe wide enough for three people. Water reached his knees. Each step pulled his thigh wound open by another fraction. His left foot landed twice where his reduced vision told him the floor remained level and found a deeper channel.

    The tunnel stayed empty.

    At the first junction, Aya chose the lower route. At the second, she took the unmarked service branch. At the third, the manual wheel would not turn.

    Kellan found new scoring around the axle.

    Not locked. Weighted from the other side.

    ‘Back,’ he said.

    The lights behind them went out.

    Nexum frames entered the drain from both ends.

    They did not fire.

    White clinical light filled the pipe. A woman's voice ordered everyone to remain still while medical personnel established safe categories.

    Nia stepped into the light behind Kellan.

    Her field armour was sealed for Lowwater pressure. The wrap remained around her left forearm. A standard weapon rested low in both hands.

    ‘You left the tunnel open,’ Kellan said.

    ‘You close doors other people choose for you.’

    ‘The scored seal.’

    ‘Coil wanted an explosive charge. I thought you might appreciate the effort.’

    Her tone was unchanged from field work. Kellan remembered her on a Tier Thirty stairwell saying the west landing was too obvious, then taking it because she knew he would cover the east. Their trust had been a structure built from predicted corrections.

    Now each prediction was a restraint.

    ‘You used the clinic evacuation to separate me,’ he said.

    ‘I used your decision to keep weapons away from patients.’

    ‘That part was mine.’

    ‘Yes.’

    The answer arrived without mockery. It made the trap no less complete.

    Aya moved back through the patient line. ‘These people require continuous care.’

    ‘The western collection point is receiving your other patients without interruption,’ Nia said. ‘This group can join them.’

    ‘Under whose root?’

    ‘Clinical stabilisation first.’

    ‘That is not an answer.’

    ‘It is the answer I can verify.’

    Nia's gaze moved over the group and returned to Kellan. If she had identified the mirror case beneath the canvas, nothing in her face marked it.

    ‘You activated the Cathedral beacon,’ Kellan said.

    ‘Place your right hand on the wall.’

    ‘Was it your command?’

    ‘Hand on the wall.’

    He did not know. Her refusal could mean guilt, operational discipline or a system inside her narrowing the available response.

    The frame behind Nia shifted its aim towards Milo.

    Kellan placed his hand on the wall.

    ‘Patients move west,’ Nia said. ‘Kellan remains.’

    Aya looked at him.

    The collection point would separate every local-root device and take the mirror. The drain offered no room to fight without putting patients between weapons.

    Kellan studied the water.

    The lower route flowed east. Nexum had blocked it with a pressure frame whose feet sealed against the pipe. A narrow emergency sluice sat behind the unit. Opening it would knock everyone in the tunnel down.

    Unless the western gate closed first.

    Nia saw him look.

    She adjusted her stance by half a step, placing her own body between Kellan and the nearest patient.

    ‘Do not,’ she said.

    Coil's voice entered through the forward frame. ‘Secure the architecture package.’

    The covered case had been identified.

    Milo gripped the trolley.

    ‘It is medical reference,’ Aya said.

    ‘It is stolen Nexum property and mass-casualty evidence.’

    ‘It did not contain the released build.’

    ‘That distinction will be assessed.’

    Two frames advanced.

    Nia fired into the ceiling.

    The round broke the western gate control.

    Old counterweights dropped. A steel barrier fell behind the patient group, dividing the tunnel. Aya, Milo and the architecture case remained on the eastern side. Kellan and Nia stood west with the incoming frames.

    For one second no one moved.

    Then Nia shot the emergency sluice.

    Water struck the eastern pipe and carried Aya's group away from the frames. Kellan saw Milo hold the trolley handle as the current took them into darkness.

    The mirror went with them.

    Nia turned her weapon towards Kellan.

    ‘On the floor.’

    Coil entered behind the frames.

    He wore a compact field shell built around full tactical augmentation. The armour did not make him large. It made every movement exact. Balance corrected before his foot met the water. His optic tracked through spray. A reflex mesh read Kellan's damaged posture and selected the shortest route to restraint.

    ‘You missed the case,’ Coil said to Nia.

    ‘Sluice failure.’

    ‘Your shot opened it.’

    ‘My shot prevented Oris reaching the patient group.’

    The narrower truth arrived in Sorn's language.

    Coil looked at the closed gate, then at Kellan. ‘Secure him.’

    Nia came forward with restraint bands.

    Kellan moved before she reached him.

    He drove his right hand beneath her weapon and turned the muzzle into the wall. Nia released it rather than fight the angle. Her elbow struck his reopened shoulder. White pain removed the tunnel for half a second.

    He caught her armour seam as he fell and pulled her between himself and Coil.

    Coil waited for a clear line.

    Nia stamped Kellan's injured thigh. The leg collapsed. He rolled with the fall and used the water to slide beneath the nearest frame.

    Its restraint arm closed where his head had been. Kellan cut a pressure hose with his blade. The frame dropped to one knee.

    He reached the manual gate release.

    Coil caught him by the neck.

    Full tactical reinforcement lifted Kellan from the water and drove him into the pipe. His fractured ribs struck first. The synthetic lung lost pressure. The bound left arm took the next impact and the shoulder fragment moved.

    Kellan's reflex mesh issued a response after Coil had already changed holds.

    He struck Coil's throat seal with the heel of his hand. The armour absorbed it.

    Coil hit the cut Janus plate with two fingers.

    Kellan's left eye failed. His lung entered a diagnostic pause. His right leg continued trying to stand after the body had fallen.

    He heard Nia say his name.

    Not a warning. A distance check.

    Kellan threw the restraint blade towards her voice.

    Nia moved aside. Coil did not. The blade entered the flexible join below his shoulder.

    Coil pulled it free and dropped it into the water.

    ‘Latency,’ he said. ‘You used to correct for it better.’

    He struck Kellan across the jaw.

    The pipe turned sideways.

    Kellan tried to rise. His right hand found the wall. Coil's boot found the same hand and held it beneath the water.

    Through his remaining vision, Kellan saw Nia watching the eastern pressure gauge. The sluice current was carrying Aya's group beyond the next junction. She waited until the needle passed the marker that placed them outside immediate pursuit.

    Then she knelt beside him.

    ‘Kellan,’ she said. ‘Look at me.’

    He did.

    Her face remained steady. A pulse moved too quickly beneath her jaw.

    ‘You are under recovery authority,’ she said. ‘Do you understand?’

    He tasted blood. ‘Which part?’

    Something changed in her expression and vanished.

    She pressed an injector against his neck.

    The sedative entered before his personal root could refuse it.

    Sound remained after sight.

    Coil ordered pursuit through the eastern sluice.

    Nia said the pressure differential would kill the patient group if a frame entered before equalisation.

    Coil ordered a three-minute hold.

    Three minutes was enough.

    As Kellan lost the tunnel, a public broadcast reached the frame channel.

    Tomas stood somewhere in the Halo rain with the Freebody mark behind him. Juno was not visible. The source case rested open at his side.

    ‘Nexum has accelerated Concordance,’ Tomas said. ‘The city now has three days before permanent key rotation. The Freebody Front will release Nullware first.’

    Kellan tried to answer a brother who could not hear him.

    No sound came.

    He woke in the Crown.

    There was no pain.

    His left eye could read the smallest line on the diagnostic wall. His lung filled without a manual curve. His reflex mesh measured the room before he consciously looked at it. The endocrine node held his fear at a precise, manageable distance.

    Every augmentation reported full service.

    Restraints held both wrists to the bed.
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    Kellan woke without pain.

    The absence was so complete that he mistook it for healing.

