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    Chapter 1 — The Body in Morning

    Sarin Jale knew the light was wrong before she saw the body.

    West Furnace was three hours from its scheduled morning. At that hour the tenement courtyard should have been lit by old wall panels and the blue emergency strips along the paving. Instead, a hard gold line divided the darkness. It ran from the roofline to the centre of the court, narrow as a measuring wire, and ended in a white patch that hurt to look at even through the temporary filters clipped over Sarin's eyes.

    Someone had brought morning into a place that had not seen it in three centuries.

    They had used it to kill a woman.

    Sarin stopped beneath the archway and let the filters darken. The lenses were cheap Authority issue, made for inspectors who occasionally entered agricultural light. They reacted a fraction too slowly. Pain tightened behind her left eye, clean and familiar.

    “Auditor?” said the ward officer beside her.

    His name was Oren Saye. He had repeated it twice during the climb from the transit landing, as if expecting the district and the uniform to erase him from her attention. He was young enough to believe official titles made people less frightened.

    “Nobody crosses the gold line,” Sarin said.

    “Nobody has. We sealed the court at zero-four-sixteen.”

    “You walked in far enough to check her pulse.”

    He looked at his boots. Pale dust clung to the left toe.

    “I was wearing a body alarm.”

    “The dead don't answer alarms.”

    “I had to know.”

    “Yes.” Sarin softened the word because he had, and because shame made witnesses edit themselves. “Show me exactly where you stepped when we map it.”

    Above them, residents crowded the galleries of the old smelter block. Their faces floated in the dark behind railings and laundry lines. West Furnace had been built downward around an industrial heat sink, forty levels of homes descending toward machinery that no longer worked. The people here measured distance by stairs, age by repairs and morning by the minutes allocated to their district.

    Today there would be no morning. The public lamps had been frozen at night setting to protect the scene.

    A child began to cry on the sixth gallery. Someone carried him inside.

    Sarin opened her case on a folding stand. She did everything in the same order: seal check, recorder, air sample, surface field, personal spectrum strip. Repetition was not comfort. Comfort encouraged omission. Repetition was a fence built around error.

    “Courtyard sealed,” she said for the record. “West Furnace, Block Nineteen. Local time zero-four-twenty-eight. Senior light auditor Sarin Jale attending. One deceased adult. Suspected high-energy exposure. Public illumination suspended.”

    She held the spectrum strip into the gold line without crossing it.

    The strip went black.

    Not dark. Black: every reactive layer overwhelmed at once.

    Saye whispered something religious.

    “When did you last calibrate your wall sensors?” Sarin asked.

    “They passed yesterday.”

    “Passed locally or passed central?”

    “Both.”

    “And the court's morning?”

    “Six minutes at zero-seven-thirty. Amber-biased. Same as the whole furnace tier.”

    “This isn't amber-biased.”

    He glanced up at the line, then away. “What is it?”

    Sarin did not answer. A name given too early became a conclusion. Conclusions attracted people who wanted to use them.

    She crouched at the boundary and studied the paving.

    The courtyard was an uneven square, thirty metres across, roofed by bridges and pipework. Its original metal floor had been covered in generations of ceramic tiles. Families had pressed names, handprints and household marks into the wet clay. Heat had blistered a path across them. At its centre lay the woman.

    She was on her side, one arm beneath her, the other stretched toward a broken water tap. Her coat had burned away along the exposed shoulder. The paving around her had melted into a shallow glossy basin. A pair of corrective spectacles lay beyond her hand, one lens intact.

    The beam had been narrow. The harm was not.

    Sarin fitted a sampling wand to the recorder and extended it over the line. Temperature first. Air chemistry. Particulate. She moved slowly enough that Saye's breathing steadied beside her.

    “How long?” he asked.

    “The exposure?”

    He nodded.

    “We don't know yet.”

    His gaze went to the dead woman's hand. “It couldn't have been long.”

