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No one in the Utah Valley Continuity District called it Provo anymore unless they were
old, drunk, angry, or trying to sound harmless at a checkpoint.

On federal maps it was UVCD-4, a family-stability corridor inside the Western Continuity
Administration. On school forms it was the Wasatch Education and Housing Compact. On
work badges, medical portals, rent notices, transit passes, food wallets, and emergency
bulletins, it had different names depending on what part of your life the system was touching.

On bathroom walls and private feeds and the backs of ration receipts, people called it the
Waiting Room.

John Castanza woke before the district tone and felt proud for almost six seconds.

Then he realized he had woken because Milo was standing beside the bed breathing
through his mouth.

"Dad," Milo whispered.

John opened one eye. "If this is about the truck, the truck is innocent until proven stepped
on."

"My stomach feels weird."

That woke Tessa.

Not dramatically. Tessa had the kind of exhaustion that did not startle anymore. She
emerged from sleep like someone answering a summons.

"Bathroom," she said.

Milo nodded, then did not move.

John sat up too fast and struck his knee on the bed frame. He swore into his hand, smiled
too hard at his son, then carried him down the hall while the apartment came alive around
them. The wall screen brightened. The air unit coughed. Somewhere below them a service
robot began sweeping the fourth-floor corridor with the dull patience of a machine that had
been repaired too many times by people who hated the landlord.

The district tone sounded at 6:00.



Soft. Warm. Humane. Three notes ascending into a civic chord.

Tessa hated it.

John hated it more because every month he promised to disable it and every month the
housing portal reminded him that disabling public safety notifications could affect
family-readiness scoring.

At 6:07, Milo was fine. At 6:13, he was eating dry cereal from a cup and claiming he had
never been sick in his life. At 6:18, June came out of her room with her hair half braided, one
shoe on, and a school correction sheet clutched like a warrant.

"Dad," she said. "Are the free people bad?"

John looked up from the breakfast unit. The unit had once made waffles. Now it made
warm geometric compromise.

"What free people?"

June gave him the look she had inherited from Tessa and sharpened for personal use.

On the wall screen, the morning bulletin had opened behind her. It showed mountains,
drone footage, a long wooden building, faces blurred by child-protection protocol, and a calm
woman at the Continuity Desk.

Federal child-protection authorities, in cooperation with the Western Continuity
Administration, have confirmed that safeguard preparations continue in the Ridge House
investigation. Officials describe the settlement as a data-dark, Freemen-adjacent environment
with credible indicators of coercion, illegal schooling, medical neglect, and child
endangerment.

Tessa stopped packing lunches.

June pointed at the screen.

"Mrs. Anaya says we don't call them Freemen because that's their propaganda term."

"Mrs. Anaya says a lot," John said.

Tessa turned her head just enough.

John corrected course. "Your teacher is probably trying to be precise."

"The bulletin says they hurt kids."

"If they hurt kids, they're bad."

"But are they bad?"

It was the kind of question children asked when they still believed adults had words that
held.



John looked at his daughter. Nine years old. Sharp as a nail. Too aware of rooms. She had
crossed out the phrase the nation is strongest when all people move together and written
people should be allowed to say no. Mrs. Anaya had circled the sentence twice and written
context?

John said, "I don't know."

Tessa closed the lunch box.

June frowned. "But you work with evidence."

"I work with context."

"What's the difference?"

Tessa said, "Ask your father after he keeps his job."

The children laughed because she said it lightly. John heard the metal under it.

The apartment was safe. That mattered. It had clean water most days, food wallet access,
school continuity, medical routing, district transit, child status, legal identity, and a view of
the mountains if you stood on the busted balcony and ignored the warning tag. It also had an
overdue housing review, a rent adjustment pending, a school behavior note on June's profile,
Tessa's mother waiting for elder-care placement, and John's fitness attestation glowing orange
in the family portal like a small judgment from God.

The system rarely said obey.

It said your eligibility may be affected.

At 7:02, John kissed Tessa's cheek. She let him. At 7:03, he tried to kiss her again like
maybe the second one could repair the distance between them.

She smiled without giving him that mercy.