    He drew a full breath. His synthetic left lung expanded to the same depth as the right and held pressure without a manual correction. The fractured ribs did not resist it. He lifted his head. The left retinal lattice rendered the diagnostic wall at a resolution he had not possessed since Nexum revoked him.

    Small text waited beneath the room clock.

    RESPIRATORY PERFORMANCE: 100%.

    VISUAL PERFORMANCE: 100%.

    REFLEX PERFORMANCE: 100%.

    ENDOCRINE REGULATION: OPTIMAL.

    The restraints around his wrists were soft enough not to leave marks.

    Kellan tested the right one with a slow turn. His reflex mesh measured the strap tension and supplied the exact angle at which the fastening would fail. He had not asked for the calculation. It arrived like an old colleague finishing his sentence.

    The shoulder beneath his hospital shirt moved freely.

    He stopped before lifting the arm.

    The last reliable image of it was Aya's dressing dark with blood, shrapnel lodged beneath the muscle and the arm tied to his chest. Function could be restored around an injury. Pain could be removed from it. Neither meant the metal had left.

    He pressed the back of his shoulder against the bed.

    Pressure registered. Damage did not.

    The room door opened.

    A clinician entered carrying a covered tray. No security frame followed. She checked the restraint status, placed the tray within reach and opened the right wrist band.

    ‘You may eat,’ she said.

    ‘May I leave?’

    ‘No.’

    ‘Then record the distinction.’

    She touched the wall display. ‘Recorded.’

    The tray contained broth, rice, soft bread and a small dish of salt. Nothing required a knife. The broth smelled of ginger rather than clinic nutrient base. Kellan realised he was hungry only after his mouth filled with saliva.

    ‘What treatment was performed?’ he asked.

    ‘Wound cleaning, blood replacement, antimicrobial cover, respiratory recalibration and restoration of licensed services.’

    ‘Was the shoulder fragment removed?’

    ‘No.’

    ‘Ribs repaired?’

    ‘No.’

    ‘Thigh closure?’

    ‘Temporary.’

    The clinician's answers produced no fear in him. The endocrine node kept each fact at a useful distance.

    ‘Disable regulation,’ he said.

    ‘That requires a treatment review.’

    ‘Reduce it to zero.’

    ‘Your current profile prevents acute stress injury after prolonged field trauma.’

    ‘Did I consent to this profile?’

    She looked at the wall rather than him. ‘Director Sorn will review authority with you.’

    The clinician opened the diagnostic image when he requested it. His body appeared in layers. Two ribs remained broken beneath Aya's brace. The right thigh closure held across inflamed muscle and a pocket of blood. The shoulder fragment sat four millimetres from the joint capsule. Every injury carried a green compensation mark.

    MOTOR ASSIST: ACTIVE.

    PAIN EXCLUSION: ACTIVE.

    RESPIRATORY LOAD SHARING: ACTIVE.

    He asked her to reduce motor support in his left shoulder. At ten per cent lower assistance, the arm dropped against the mattress. Pain remained absent, but the joint could no longer support its own weight.

    The clinician restored assistance. Strength returned before the arm touched the bed.

    ‘The service is carrying the injury,’ he said.

    ‘That is what support does.’

    ‘And if service ends?’

    ‘You already know.’

    He did. Lowwater had taught him the full weight of every system Nexum now made feel natural.

    The door opened again.

    Sorn entered alone.

    She wore the same dark suit she had worn above the clouds and in the memory fragments Kellan did not trust. A small adhesive dressing covered one finger. The ordinary injury disturbed him more than armour would have.

    ‘How is your breathing?’ she asked.

    ‘Owned.’

    ‘That was not the question.’

    ‘Better than it was.’

    ‘Your lung was approaching immune rejection. The local calibration held longer than I expected.’

    ‘Aya's work.’

    ‘Yes.’

    Sorn pulled a chair to the bed and sat. She did not ask the clinician to leave. She did not need privacy to exercise authority here.

    ‘Milo?’ Kellan asked.

    ‘Not in Nexum custody.’

    ‘Aya?’

    ‘Also not in custody.’

    The answers were narrow enough to mean alive, escaped or not yet found.

    ‘Nia let them go.’

    ‘Operative Serrat contained you without firing into a patient convoy.’

    ‘That was not the statement.’

    ‘It is the part I can verify.’

    Kellan heard Nia in the words and wondered which woman had learned them from the other.

    ‘Did Nia report the gate as an accident?’ he asked.

    ‘She reported that opening the sluice separated you from the patient convoy and prevented a close-range engagement.’

    ‘Did you accept that?’

    ‘I accepted the result. Review of intent remains open.’

    ‘Intent is difficult when you can alter the person remembering it.’

    ‘Yes.’

    Sorn's agreement made Nia's position more dangerous, not less. Nexum did not need to prove disobedience if it could classify uncertainty as a reason for treatment.

    Sorn looked at the untouched food. ‘Eat before the regulation is lowered. Hunger will complicate the difference you are trying to measure.’

    He took the bread. It was warm.

    The warmth made him want to believe the room.

    Sorn opened a display above the tray. It showed the Lowwater release without Nexum's public edits. Six hundred and twelve attempted transfers. Five hundred and seventy-one completed. Twenty-three serious injuries. Eighteen deaths.

    ‘We are not disputing the final audit,’ she said.

    ‘You called completed complications casualties.’

    ‘Public reporting compressed categories during an active event. The clinical record does not.’

    ‘And the footage?’

    ‘Authentic.’

    ‘You attacked the station.’

    ‘Yes.’

    The answer did not clear Tomas. It did not clear Nexum.

    Sorn changed the display.

    The city appeared as device families rather than streets. Cardiac regulators pulsed red. Respiratory assists showed blue. Immune systems, endocrine nodes and spinal supports formed overlapping layers. A projected Nullware release entered through the Halo.

    ‘This uses the package recovered from the east-enclave event,’ Sorn said. ‘No invented fatality, no public composite. Architecture gaps are taken from the executed code.’

    The first model assumed people received the same warning as the newer enclave devices. The city produced millions of refusals, acceptances and timeouts. Older systems interpreted silence as authority. Shared clinic routes widened the package beyond household boundaries. Root migration removed the central stop command before failure signals returned.

    The model did not show one number. It showed a range.

    Seventy-four thousand deaths at the lowest confidence boundary.

    Eight hundred and twelve thousand at the highest.

    ‘Models are choices,’ Kellan said.

    ‘Yes.’

    Sorn expanded the assumptions beside it. Staffing, response time, architecture confidence, power stability, percentage of people refusing and the probability that the Front had corrected the east-enclave guard.

    ‘We published the assumptions to the city medical board this morning.’

    ‘A board whose systems you service.’

    ‘Most systems in Morrow are serviced by someone with an interest in the outcome. That makes independent review difficult, not meaningless.’

    She opened three attack records.

    The first came from Linna City. Six hundred cardiac regulators had accepted a forged clock correction and delivered lethal pacing before network isolation.

    The second showed transport footage from North Cascadia. Counterfeit ocular firmware had blinded or displaced the vision of drivers during rush hour. Vehicles continued moving for nine seconds after their operators could no longer see the road.

    The third had not been public.

    In a Morrow school clinic, a hostile maintenance package entered fourteen paediatric respiratory assists through a counterfeit cartridge reader. A nurse had noticed identical pressure changes and pulled the physical network lead. Two children required resuscitation. All survived.

    ‘When?’ Kellan asked.

    ‘Eighteen months ago.’

    ‘Why was it sealed?’

    ‘The exploit remained open in forty-one thousand devices. Public detail would have made it reproducible before replacement.’

    ‘And after replacement?’

    ‘The city requested continued sealing to avoid panic.’

    ‘You agreed.’

    ‘Yes.’