    Nine seconds, Sarin thought. Perhaps ten. Long enough for a person to understand what was happening. Long enough to take three steps if pain did not fold the body first.

    But she did not say that either.

    The lift at the rear of the court rattled awake. Its doors opened on Mara Jale carrying an insulated food bag, a medical pack and an expression Sarin had spent most of her life failing to disobey.

    Sarin closed her eyes.

    “You called my sister?” she asked Saye.

    “No.”

    “He didn't need to,” Mara said. “Half the tier watched Authority vehicles block our heat lane.”

    She was five years older than Sarin and had dressed in the dark: heavy red house trousers, one boot improperly sealed, black hair tied with a strip of reflective gift paper. She stayed behind the barrier without being told. That was worse. It meant she understood the danger.

    “You can't be here,” Sarin said.

    “I live here.”

    “Not in this block.”

    “Your eyes don't care which block I live in.” Mara lifted the medical pack. “Those lenses are inspection grey. You need red-cut.”

    “I requested a field medic.”

    “And the Authority sent you a box.”

    “The box is qualified.”

    “The box has never watched you vomit after a spectrum test.”

    Saye became fascinated by the seal on his glove.

    Mara removed a pair of dark wraparound lenses from the pack. She passed them to Sarin across the barrier with the grave ceremony of a weapon exchange.

    “They were calibrated last month,” she said. “Mine.”

    “Then what will you wear at morning?”

    Mara looked at the bright wound across the court. “Are we having one?”

    “Not here.”

    Anger moved through the watching galleries like a change in pressure.

    Sarin replaced the Authority lenses. The world turned red-black, then settled. The pain behind her eye stopped sharpening.

    “Thank you,” she said.

    “You're welcome. Who is she?”

    “We haven't confirmed identity.”

    “Everyone else has.”

    Mara nodded toward the third gallery. An elderly man stood there gripping the rail with both hands. His apartment door was open behind him, showing a worktable crowded with repaired lamps.

    “Edda Quill,” Mara said. “She rented from Par Sen for eleven months. Fixed spectrum meters. Argued about tea. Brought Teo a piece of curved glass and told him not to point it at anything alive.”

    Sarin looked back at the spectacles on the paving. The surviving lens had a fine repair line through one corner. Beside the body, beneath a burned fold of cloth, something metallic reflected the beam.

    “What did she do?” Sarin asked.

    “You tell me.”

    “For work.”

    “She said she measured old light.”

    Old light. It sounded like a neighbourhood euphemism, but Edda Quill's name had begun turning over in Sarin's memory. A technical petition. A denied archive request. A footnote in a case that had not been hers.

    “Mara, go home.”

    “No.”

    “Teo will wake soon.”

    “Teo is already awake. He knows somebody died.” Mara's voice dropped. “Do not make this place wait all day for an official sentence that says nothing.”

    Sarin looked up at the galleries. People withdrew from her gaze. Not because they feared her. Because they knew her.

    Twelve years earlier, this district had waited forty hours for heat. Six hundred and eight people had died while the House, the city and the Authority argued about which failure belonged to whom. Sarin's name sat beneath the calculation that had declared the reduction survivable.

    She had not returned to Block Nineteen since the memorial wall went up.

    “I will tell the ward officer what can be safely released,” she said.

    Mara gave a short, humourless laugh. “You can turn love into a procedure faster than anyone I know.”

    She left the medical pack and walked back to the lift.

    Sarin waited until the doors closed.

    “Auditor,” Saye said gently, “do you want another lead?”

    “No.”

    The answer came too quickly. She corrected it.

    “I want the roof isolated, the district light schedule copied to physical storage and every wall sensor removed under witness. Find me two residents willing to observe the removal. Not officials. People who know what the walls sounded like before we arrived.”

    Saye nodded. “And the body?”

    “I am going to her.”

    The portable field screen took eleven minutes to unfold. Its ribs rose around Sarin and formed a corridor of layered mesh. The screen could not stop a second discharge, but it would scatter enough energy to keep her alive while the filters reacted. She tested every panel herself.