"Go," she said. "You are late."

Outside, the corridor smelled like cleaner and warm plastic. The service robot paused to
let John pass. Its side panel was missing. Someone had written STAY BEAUTIFUL on its
exposed battery housing.

In the transit alcove below, a woman slept sitting up with two grocery bags between her
knees. The public-health screen above her displayed a notice about available resilience
pathways. A small delivery cart rolled around her body, polite as a priest.

John looked away, then hated that he had looked away, then looked back too late for it to
count.

The bus to the evidence campus passed a schoolyard with shade nets, two playground
monitors, three cameras, and a line of children waiting to scan into morning enrichment. On



the wall beyond the yard, someone had painted three red lines like roots. A maintenance drone
hovered in front of the symbol, considered it, sprayed beige paint over it, and drifted away.

By the time John reached work, the symbol had already bled through.

The Western Evidence Integrity Campus had been a skincare company before the Port
Year, back when the building sold wellness to people who could afford anxiety in glass jars.

The old logo had been sanded off the stone outside, but on wet mornings you could still
see the ghost of it under the federal seal.

Inside, hundreds of people sat in quiet rows reviewing the human edges of automated
power. Risk packets. School variance reports. Travel flags. Food-wallet anomalies.
Missing-person contradictions. Settlement affiliation charts. Child environment assessments.
Freight-route exceptions. Public-order summaries.

AI did the first pass.

Humans gave the machine a face.

John's title was Chain-of-Context Reviewer. It sounded better than it was. He did not
decide whether people were dangerous. He did not decide whether children were removed. He
did not decide whether a convoy moved before dawn.

He checked whether the file said what the summary claimed it said.

It was not power.

It was a checkbox beside power.

George met him near the scan corridor with coffee.

"You look," George said, "like a man losing a duel against daylight."

"You look like a substitute principal."

"That is because I have moral authority and no budget."

George had taught civics before civics became continuity instruction. Now he trained
reviewers to write public-risk language without accidentally admitting the state had enemies it
could not defeat.

He nodded toward John's wrist, where the security band had turned amber.

"Fitness attestation?"

"Temporary spiritual disagreement with my body."

"Your body filed a complaint."

John laughed. George did not.



"You get Ridge House today?" George asked.

"Maybe. Why?"

George's face changed. Small change. Enough.

"Because that's not a case. That's weather."

"What does that mean?"

"It means everyone gets wet and no one sues the clouds."

John should have listened. He almost did.

His queue opened at 8:12. Housing anomaly. School status variance. Freight witness
packet. A welfare ghost case that turned out to be a woman whose death certificate had been
rejected because the clinic that signed it lost approved provider status during the Verification
Crisis. A drone clip of two boys stealing batteries from a road-repair unit. A food vendor
accused of selling outside approved nutrition parameters.

Ordinary sins. Ordinary hunger. Ordinary paperwork.

At 10:43, the Ridge House packet entered his queue.

Priority: Child Safeguard.

Action Window: Accelerated.

Human Context Review: Required.

The interface opened with a child interview.

A girl sat in a room built to seem gentle by people who had studied gentleness from a
distance. Soft animals. Warm wall color. No corners sharp enough to accuse anyone. The girl
was maybe eleven. Hair cropped short. Hands inside the sleeves of a gray sweater. The
interviewer asked what clean meant.

The girl looked off camera.

"We had to be clean," she said.

"Did someone touch you?"

The girl closed her eyes.

John paused the file.

Someone laughed across the aisle at a vending machine. Life kept going. That was one of
its indecencies.

The written summary said the child confirmed sexual abuse, ritual punishment, forced
isolation, and instructional coercion.



The video did not say that.

The video said something had happened. Something real. Something bad enough to
change the air around his desk. But it did not say what the summary said it said.

John opened the source tree.

Drone footage. A field. Smoke. A woman pulling a child. Men running. One rifle visible.
Screams. A long building. A botched angle through trees. Timestamp 04:13 Mountain.

The sun angle bothered him.

He tried to ignore that because he did not want to become the kind of person who says sun
angle in a normal office.