    The evidence was credible because Sorn did not ask it to prove more than it did. Shared systems could carry harm. Fragmented owners could make coordination slow. A malicious package did not become safe because the person receiving it held the final key.

    Kellan ate the broth.

    The ginger tasted stronger than anything in Lowwater. His hand did not shake. His lung filled. His shoulder did not hurt.

    For one unguarded moment, relief became an argument.

    Nexum could keep him alive. Nexum had kept the schoolchildren alive. Tomas had killed eighteen people while trying to remove its control. The room arranged those truths in a clean line and his body rewarded him for looking along it.

    He put down the spoon.

    ‘Lower the endocrine profile,’ he said.

    Sorn nodded to the clinician.

    The regulation fell by five per cent.

    Fear did not rush back. The node would not allow a dangerous change. Kellan felt only the idea of distance shrinking.

    He asked for a marker.

    The clinician gave him a medical pen with a soft tip. He wrote four lines on the inside of his right forearm.

    18 DEAD.

    SHOULDER FRAGMENT PRESENT.

    AYA AND MILO NOT IN CUSTODY.

    SORN AUTHORISED EDDA CONTAINMENT.

    Sorn watched without objecting.

    ‘External memory?’ she asked.

    ‘Physical record.’

    ‘Your skin can be altered here.’

    ‘Then I will know it was altered here.’

    He closed his eyes and repeated the four statements. On the third pass, his mind supplied seventeen dead. He opened his eyes.

    The ink said eighteen.

    He read the second line. His shoulder felt healed. He lifted the arm halfway before the clinician caught it.

    ‘The fragment remains near the joint capsule,’ she said. ‘Service support is compensating for muscle damage. Do not elevate further.’

    The body had produced certainty that the ink disproved.

    He read the third line.

    For a moment he remembered Aya being taken through the western collection point. The image contained Haron Tell's refusal card and Milo's trolley, pieces of true scenes assembled into an event that had not occurred.

    He read it again until the false sequence lost its shape.

    Sorn's face remained calm. ‘You have experienced sedation, blood loss, hostile code and prolonged sleep deprivation. Discrepancy does not establish deliberate editing.’

    ‘No.’

    ‘It also does not establish that every unsupported memory is false.’

    ‘No.’

    ‘Then what does your test prove?’

    Kellan looked at the warm food, the perfect diagnostic values and the hand that no longer trembled.

    ‘That wanting a feeling to be true cannot authenticate its source.’

    Sorn closed the attack records.

    ‘Good,’ she said.

    The approval angered him more than denial would have.

    ‘You already know my name was attached to your mother's containment review,’ she continued. ‘Moth's copy gave you an authority field without the event around it.’

    ‘I know enough.’

    ‘No. You know enough to accuse me. That is different.’

    ‘Are you offering context?’

    ‘Evidence.’

    She stood and opened the room's inner door.

    Beyond it waited a reconstruction chamber with no live network indicator and a physical record console bolted to the floor.

    ‘I can show you what happened after Edda died,’ Sorn said.
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    Sorn let Kellan walk to the interview suite.

    His restraints opened at the bed and did not return. Two clinicians followed at a distance. The corridor offered no door he could operate, no lift control and no surface loose enough to become a tool.

    The freedom was spatially exact.

    Kellan walked without a limp.

    The reopened thigh wound remained closed by temporary staples and service-supported muscle. His reflex mesh corrected the damaged stride before weight reached it. The shoulder fragment remained under the skin while motor assistance routed force around the wound. He could feel the shirt against his ribs and none of the fractures beneath it.

    He passed a dark window and saw himself moving as he had before revocation.

    It looked like recovery.

    He read the ink on his forearm.

    SHOULDER FRAGMENT PRESENT.

    The controlled interview suite contained a table, two chairs and a wall large enough to show a city at scale. Water and food waited on both sides. Sorn sat opposite him rather than behind the glass.

    ‘Concordance began with Linna,’ she said.

    The wall showed the cardiac attack Kellan had already seen. Six hundred deaths appeared as the public incident. Sorn added a sealed layer.

    The forged clock correction had not entered pacemakers alone. It reached hospital infusion controllers, two spinal-support families and a municipal insulin network. Linna isolated the cardiac route first because the deaths were immediate and visible. The other systems failed over the following thirty-one hours.

    Two thousand eight hundred and six people died.

    More than eleven thousand suffered permanent injury.

    ‘Why does the public record say six hundred?’ Kellan asked.

    ‘The later failures crossed manufacturers, hospitals and legal jurisdictions. No authority wanted one incident to own all of them. Several systems had local roots, and their operators disputed whether the forged package or poor response caused the outcome.’

    ‘What do you believe?’

    ‘Both. The exploit created the failures. Fragmented authority delayed recognition and response.’

    Sorn opened one hospital's command log. Its cardiac ward had recognised the forged clock within four minutes. The local-root administrator isolated the ward and stopped new commands. The hospital next door continued accepting the package because its manufacturer key classified the first ward's warning as unauthorised competitor traffic. A third received both warnings and waited for a city order that no office had power to issue.

    Patients died inside all three interpretations of safety.

    ‘A common alert would have helped,’ Kellan said.

    ‘Yes.’

    ‘A common alert is not a common owner.’

    ‘No. But an alert without authority depends on every recipient acting correctly under pressure.’

    ‘Authority depends on one recipient acting correctly for everyone.’

    ‘That is the choice.’

    Neither structure removed failure. It changed where failure accumulated and who could impose it.

    Sorn displayed the first Concordance proposal. It was narrower than the current deployment: a shared threat signature, emergency network isolation and a twelve-hour central safety key for life-critical systems.

    ‘Medical boards rejected the common key,’ she said. ‘Manufacturers would not accept one another's authority. Local-root advocates would not accept any central authority. Three years later, a related exploit reached North Cascadia.’

    ‘So you expanded it.’

    ‘We tested what a common layer would require to act before a command reached an organ.’

    The wall filled with telemetry: sudden changes in maintenance patterns, abnormal package requests, clusters of devices entering diagnostic mode. Behaviour outside the body could identify an attack.

    Then the models moved inward.

    Pain response. Attention. Hormonal stress. Aggression. Compliance with medical instructions.

    ‘Those are not attack signatures,’ Kellan said.

    ‘They can be.’

    ‘They can be anything.’

    ‘Yes. That is why the permitted ranges are bounded and reviewed.’

    ‘By the entity using them.’

    ‘By Nexum clinical staff, city medical officers and an independent supervisory panel.’

    ‘Whose members use Nexum systems.’

    Sorn folded her hands. ‘Dependence does not automatically invalidate judgement. If it did, Aya's patients could not consent to treatment because they need her clinic.’

    ‘Aya tells them what she cannot do.’

    ‘So do we.’

    Kellan pointed to the public Concordance notice. ‘Not there.’

    The notice described security, compatibility and emergency medicine. It did not state that a labour stoppage could be classified as harmful aggression or that refusing a clinical command could trigger escalating pain.

    ‘The public specification is incomplete,’ Sorn said.

    ‘That is an unusually long word for false.’

    ‘Every public medical standard omits exploit detail and thresholds that would let an attacker design around it.’

    ‘A worker deciding whether to strike is not an attacker.’

    ‘No.’

    ‘The profile treats them as one.’

    ‘The profile permits intervention when essential infrastructure failure creates imminent loss of life. It does not forbid labour action.’

    Kellan opened the labour threshold. A transit strike affecting ordinary routes remained outside intervention. If the same strike reduced hospital access below a projected clinical threshold, Concordance could dampen threat fixation and aggression in authenticated workers.

    ‘Who sees the projection?’ he asked.

    ‘The emergency panel.’

    ‘Do the workers?’

    ‘Not during the first response window.’

    ‘Then they feel less certain and do not know why.’

    ‘They retain the ability to stop work.’

    ‘With the emotion supporting that decision medically reduced.’

    ‘Emotion is not the decision.’

    ‘It is part of the person making it.’

    Sorn added the distinction to the model notes.

    ‘It changes how much anger they can feel while choosing it.’

    ‘Within a clinically safe range.’

    ‘Safe for the body.’

    ‘Yes.’

    ‘Not for the choice.’

    Sorn did not answer at once.

    ‘I will not tell you those categories are simple,’ she said. ‘Panic can kill a patient. Anger can preserve one. A suicidal impulse may be an authentic state and still be one medicine attempts to interrupt. The fact that judgement is difficult does not remove the need to exercise it.’

    ‘Whose judgement?’

    ‘That is the institutional question.’

    ‘Concordance answers Nexum.’

    ‘At deployment, yes. The city lacks another system capable of operating at scale in three days.’

    ‘You moved the deadline.’

    ‘The Front announced an unrestricted release.’

    ‘Before or after you moved it?’

    ‘Our acceleration order and Tomas's broadcast crossed within eight minutes. Neither caused the other. Both were responses to the same risk.’

    The answer denied Kellan a clean sequence. He believed it because messy systems often produced harm without one first mover.

    Sorn opened casualty projections under four root structures.

    Full central control produced the lowest deaths from coordinated malware and the highest potential for institutional abuse.

    Fully isolated personal roots prevented citywide command but left older systems without coordinated repair. Deaths rose slowly through incompatible maintenance.

    Competing private roots reduced one monopoly and created several markets for coercion.

    The fourth model combined personal authority with a temporary clinical safety layer. Its outcomes depended almost entirely on whether the safety authority expired when challenged.

    ‘Your preferred model,’ Kellan said.

    ‘No. It performs well only when institutions obey limits during emergencies. History is not encouraging.’

    ‘Then why show it?’

    ‘Because uncertainty does not improve when hidden.’

    ‘You hid Edda.’

    ‘Yes.’

    The word stayed between them.

    Sorn changed the wall to a live image of Morrow. Concordance deployment nodes waited in the Halo. Lowwater routes showed intermittent control. The Freebody convoy had disappeared beneath industrial shielding.

    ‘Help me stop Tomas,’ she said.

    ‘You have sixty million devices to ask.’

    ‘I am asking you.’

    She placed a contract on the table.

    It transferred permanent root ownership of every current system in Kellan's body to a personal trust controlled by him alone. Nexum would provide maintenance under ordinary clinical consent. No debt, employment status or legal classification could reactivate corporate control.

    The second term protected Tomas from execution or indefinite containment if he surrendered the source and Halo route.

    The third appointed Kellan to a public Concordance oversight body with access to behavioural logs, emergency interventions and rollback authority.

    ‘A seat beside the control,’ Kellan said.

    ‘With the authority to stop it.’

    ‘How many seats?’

    ‘Nine.’

    ‘How many votes to stop?’

    ‘Five ordinarily. Two during a documented rights breach.’

    ‘Who documents it?’

    ‘Any member may open a review. The clinical event remains active until the second member confirms.’

    ‘Then one person can start pain and needs another to stop it.’

    ‘One person can interrupt an attack and needs another to continue beyond ninety seconds.’

    Both descriptions were true.

    Kellan read the ownership grant again. The lung would remain his. The eye. The reflexes. The part of his mind he could no longer verify. He wanted the signature to transform survival into a right rather than a favour.

    ‘Milo?’ he asked.

    ‘If located, his regulator will be maintained without account enforcement while an independent migration is assessed.’

    ‘Put that in an unconditional order now.’

    ‘Without custody, the order cannot attach to his device.’

    ‘Attach it to his identity.’

    Sorn sent a temporary care waiver to the city medical registry. It named Milo without disclosing his location and suspended collections authority for thirty days.

    Kellan watched the registry accept it.

    ‘That costs you nothing,’ he said.

    ‘It costs operational leverage.’

    ‘Which should not have existed.’

    ‘Agreed.’

    The waiver remained real. It did not make the larger bargain clean. Kellan stored both facts.

    ‘Aya?’

    ‘No prosecution for treatment delivered before today. Continued practice requires registration.’

    ‘Juno?’

    ‘She ordered an armed movement holding a citywide medical route. I will not promise an outcome before evidence.’

    ‘And the people who transferred successfully in Lowwater?’

    ‘They keep their local roots after safety review.’

    The bargain was not absurd. Sorn had built it from concessions that mattered. If Kellan signed and Tomas surrendered, people could live.

    The endocrine node kept hope below the level of desperation.

    He read the ink on his arm.

    SORN AUTHORISED EDDA CONTAINMENT.

    ‘Nia's record,’ he said. ‘Did you alter it?’

    Sorn's eyes shifted towards the line.

    ‘Her visual system received clinically authorised correction after hostile exposure.’

    ‘Did you replace what she saw?’

    ‘We removed material likely to compound cognitive capture.’

    ‘Did you increase pain when she refused you?’

    ‘Her systems treated an unsafe fixation.’

    ‘Why does a trustworthy system need to edit its own agents?’

    ‘Because training does not make them immune to manipulation.’

    ‘Then you cannot use their obedience as evidence that the system is trusted.’

    Sorn looked at the unsigned contract.

    ‘No,’ she said.

    Kellan pushed it back.

    The refusal hurt less than he expected. That frightened him. Nexum could make rejection comfortable too.

    ‘I will review the evidence,’ he said. ‘I will not help you own the answer.’

    Sorn removed the contract without anger.

    ‘Then review it.’

    The wall darkened.

    New footage began in a Crown service lobby twelve years earlier. Kellan recognised himself before the face turned towards the camera. He was thinner, uninjured and wearing an evidence-recovery coat. Blood marked one cuff. A sealed case hung from his wrist by a restraint chain.

    He entered Nexum carrying stolen files.
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    The man on the recording moved like Kellan before Janus.

    No reflex correction entered the stride. His left lung was organic. Both eyes adjusted to the Crown light at the same speed. He passed through the Nexum lobby using an evidence-recovery credential and kept one hand on the stolen case.

    Kellan did not remember the coat.

    He remembered owning one.

    That distinction had become the shape of his life.

    Sorn sat beside the physical console while the recording ran. The reconstruction chamber contained no live network port. Each record occupied a sealed glass leaf retrieved from Nexum's legal archive. A mechanical reader moved light through the pits and projected the result onto the wall.

    ‘These are external records,’ she said. ‘They do not prove what you experienced internally.’

    ‘They prove what I did.’

    ‘Parts of it.’

    Kellan looked at the ink on his arm. It still said eighteen.

    The recorded Kellan reached a service desk and placed the restraint chain around his wrist against the reader.

    ‘Contract Integrity,’ he said. ‘Executive review. Edda Oris and Pilot Nineteen.’

    The clerk's expression changed at the study name. ‘That file has no external disposition.’

    ‘It does now.’

    ‘You are not assigned to collections.’

    ‘I recovered the evidence from a compromised route.’

    ‘Which route?’

    ‘Mine.’

    The answer sounded like Tomas.

    The clerk called security. The recording jumped to a green-walled office with a red emergency strip near the floor.

    Kellan knew the room from the Nullware fragment.

    Sorn entered the footage. Twelve years younger, she wore a grey coat over clinical clothes. Her hair was longer. Exhaustion showed beneath both eyes.

    She dismissed security and left the door open.

    ‘Your mother's case was not in my division when the suspension occurred,’ the recorded Sorn said.

    ‘The concealment is.’

    Kellan heard his own remembered accusation before the recording finished it.

    ‘The record is incomplete,’ Sorn replied.

    ‘Payment cleared. Service stayed off for the model.’