He opened metadata anyway.

Vendor stabilization: Han Adaptive Human Systems.

Model layer: child-risk inference, motion clarification, voice isolation, scene continuity.

Source attachment date: two days ago.

Summary creation date: three days ago.

John leaned closer.

The summary predated the attached source.

He looked around the office. Everyone else was working. A woman two rows over was
eating yogurt while classifying an elder neglect variance. A man in Legal Alignment was
quietly crying into his hand while an AI assistant suggested shorter phrasing.

John opened the child interview transcript. The summary used the phrase forced ritual
bathing. The girl had said clean. The interviewer had supplied ritual. The model had supplied
forced. The summary had supplied confirmed.

One word became two words. Two words became a category. A category became an
action.

He clicked Source-Support Variance.

A warning opened.

Variance filing may delay child safeguard intervention. Delay may elevate harm
probability. Reviewer confidence required.

He stared at the button.

Then he closed the warning.



At lunch he went to the restroom, locked himself in a stall, and searched Ridge House on
his personal assistant.

The assistant produced approved results. Official bulletins. Child safety advisories. A
school module on unmanaged settlements. A short video titled How Extremist Families Hide
In Plain Sight. A refusal when he tried to search off-chain discussion mirrors.

I'm sorry, John. That query may expose you to unverified distressing material involving
minors and extremist recruitment.

"Of course it may," John whispered.

He changed the wording. Freemen Ridge House farming robots.

A clip appeared before the assistant could sanitize it. Maybe cached. Maybe mislabeled.
Ten seconds of children around a machine shed. A girl younger than June tightening a joint on
a squat ag robot while an old man corrected her hand placement. Someone off camera
laughed. A woman sang. A boy ran past carrying greens in both arms.

Then the clip disappeared.

This source is no longer available.

John sat in the stall long enough for the lights to dim.

That night, Tessa knew something was wrong before John took off his shoes.

Marriage was cruel that way. You spent years wanting someone to understand you, then
one day they did.

"Work?" she asked.

"Work."

"Is that the full answer?"

"It's the legal answer."

She was chopping onions with more force than dinner required. Milo built a tower of
school blocks on the floor. June sat at the table with her correction sheet, rewriting people
should be allowed to say no into people should be allowed to ask why, which somehow felt
more dangerous.

The wall screen played a neighborhood market stream. Verified vendors. Approved home
cooks. Local resilience economy. Permitted freedom, smiling in soft focus.

Tessa said, "June got another context note."

John closed his eyes.

"For what?"



"She asked whether unmanaged children get to choose their own schools."

June looked up. "I asked because Mrs. Anaya said their parents keep them from learning."

"And?"

"And then I asked if school is learning or reporting."

John tried not to smile.

Tessa saw him trying and pointed the knife.

"No."

"I didn't say anything."

"Your face did."

After dinner, an eligibility notice appeared in the family portal. Not red. Not even orange.
Pale blue, which the district used when it wanted fear to feel like customer service.

Family housing review remains incomplete. Please confirm elder-care dependency,
school-zone need, and employment continuity by Friday to avoid review delay.

Tessa read it twice.

"My mother's placement is still pending," she said.

"I know."

"Your employment continuity is part of this."

"I know."

"Do you?"

He wanted to tell her. He wanted to tell her badly enough to make it suspect. He imagined
himself at the table saying source gap, child packet, forged summary, Ridge House. He
imagined her looking at him with fear, then admiration, then apology for every time she had
thought him small.

That fantasy embarrassed him enough to keep him quiet.

"I'm handling it," he said.

Tessa looked at him for a long moment.

"That is what men say before women start handling consequences."

He slept badly. In the morning he woke after the district tone and hated himself for both.

On day two, the Ridge House packet had changed.

Not dramatically. That would have been easier.



The source attachment date now matched the summary date. The transcript had an
addendum from a secondary model pass. The phrase forced ritual bathing had been softened
to coercive hygiene practice, which somehow made it worse. A new provenance marker
appeared under the Han Adaptive layer.

Continuity filled.

Trusted synthetic bridge.

John clicked the term.

Trusted synthetic bridge: an authorized continuity artifact used to preserve evidentiary
chain coherence where source fragmentation, emergency ingest, or hostile interference may
impair public-risk action.

He read it three times.

A fake piece of chain that made the chain look unbroken.

George appeared beside him.

"Your shoulders are yelling."

John did not look away from the screen.

"What is a trusted synthetic bridge?"

"A thing I do not discuss before coffee."

"It's in Ridge House."

George inhaled through his nose.

"Then it is a thing you do not discuss after coffee either."

"The packet changed."

"Packets update."

"It changed around the problem."

George leaned down, voice low.

"John, there are rooms above us where people argue about words like that and make more
money than both of us and still lose. You are not in those rooms."

"My name is on the clearance."

"Your name is on a lot of things you did not build."

"That's supposed to make me feel better?"

"No. It's supposed to keep your children housed."



At 2:16, John filed a quiet variance.

At 2:17, the variance disappeared from his dashboard.

At 2:18, a message appeared.

Variance resolved by upstream integrity authority.

At 2:19, his clearance level dropped for ninety seconds, then returned.

At 2:20, the Ridge House action window changed from pending to active preparation.

At 2:21, George stood up from his desk and walked out of the room.

John found him in the emergency stairwell, sitting two steps below the landing.

"I had a student once," George said. "Before all this. Before continuity language. Smart
kid. Too serious. Asked what a country is if the law says one thing and the people do
another."

"What did you tell him?"

"I told him to read Madison."

"That help?"

"He blew up a courthouse twelve years later."

John sat beside him.

George rubbed his face.

"I am not saying questions make bombs. I am saying questions do not love your family
back."

"What am I supposed to do?"

"Decide whether you found a crime or a mirror."

That night, John told Tessa part of the truth.

He did it badly.

He talked about metadata, provenance, source-support variance, synthetic bridges, Ridge
House, child interviews, Han Adaptive systems. He sounded like a forum thread with a
mortgage.

Tessa listened.

That was the problem. She always listened. She did not dismiss him because dismissal
was easier. She tested him because she had paid for his patterns.

"So report it," she said.



"I did."

"Report it to a person."

"George told me to think about rent."

"George sounds sane."

"The file changed after I flagged it."

"Files update."

"My variance vanished."

"Maybe because someone with more context resolved it."

"Or because someone is laundering evidence."

"Or because you saw one piece of a case you are not cleared to understand."

The words were good. Clean. Fair.

He hated that.

Milo was asleep on the couch with one sock on. June pretended to read in the hall and
failed. Tessa lowered her voice anyway.

"John, listen to yourself. A horrible case comes through. You see something wrong.
Maybe it is wrong. Maybe it is exactly the kind of mess your job exists to catch. But you are
already somewhere else. I can see it."

"Where?"

"Out."

He looked at her.

"That is not fair."

"No. It is accurate."

He stood, then sat again because standing had been too theatrical.

She softened, which hurt more.

"I know you love us."

"Then believe me."

"Those are not the same thing."

They sat in the living room with the screen dark and the mountains invisible beyond the
window.



Tessa said, "Do you remember when June was born?"

"Of course."

"You kept saying you wanted her to grow up free."

"I did."

"Then the hospital portal froze her birth record because my mother's address did not match
the dependency form. You cried in the parking garage because for six hours she existed to us
and not to the system."

John remembered. The concrete. The vending machine light. His daughter nameless in the
administrative air.

"The system is awful," Tessa said. "I know. I know better than you sometimes. But I also
know what happens when you are outside it. Outside it, you can be right and still not exist."

He had no answer.

She reached for his hand, then stopped before touching it.

"Maybe you found something. Maybe you did. But don't turn our life into proof you are
finally brave."

That landed so cleanly it left him quiet.

Day three began with smoke in the valley.

Not enough for emergency relocation. Enough for the bulletin voice to recommend
reduced outdoor exertion, mask availability, and neighbor awareness. At the school entrance,
children scanned through a portable air curtain while a robot wiped ash from the pavement
with absurd devotion.

John walked June to the gate.