    ‘I have read the account trace.’

    ‘Then release it.’

    ‘The pilot includes seventy-three households and multiple active medical disputes. An uncontrolled release would expose patient data.’

    ‘Redact the patients.’

    ‘The prediction method would remain identifiable.’

    ‘Good.’

    Sorn looked at the case chained to his wrist. ‘How many copies?’

    ‘Enough.’

    The recording showed he was lying. A heat map marked one active evidence case and no completed export.

    Old Kellan had been less careful than the man he became.

    Sorn offered an internal investigation with independent clinical review. Kellan asked who appointed the reviewers. She named three people. Two had Nexum contracts. The third worked for the city medical office that had approved the pilot.

    ‘You knew I would ask,’ he said.

    ‘Yes.’

    ‘And that is the best list you brought.’

    ‘It is the list that exists.’

    He pushed the investigation order back.

    Sorn changed approach.

    ‘Contract Integrity needs people who understand how separate lawful decisions combine into harm,’ she said. ‘Join the review. Keep access to the case. Build procedures that prevent this.’

    ‘You are offering me a job inside the room that buried my mother.’

    ‘I am offering authority you do not currently have.’

    ‘In exchange for the case staying here.’

    ‘In exchange for the case being investigated without exposing seventy-two other families.’

    ‘No.’

    The refusal was immediate.

    Kellan watched himself stand. The old version did not look heroic. He looked angry, frightened and personally wounded. The case mattered because Edda was inside it. The other seventy-two families entered his argument when they made it larger, not when their harm demanded the same attention.

    ‘What did I do with the files?’ Kellan asked.

    Sorn changed the leaf.

    The next record came from a public communications booth three levels below the Crown. Old Kellan connected the evidence case to an independent reporter's dead drop. He selected Edda's account trace, the pilot design and eleven sample outcomes.

    The upload reached six per cent.

    Then the route closed.

    Not because Sorn had stopped it. The booth rejected his evidence credential after Nexum security classified the case as stolen patient material. The same privacy control he had used to seize records during investigations prevented him from releasing them.

    He removed the case and struck the wall hard enough to split two knuckles.

    ‘You let me try,’ Kellan said.

    ‘I did not know which booth you would use.’

    ‘But you knew I had no route that would accept the file.’

    ‘I believed it likely.’

    The narrow truth gave her no innocence.

    Footage followed him through three days.

    He contacted two legal advocates. One refused stolen clinical records. One agreed to meet and failed to arrive after Nexum warned that possession would breach patient law. He sent Tomas an encrypted message at university and received no delivery confirmation. He copied fragments onto physical storage without enough context to prove the pilot.

    One recording showed him in Edda's old flat after midnight. He had removed the wall terminal and spread its contacts across the kitchen table. A university routing token sat beside it.

    ‘Tomas,’ he said to a local camera. ‘The family call was sealed with the account. If you received any part of it, preserve the original route. Do not send it through Nexum.’

    He stopped the message and restarted it twice. None received delivery confirmation.

    ‘Did Tomas ever see them?’ Kellan asked.

    ‘No.’

    Kellan had spent seven years treating his brother's absence as a decision. The records showed failed routes and two people acting on different versions of silence.

    Then he returned to work.

    Old Kellan continued recovering evidence for Nexum while trying to expose Nexum. He entered homes under warrants. He restrained people. In one recording, he complained that an account holder's panic was delaying a lawful seizure.

    The man who had resisted Sorn had not been morally clean.

    He had simply contained a contradiction Nexum later removed.

    ‘How long until the accident?’ Kellan asked.

    ‘Eight months.’

    The wall showed Vey Square.

    A transit support had failed during an unauthorised component market beneath the station. The collapse was mechanical, accelerated by counterfeit bone-weave braces fixed to the load structure. Kellan had entered with an evidence team before the second failure.

    The floor opened under him.

    His body struck three levels below. Crushed ribs punctured the left lung. Pelvic damage opened an artery. A retinal shard entered behind the left eye. He remained conscious long enough to trigger the evidence cache, then hypoxia removed sequence from the recording.

    Nexum clinicians reached him in six minutes.

    ‘You did not cause it,’ Kellan said.

    ‘No.’

    ‘You did not send me there.’

    ‘No. I learned you were on the team after the collapse.’

    The emergency record showed decisions in red.

    Organic repair would not keep him alive. Standard replacements conflicted across damaged systems. Janus could hold the competing roots during reconstruction.

    The consent footage began in a surgical receiving bay.

    Kellan lay beneath pressure sheets. Blood covered his hair. A mask supplied air to the remaining lung. A clinician leaned close and explained that treatment involved experimental cross-system architecture, possible memory disruption and broad clinical authority during recovery.

    ‘Do you understand?’ the clinician asked.

    Old Kellan's eyes did not focus.

    ‘Do it,’ he said.

    ‘Do you authorise necessary system and cognitive continuity procedures?’

    ‘Yes.’

    The record marked informed consent.

    Kellan watched the mask move against a face starved of oxygen.

    ‘That is your authority,’ he said.

    ‘Legally, yes,’ Sorn replied.

    ‘Not ethically.’

    ‘No.’

    He turned towards her.

    Sorn did not look away. ‘The reconstruction itself could not wait. Janus saved your life. The cognitive work occurred later, when you could have been asked again.’

    ‘Was I?’

    ‘No.’

    The next leaf held treatment planning rather than footage.

    Janus had stabilised the lung, eye, spine and bone weave. The memory-partition interface showed severe trauma fragmentation around Edda, the failed disclosure and Vey Square. Clinical staff recommended observation.

    Sorn added a different order.

    CONTINUITY PARTITION: EOR-19 ASSOCIATIVE NETWORK.

    AFFECT DAMPENING: ANGER / DISTRUST / COMPULSIVE DISCLOSURE.

    NARRATIVE RECONCILIATION: FAMILY ABANDONMENT PROFILE.

    The order did not invent a new career. It reduced the force of everything that made Kellan question the one he already had. It preserved his respect for procedure, his operational skill and his desire to prevent chaos. It dampened anger connected to Edda's case and strengthened memories in which Tomas had left while Kellan remained.

    ‘You used grief as a treatment target,’ he said.

    ‘I believed your fixation would destroy the recovery.’

    ‘You believed it would expose Nexum.’

    ‘Both.’

    ‘Which one was in the order?’

    Sorn touched the glass leaf. A hidden operational note opened beneath the clinical justification.

    SUBJECT RETAINS ACCESS TO COMPROMISED MATERIAL. PARTITION REQUIRED FOR EVIDENCE CONTAINMENT.

    ‘That one,’ Kellan said.

    ‘Yes.’

    The planning record contained objections. A rehabilitation physician warned that narrowing anger associated with institutional harm could alter values rather than treat trauma. A legal officer advised that emergency consent did not clearly cover evidence containment.

    Sorn overruled both.

    Another clinician argued that leaving the associative network intact might trigger obsessive behaviour and suicide during rehabilitation. Sorn accepted that opinion and attached it to the same order.

    Care and containment occupied one signature.

    ‘If the suicide risk had been real without the evidence issue,’ Kellan asked, ‘would you have partitioned it?’

    ‘I would have asked you when you regained capacity.’

    ‘So the urgency was not clinical.’

    ‘The urgency was that you would regain access to the material as soon as you regained system function.’

    The room remained physically quiet. His endocrine node held anger within the restored service range. Kellan knew he should feel more. The absence did not mean forgiveness. It meant Sorn still controlled the volume of the discovery.

    ‘Then you recruited me,’ he said.

    ‘After rehabilitation, you requested active duty.’

    ‘Without the reason I had refused you.’

    ‘Yes.’