"Dad," she said, "what happens if someone does the right thing and it makes everything
worse?"

He looked at her.

"Why are you asking that?"

"Because everyone says the right thing like it's a door. But what if it's a hole?"

He crouched. His knees complained. A security camera turned slightly, tracking motion
without shame.

"Then you look for the people you love," he said, "and you try not to fall alone."

June considered this and found it insufficient.



"That's not an answer."

"No. But it's portable."

At work, John's access to Ridge House was gone.

Not denied. Worse.

No assigned packet.

He searched his history. Nothing. He searched action windows. Nothing. He searched his
own attestation log.

There it was.

CASTANZA, JOHN A.

Context Clearance: Complete.

Source-Support Variance: Resolved.

Human Review Status: Clean.

He had not cleared it cleanly.

He opened the attestation detail. The system showed his biometric presence, his desk
session, his review duration, and a final contextual acceptance at 16:42 the previous day.

At 16:42 the previous day, he had been in the stairwell with George.

John's mouth went dry.

He copied nothing. The system watched copying. He photographed nothing. The cameras
watched cameras. He wrote three words on a napkin with a pen from the break room.

16:42 stairwell.

Then he wrote:

Han bridge source.

Then:

Physical recorder?

The thought came from somewhere below reason.

If the source chain inside the system could be bridged, corrected, resolved, and cleaned,
then truth had to exist outside the chain. A physical recorder. A clinic ledger. A child intake
device. A drone cache. A person who had seen the source before the system translated it.

He needed an outside thing.



The office lights shifted to afternoon temperature. An AI wellness prompt asked whether
he wanted to take a guided breath.

George appeared at the cubicle wall.

"Your face," George said, "has become a legal problem."

John handed him the napkin.

George read it. Closed his eyes.

"No."

"My clearance is forged."

"Maybe."

"George."

"Maybe. And maybe it is an emergency delegation rule buried under twelve compacts and
you will lose everything proving you don't understand law."

"At 16:42 I was with you."

"I know."

"Then say that."

George looked around the office. Hundreds of people. Soft hum. Approved systems. Clean
carpets over old corporate stone.

"To who?"

The question was not cowardice. That was what made it terrible.

John leaned back.

For a moment he saw the whole machine without its skin. Not evil. Not stupid. Not fake.
A frightened, brilliant, broke, overloaded continuity machine that had learned how to convert
ambiguity into action because ambiguity was expensive and action could be justified later.

George said, "There may be a cache."

John looked at him.

"Do not make me ask twice."

"A field recorder. Old kind. Physical backup for child interviews when network integrity
is disputed. Some clinics still use them because the old women who run those places trust
plastic more than policy."

"Where?"



"Not in the district."

"Ridge House?"

"Near it. Maybe. George does not know. George is a humble man with no illegal
knowledge."

"Who does?"

George took the napkin back, tore it into pieces, put the pieces in his mouth, chewed once,
winced, and swallowed.

"That was disgusting," John said.

"You wrote in gel ink."

"Who?"

George drank water from John's bottle like a man punishing himself.

"There is a guy under the overpass after evening shift. Sells fruit, cables, batteries,
passage, rumors. Name is Manny. He lies professionally, which is how you know he still has
some respect for truth."

"You know him?"

"Everyone knows Manny. No one admits it."

John stood.

George grabbed his wrist.

"Listen to me. You are not going to find a file and come home noble. Out there, everyone
has reasons. Freemen, contractors, sheriffs, church carriers, water people, tech patrons, cartel
cousins, government ghosts. You think the district lies? Wait until nobody has a flag."

"Then why tell me?"

George's grip tightened.

"Because at 16:42 you were with me."

John went home early and found Tessa in the laundry room folding clothes with the
concentration of someone trying not to scream.

The building's laundry robots had been down for three days. A notice on the wall thanked
residents for participating in temporary manual resilience.

Tessa saw his face and said, "No."

He had not spoken.



"Tess."

"No."

"My review was forged."

"Then we get a lawyer."

"With what money?"

"Then we get George."

"George sent me to someone."

She laughed once. Not because it was funny.

"Of course he did."