    The records showed him passing field assessments, applying for Contract Integrity and choosing recovery work. No false order placed the application in his hand. The choices were his inside a mind from which a decisive objection had been removed.

    Kellan mourned the deleted man and distrusted the mourning.

    The old version had struck walls, used lawful force and treated strangers as secondary to Edda. He might have failed without Sorn. He might have joined Nexum later. There was no untouched self waiting in the archive to replace the present one.

    ‘Restore it,’ Kellan said.

    ‘The partition can be opened. That will not recreate the original experience. You would receive records, degraded associations and reconstructions shaped by what you now expect to find.’

    ‘Then do not tell me what I am supposed to become.’

    ‘What do you want?’

    Kellan read the writing on his arm.

    ‘The evidence. Then I decide with what exists now.’

    Sorn inserted one final glass leaf.

    Its label matched the sealed header from the Ledger House.

    CLINICAL CONTINUITY / EDDA ORIS / 23.33–23.52.

    Nineteen minutes.

  
    Chapter 37

    At 23.33, Edda was still alive.

    The record opened through the wall terminal in her flat. Its camera faced the kitchen at an angle, placing the table in the centre and the front door at the edge. Service reduction had dimmed the room to one overhead strip.

    Edda lay beside the chair.

    Her respiratory support produced one shallow cycle every nine seconds. The renal filter showed a red service state. The cardiac monitor continued sending data to Nexum because collections needed proof that the account holder remained alive.

    Kellan entered through the front door.

    He wore his evidence-recovery coat. He was breathing hard from the stairs and carried a manual support case in one hand. The case struck the door frame because he looked at Edda rather than the opening.

    ‘Mum.’

    The voice reached the reconstruction chamber twelve years later without damage.

    Kellan gripped the edge of the console.

    On the wall, his younger self knelt and opened the case. One breathing bladder. Two universal contacts. A pressure cartridge with enough charge for twenty minutes.

    Edda opened her eyes.

    ‘Payment went,’ she said.

    ‘I know.’

    ‘They said it didn't.’

    ‘The bank verified it.’

    Kellan connected the manual bladder around the restricted respiratory controller. The support accepted one pressure cycle, then asked for corporate clinical authority.

    He pressed his operative certificate to the wall terminal.

    The system recognised him as evidence staff, not medical staff. It offered emergency escalation with personal liability for unauthorised use.

    He accepted.

    That action moved the account from ordinary collections into the sealed clinical-continuity partition. The record had not been created to preserve Edda's life. It had been created to document Kellan's breach.

    He began compressing the bladder by hand.

    Edda's chest rose.

    ‘Call Tomas,’ she said.

    ‘He is at the university.’

    ‘They have walls there?’

    ‘Several.’

    ‘Then call around them.’

    Edda tried to lift one hand towards the table. Kellan caught it before it fell.

    ‘Blue tools,’ she said.

    ‘What?’

    ‘He will ask.’

    Tomas had left cheap blue repair drivers in the flat when he moved to the university. Edda complained whenever she found one under a cup and refused to put them in storage because that would mean admitting he had left.

    ‘I will tell him,’ Kellan said.

    ‘You forget messages when you are angry.’

    ‘I am not angry.’

    Edda's monitor contradicted him with his pulse transmitted through the hand contact.

    ‘Expensive machine,’ she said.

    ‘It isn't mine.’

    ‘That is more expensive.’

    The dry correction belonged to her. No partition had invented it.

    Kellan opened a family route through the terminal. Tomas's university identity appeared as available, then changed to delayed authentication. The Oris household account remained under medical collections. Family communications had been reduced with the service package.

    Kellan used his operative credential again.

    The route began recording before the distant connection opened. A notice explained that recording protected all parties during disputed clinical contact.

    Tomas's side remained dark.

    ‘It is connecting,’ Kellan said.

    It was not.

    The route had entered a review queue.

    Edda looked towards the blank screen. ‘Tomas.’

    Her voice was weak enough that the terminal raised it automatically.

    ‘You left your blue tools here. I did not throw them away.’

    Kellan increased the bladder pressure. The cartridge warning turned amber.

    ‘He cannot hear yet,’ he said.

    ‘Then you remember.’

    ‘You can tell him tomorrow.’

    Edda looked at him with the impatience she had reserved for poor repairs and obvious lies.

    ‘Kellan.’

    ‘I am fixing it.’

    ‘No. You are helping me breathe.’

    The distinction stopped his hands for half a cycle. He resumed.

    In the reconstruction chamber, Sorn sat without moving. Kellan could see her reflection in the dark border around the recording.

    At 23.37, the cardiac monitor detected unstable rhythm. It requested authorised intervention. Kellan's credential could observe the request and could not approve it.

    He called Nexum emergency support.

    The dispatcher saw verified payment and active pilot protection. She placed him on hold while a supervisor reconciled the conflict.

    ‘Manual support in progress,’ Kellan said. ‘Cardiac instability. Restore the account now.’

    ‘Payment status requires secondary verification.’

    ‘The first verification is complete.’

    ‘I understand.’

    ‘Then restore it.’

    ‘I cannot alter a protected account state.’

    The dispatcher sounded frightened. Her access genuinely did not permit the action. The person causing the harm was not inside the conversation.

    Edda's hand found Kellan's wrist.

    ‘Not her,’ she said.

    ‘She can escalate.’

    ‘Not her fault.’

    ‘Someone's.’

    ‘Yes.’

    The family route still showed Tomas waiting for authentication. Edda turned towards the blank screen again.

    ‘It is not your fault either,’ she said.

    Kellan did not know which son she meant.

    Perhaps she meant both.

    At 23.39, the manual cartridge fell below thirty per cent. The wall terminal offered a revised household payment plan in exchange for immediate service review.

    Kellan struck the offer closed.

    The terminal recorded hostile interaction.

    ‘Take it,’ Edda said.

    ‘No.’

    ‘Take it and argue tomorrow.’

    ‘It assumes the debt is valid.’

    ‘I prefer being wrong alive.’

    Kellan reopened the offer.

    The revised plan required Edda to accept through biometric confirmation. Her cardiac instability made the hand reader reject the pulse pattern. Voice confirmation failed because respiratory support distorted her words.

    Kellan tried to accept as dependant.

    He was not the account holder.

    Tomas's distant identity appeared as a second dependant authorised for household financial action.

    The connection still had not reached him.

    ‘Open the route,’ Kellan told the dispatcher.

    ‘Communications is outside medical support.’

    ‘The payment offer requires him.’

    ‘I can transfer you to household services.’

    ‘She does not have time for a transfer.’

    The dispatcher said nothing.

    She could see the cardiac monitor.

    At 23.41, Edda's heart stopped producing a stable rhythm.

    Kellan abandoned the terminal and began manual compressions. The breathing bladder slid under his knee. He moved it back without breaking rhythm. His evidence training supplied the count. Thirty compressions. Two breaths. The wall system instructed him to wait for authorised responders.

    He did not wait.

    Edda regained one incomplete rhythm at 23.43.

    Her eyes opened. She looked at Kellan, then at the blank square where Tomas should have appeared.

    ‘Both of you,’ she said.

    The route enhanced the words and marked them uncertain.

    ‘We are here,’ Kellan told her.

    One son was.

    One son was represented by an identity field waiting behind a payment dispute.

    Edda spoke towards both.

    ‘Do not spend me on each other.’

    Kellan bent closer. ‘Mum.’

    ‘Promise.’

    ‘I promise.’

    The cardiac rhythm ended again.

    He continued compressions until authorised responders entered at 23.48. They moved him aside and connected a service bridge. The bridge saw verified payment, clinical escalation and the protected pilot state.

    It selected the most restrictive authority.

    The first shock was delayed by forty-seven seconds.

    The second restored electrical activity without circulation.

    At 23.50, the lead responder stopped.

    Kellan did not.

    Two people restrained him while a third declared Edda dead.

    The blank family route remained open on the wall.

    Kellan pulled free long enough to reach it.

    ‘Tomas,’ he said into the recording. ‘They had the payment. They kept it off for a study. I have the trace. I am going to expose them. I promise you. I will send everything.’

    The university connection never opened.

    The message entered the same protected partition as the death. Tomas received an ordinary missed-call notice the following morning with no recording attached.

    The record showed his response. At 06.12, Tomas called the flat. The service route returned ACCOUNT HOLDER UNAVAILABLE. At 06.14, he called Kellan's evidence number. Kellan was inside an interview and the call went to corporate queue. At 06.21, Tomas booked the first transit home. Collections had frozen household travel pending estate reconciliation.

    His appeal lasted two days.

    The funeral occurred on the first.

    Tomas had not chosen to stay away. By the time his university advocate forced the transit token open, Edda had been buried and Kellan's promise was sealed inside Nexum.

    At 23.52, Contract Integrity sealed the route.

    The nineteen minutes ended.

    The reconstruction chamber returned around Kellan.

    His hand was bleeding where his nails had cut his palm. Nexum service displayed the damage without allowing pain through.

    The old memory of the night tried to reassert itself: Tomas shouting that the manual cartridge was empty, Tomas absent from the funeral, Tomas leaving Kellan to manage everything.

    The recording showed where the false scene had come from. Kellan had shouted about the cartridge. Tomas's identity had remained bright on the wall. Memory had placed his brother's voice inside Kellan's words because the family-abandonment profile needed a person in the room to blame.

    ‘He never heard her,’ Kellan said.

    ‘No,’ Sorn replied.

    ‘He never heard my promise.’

    ‘No.’

    ‘Did you remove the recording?’

    ‘I authorised the seal.’

    ‘Did you begin the pilot?’

    ‘No. Predictive Collections operated outside my division. I learned the payment had been held when your escalation reached Contract Integrity.’

    ‘And you hid it.’

    ‘Yes.’

    ‘Why?’

    Sorn looked at Edda's final frozen frame. The blank Tomas route remained beside her.

    ‘The pilot had already spread to seventy-three households,’ she said. ‘Immediate disclosure would have exposed the service state of every participant, invalidated active support agreements and created legal pressure to suspend the prediction system without a replacement. I believed a controlled review would preserve care while we ended the practice.’

    ‘Did you end it?’

    ‘We stopped deliberate post-verification holds.’

    ‘And the model?’

    ‘Its household-response functions remain in recovery prioritisation.’

    Kellan remembered Tomas recognising his own code at the floodline. Harm changed divisions and kept the useful parts of its name.

    ‘You protected the system,’ he said.

    ‘I protected a medical network containing a crime.’

    ‘You chose which truth the people inside it could survive.’

    ‘Yes.’

    Sorn's honesty did not make the choice less violent. It made the ownership visible.

    Kellan looked at Edda.

    Nexum had not created his grief. It had redirected it. It removed the promise to expose the company, preserved Tomas's absence and gave Kellan a career in which institutional loyalty felt like the opposite of abandonment.

    The company had converted grief into service.

    ‘Open the partition,’ he said.

    ‘You have the record.’

    ‘Open my internal partition.’

    ‘The clinical risk remains significant.’

    ‘Record my request.’

    Sorn touched the console.

    The chamber door opened behind them.

    Nia entered in field uniform. No weapon showed at her hip. The compression wrap around her wrist had been replaced by a clean clinical band.

    ‘Do not connect him again,’ she said.

    Sorn stood. ‘You are not assigned to this review.’

    ‘I am assigned to containment.’

    Nia looked at Kellan rather than Sorn.

    ‘She is preparing to erase the session again,’ she said.

  
    Chapter 38

    Nia had decided to interrupt the erasure before she knew whether Kellan would leave with her.

    That distinction mattered.

    The order on her optic said his reconstruction session required containment support. The hidden maintenance layer said the session would end with associative correction, foreign-evidence removal and post-event affect stabilisation.

    He would remember being shown records.

    He would remember agreeing that they were unsafe.

    The records would become less important each time he tried to reach them.

    Nia stood inside the reconstruction chamber with the ceramic wafer from locker 318 pressed beneath the clinical band on her wrist. She had retrieved it without opening her balance partition. The physical locker, metal key and her own handwritten route were independent of the visual system now telling her she was making an impulsive decision under hostile influence.

    Ten minutes earlier, she had stood outside the chamber and read the erasure order twice. The first reading produced anger. The endocrine channel reduced it. The second produced professional concern. Her optic classified that concern as fixation and suggested she defer to clinical staff.

    Nia opened the paper note beneath her heel and wrote the order number by touch against the wall. She checked it without optic assistance. The number matched.

    She then opened three release routes from the chamber. One required Kellan to follow her. One allowed him to remain and preserve the record independently. One assumed Sorn detained Nia before either could leave.

    The plan did not require him to trust her.

    ‘She is preparing to erase the session again,’ Nia said.

    Sorn left the console. ‘The planned procedure is stabilisation after traumatic review.’

    ‘Show him the request.’

    ‘He is not in a state to assess another invasive procedure.’

    Kellan looked at the writing on his forearm. ‘Then the answer is no.’

    Sorn's attention moved to Nia's clean wrist band. ‘Your occupational review begins in twenty minutes.’

    ‘It begins now.’

    Nia removed the band.

    The shallow cut beneath it had healed into a thin diagonal line. She slid the ceramic wafer free and placed it in the physical reader.

    Mara Venn appeared on the wall.

    The unedited recording showed her mobility-assist transfer, the checksum mismatch, the field release and the first step she took under her own root. Three raw angles verified the sequence.

    Beside it, Nia opened Nexum's public composite. Mara disappeared. Another patient's cardiac waveform replaced her clinical trace. A paediatric recovery image supplied the body. The correction manifest proved the fatality notice had been assembled before any independent review.

    ‘We have discussed this evidence,’ Sorn said.

    ‘We discussed the low-resolution copy I gave you.’

    ‘You retained protected material after a direct order.’

    ‘Yes.’

    Nia added her optic history.

    The Ghost Clinic record contained twelve seconds in which Kellan moved, chose not to fire and displaced Nia's weapon. The official visual record replaced it with a fixed corridor image and system interference. Her later memory supplied Sorn's voice where no audio input existed.

    The edit authorisation carried Human Systems credentials and a Contract Integrity treatment order.

    ELARA SORN.

    Kellan read the field without reacting. His endocrine state was still being held inside the room's safe range.

    ‘You changed what I saw,’ Nia said.

    ‘We removed a hostile persuasive sequence while preserving operational truth.’

    ‘Which truth?’

    ‘Kellan had been exposed to Nullware, assaulted you and released a lethal target.’

    ‘He also refused a shot that would have killed Tomas.’

    ‘That is the persuasive sequence.’

    ‘His action?’

    ‘The meaning you attached to it under emotional history.’

    Nia touched the old cut. ‘You replaced the action because you did not trust me to decide the meaning.’

    ‘You have spent twelve years working beside him. Familiarity is an attack surface.’

    ‘So is authority.’

    Sorn did not disagree. ‘That is why authority should be constrained by clinical standards, audit and distributed review.’

    ‘You authorised your own correction.’

    ‘During an active containment event.’

    ‘You induced pain when I withheld this recording.’

    ‘Your fixation threatened the operation.’

    ‘You induced calm when surrender became useful.’

    ‘You required stabilisation.’

    Every answer remained inside a system of terms designed to make the act sound like care.