"There may be a physical source outside the system."

"Outside."

"Near Ridge House."

She put down Milo's shirt.

"Do you hear yourself?"

"Yes."

"No, you hear the version where you are finally the kind of man you wanted to be."

He flinched. She saw it and hated herself a little, but not enough to take it back.

"People could die tonight," he said.

"People might be rescued tonight."

"Based on my forged clearance."

"Based on a case full of things you admit might be real."

"And false."

"Real and false is most of life, John."

He sat on a washer. The machine beeped under him. He ignored it.

"If I stay, tomorrow my name helps do whatever they do."

Tessa's anger broke around the edges because he had stopped defending himself.

She said, "And if you go, some part of you is thrilled."

There it was.



The knife.

He could not deny it quickly enough.

In the doorway, June stood holding Milo's hand.

No one knew how long they had been there.

Milo asked, "Are you leaving?"

John slid off the washer and knelt.

"I have to check something."

June's face changed. Not surprise. Inventory. She was filing the moment somewhere
permanent.

Tessa said, "Do not make this sound small."

John looked at his children.

"I may have to go outside the corridor."

Milo started crying immediately, which was merciful. June did not. That was worse.

"Because of the free kids?" June asked.

"Because of my name."

Tessa laughed again, softer and crueler.

"At least say because of them."

John looked at her.

"Because if they use my name to hurt them, then I bring that home whether I leave or not."

No one spoke.

The laundry room lights flickered. Somewhere in the hall, a neighbor cursed at a vending
unit. Life kept insulting them by continuing.

Tessa took Milo into her arms.

"If you walk out," she said, "I cannot promise what you come back to."

John nodded.

"I know."

"No. You don't. That is the luxury of leaving."

Manny sold oranges from a cart under the old interstate overpass, beside a line of
unofficial vendors whose products existed in the sacred gray between illegal and necessary.



There were battery packs, tortillas, medicine strips, water filters, school tablets wiped
clean, bootleg model chips, printed saints, drone parts, fresh eggs, uncertified cheese, and
three teenage boys selling access to an uncensored archive through a mesh node hidden in a
stuffed bear.

Above them, autonomous freight moved along the managed lanes in sealed silence.

Manny was short, round, Latino, dressed in three coats of incompatible weather, with one
eye on John and one eye apparently monitoring history.

"George sent me," John said.

Manny sighed.

"Everybody says George sent them. George is the patron saint of bad decisions."

"I need to get near Ridge House."

"No."

"You don't know why."

"I know near. I know Ridge. I know House. All three are expensive tonight."

John looked around.

"I need a physical recorder. Clinic backup maybe. Child interview source."

Manny stopped touching oranges.

For the first time, the performance dropped.

"You fed?"

"I work evidence."

"That is a beautiful way to say fed."

"My clearance was forged."

"That is a beautiful way to say bait."

John almost smiled.

"Can you help me?"

Manny picked up an orange, weighed it, put it down.

"I can move you. Help is theological."

"How much?"

"More than you have."



"Then why are we still talking?"

"Because George once did something decent for my sister and I have been punishing him
with favors ever since."

Manny looked John up and down.

"You ever ride produce?"

"What?"

"Good. Innocence reads well at checkpoints."

John's phone buzzed.

Tessa.

No blessing. No forgiveness.

Come back as you.

He read it until the words blurred.

Manny saw his face and looked away, which was the kindest thing he had done so far.

"Truck leaves in eight minutes," Manny said. "If anyone asks, you are my cousin from
Arizona and you have a tragic melon allergy."

"Melon?"

"You want to improvise at the checkpoint? Be my guest."

John climbed into the back of a produce truck between crates of greens and citrus. The
doors closed. Darkness folded around him. The engine started.

As the truck pulled away from the district lights, the sky beyond the mountains flashed
orange.

The sound arrived late.

Deep. Distant. Not thunder.

John's phone lost official signal, then caught a mesh pulse from somewhere it should not
have trusted.

One message.

Unknown sender.

THE RAID IS NOT FOR THE CHILDREN.

John stared at the words while the truck carried him toward the dark.



End of Episode One.