    Nia opened the handwritten note she had scanned only after retrieving the wafer. It accused her of copying Mara's footage, forgetting, cutting her wrist and recognising relief as a possible command response. Below it sat the line she added later.

    VERIFY PHYSICALLY. TRUST NO SINGLE VERSION, INCLUDING THIS.

    ‘Your uncertainty is not proof of autonomy,’ Sorn said. ‘It demonstrates why regulated cognition is necessary. A person cannot audit every sensation while acting. They rely on trained systems, institutions and other people.’

    ‘Yes.’

    The agreement made Sorn pause.

    ‘I cannot prove every thought is mine,’ Nia continued. ‘Neither can you. Regulation moves that uncertainty into a system you control. It does not remove it.’

    ‘It makes intervention accountable.’

    ‘To whom?’

    ‘You know the review structure.’

    ‘I used it. The review was locked.’

    Sorn looked at the raw footage, the edited optic record and Kellan's physical notes.

    ‘What are you asking for?’

    Nia had prepared three answers.

    Remove the endocrine channel.

    Release Kellan.

    Stop Concordance.

    Each would place the choice in Sorn's hands.

    ‘A recalibration,’ she said.

    Kellan turned towards her.

    Nia did not look back.

    ‘My balance and endocrine systems have received hostile exposure,’ she continued. ‘I accept a local diagnostic under physical isolation. No memory access. No visual correction.’

    Sorn studied her for long enough that Nia's optic offered a threat estimate. The estimate classified refusal as likely and advised a calmer tone.

    Nia dismissed it.

    ‘Agreed,’ Sorn said.

    The reconstruction chair unfolded from the wall.

    Nia sat. Clinical contacts closed around the balance implant at her spine, the endocrine channel beneath her ribs and the optic service point behind her right ear. She accepted each domain separately.

    The room display described the session as voluntary.

    ‘Record Kellan's refusal before you begin,’ Nia said.

    Sorn marked the associative procedure deferred.

    Not cancelled.

    Nia opened her balance implant's maintenance test.

    The test existed for field seizures. It sent opposing orientation signals through the artificial vestibular channels so clinicians could identify which side retained function. Under normal conditions the signals ran one at a time.

    Nia ordered both.

    The room inverted.

    Her body tried to fall in two directions. Muscular reinforcement locked both legs. The endocrine channel detected catastrophic vestibular conflict and released stress support. Nia drove the output into the loop instead of accepting it.

    She convulsed against the chair.

    Sorn reached for the emergency cut.

    The diagnostic system acted first.

    To prevent a network command from worsening the seizure, it isolated Nia's endocrine and balance systems inside a local maintenance domain. Corporate authority moved from the live Crown root into the chair's physical safety buffer.

    For three seconds, the channel had no remote owner.

    Nia tore the ceramic wafer from the reader and drove its metal edge into the maintenance latch beneath her wrist.

    The latch closed on it.

    The safety buffer became physically unable to reconnect.

    Pain filled her without regulation. Her left shoulder struck the chair during the seizure. Her jaw closed on her tongue. Blood entered her mouth.

    The room righted itself slowly.

    Sorn stood over the emergency control. ‘Reconnect the channel.’

    ‘No.’ Nia's voice came thick through blood.

    ‘You may have damaged the implant.’

    ‘Yes.’

    ‘The local buffer expires in nine hours.’

    ‘Then I have nine hours.’

    Sorn reached for the ceramic edge jammed in the latch.

    Nia caught her wrist. No pain modulation softened the effort. Her balance still swung left. She used the chair rather than muscular reinforcement to hold position.

    ‘Do not touch it,’ she said.

    ‘You used a safety response to damage corporate equipment.’

    ‘I asked for physical isolation. The equipment made that temporary.’

    ‘So you extended it without clinical review.’

    ‘Yes.’

    Nia released her. Sorn did not try the latch again.

    The isolation did not free her entire body. Her optic remained under Nexum service. Muscular reinforcement still accepted corporate safety limits. The endocrine channel could be reactivated if someone physically removed the jam and restored the Crown root.

    She had not become untouchable.

    She had created a verifiable interval.

    Nia released the chair restraints through the maintenance control. Sorn locked the chamber door from the console.

    Nia's balance implant compensated too late when she stood. She caught the chair rather than hide the failure.

    ‘Kellan,’ she said. ‘Can you walk?’

    ‘Too well.’

    ‘Release him and you become responsible for what he does next,’ Sorn said.

    Nia crossed to the bed control. ‘I was responsible when I captured him.’

    ‘You preserved the patient convoy.’

    ‘And let the mirror escape.’

    Sorn's face changed by less than the room's light. ‘I know.’

    Nia opened Kellan's clinical restraint authority. Her credential still recognised her as lead containment operative.

    She released him.

    Kellan stood between Nia and Sorn. The old operational position formed without discussion: Kellan taking the visible threat, Nia controlling the exit.

    Nia stepped sideways.

    ‘Do not stand in front of me,’ she said.

    He looked at her.

    ‘I am not joining you. I am not doing this because you asked. We have separate evidence and one overlapping objective.’

    ‘Stop Concordance.’

    ‘Preserve the ability to decide whether and how.’

    ‘Longer sentence.’

    ‘More accurate.’

    Kellan examined the service corridor while she spoke. He did not demand the weapon she no longer carried.

    ‘You knew the mirror was on the trolley,’ he said.

    ‘Yes.’

    ‘You opened the sluice deliberately.’

    ‘Yes.’

    ‘Did you activate the beacon?’

    Nia felt the endocrine channel try to answer and meet the isolated buffer.

    ‘Yes.’

    ‘Iven died during the attack,’ he said.

    ‘I know.’

    ‘That is part of what your choice did.’

    ‘Yes.’

    There was no useful apology in the chamber. Nia did not offer one as a substitute for the fact.

    Sorn said, ‘And Nullware?’

    Nia looked at the Lowwater footage. ‘Also stopped until the people receiving it can answer.’

    ‘Then you need Nexum.’

    ‘We need access. That is not the same thing.’

    Kellan removed the glass leaves from the physical console. Edda's nineteen minutes, his disclosure attempt, the alteration order and Sorn's authority occupied four separate records.

    ‘Those are controlled clinical evidence,’ Sorn said.

    ‘They are about him,’ Nia replied.

    ‘And seventy-two protected households.’

    Kellan left those leaves in the console. He copied only Edda's record, his own treatment orders and the pilot design with other identities removed.

    Nia watched the choice. He could have taken everything. He did not let the value of evidence erase the people inside it.

    The chamber alarm began when the copy completed.

    Nia used her command credential before Sorn could revoke it. She opened a pursuit event and assigned the stolen architecture mirror to a Crown freight lift descending towards the western pumps. Four containment teams changed route.

    ‘Aya is not there,’ Kellan said.

    ‘I know.’

    ‘Do you know where she is?’

    ‘No. The false route points away from the direction her group took.’

    The narrower knowledge was enough.

    Nia opened a service door. Beyond it, a vertical supply corridor descended through the medical tower.

    Sorn remained beside the physical console. She did not call guards through the room channel. The alarm had already done it.

    ‘Your channel will reconnect,’ she said to Nia.

    ‘Maybe.’

    ‘And when it does, you will not know whether this decision survives intact.’

    Nia pressed the old wrist cut with her thumb. This time it hurt.

    ‘Then I leave records outside it.’

    She and Kellan entered the supply corridor.

    The clean escape route ended two floors below.

    The service map offered three paths out of the medical tower. The first passed a security barracks. The second crossed an exterior maintenance spine with no powered cradle. The third entered the operative-conditioning ward.

    Nia opened its observation feed.

    Her field team lay in six clinical frames while Concordance updates entered their endocrine, optic and threat-prediction systems.

    The only working route passed through them.
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