    At zero-four-fifty-one, she crossed the gold line.

    Heat pressed through the soles of her boots. The courtyard smelled of fired clay, burned cloth and the mineral sharpness left by overloaded air scrubbers. Her shadow appeared on the paving, black and brutally edged.

    It pointed toward the body.

    Sarin approached from the unburned side. Edda Quill had been perhaps sixty. The left side of her face was protected where it met the ground. Her open eye was brown. Not evidence-brown, not a colour value. Brown.

    Sarin knelt.

    “Dr. Quill,” she said quietly, because the living deserved to hear their names used for the dead. “My name is Sarin Jale. I am going to examine what happened to you.”

    The body recorder mapped surface injury. Sarin photographed the hand, the spectacles, the melted paving. She found the metallic object beneath the coat: a thin sensor tile, no larger than two fingers, warped into a shallow curve.

    It had not been part of the courtyard system.

    She marked it, then looked toward the wall.

    The beam's gold line did not begin at a lamp or local opening. It emerged from a thumb-wide puncture in an upper ventilation pane, passed between two bridges and ended at Edda's position. Sarin shifted three centimetres. The light vanished.

    She shifted back. It returned.

    The source was far enough away that the angle did not change across the court.

    Sarin's pulse slowed. Fear often did that to her. Her body mistook danger for a problem requiring steadier hands.

    She lifted a forceps probe and removed a bead of glass from the melted spectacles. The bead glowed on the collection plate.

    Her recorder issued a warning.

    EXPOSURE LIMIT: TWO MINUTES.

    She ignored it long enough to inspect Edda's fingertips. Fine black residue lay beneath three nails. Not soot. A brittle coating, patterned with tiny parallel ridges.

    Edda had scratched something before she died.

    Sarin collected the residue. The recorder warned again.

    She rose, and the courtyard tilted.

    For an instant the gold line widened until it filled her sight. White heat washed across the paving. Somewhere behind it she heard people shouting her name.

    She stepped backward into the screen corridor and let Saye catch her elbow.

    “I have you,” he said.

    “Do not touch the case.”

    “I have you.”

    Her sight contracted slowly. Galleries. Barriers. Red emergency strips. The dead woman at the centre.

    Sarin sealed the glass bead, the residue and the sensor tile in separate shielded compartments. She dictated each seal number twice.

    The warning in her lenses counted down the twelve hours in red. Sarin sat on the lowest stair until the number stopped drifting, then made Saye reconstruct his entry.

    He began at the archway, crossed six tiles and stepped over the gold line where the body alarm had stopped receiving a pulse. Sarin marked each bootfall with cold light.

    “You did not touch Dr. Quill,” she said.

    “No.”

    “Did you touch the spectacles?”

    “No.”

    “The tap?”

    “I checked whether water was running.”

    That mattered. The tap carried a dark smear where Edda's burned hand had fallen short. Saye had turned it with a clean glove, disturbing any residue on the handle. His face tightened when he understood.

    “I ruined it.”

    “You changed it. Ruined is a conclusion.”

    “You say that when people make mistakes?”

    “I say it when I need them to keep telling me about them.”

    He described the water: one short burst, cold, slightly brown. Sarin recorded the detail and his exact hand position. A compromised sample could still establish that the courtyard supply was ordinary. It could not tell her whether Edda had touched the tap on another night.

    Two residents came down to witness the sensor removals. Par Sen was the elderly lamp repairer Mara had pointed out. The second was Nima Vale, a transit cleaner from the sixth gallery whose four-year-old son had been carried inside when he began crying.

    “We choose our witnesses,” Nima said. “Not the Authority.”

    “Yes,” Sarin replied.

    Nima seemed disappointed not to have to fight for it.

    They moved from wall to wall while Saye broke the sensor seals. Every device went first into the witnesses' view, then into a shield sleeve. Sarin read each serial aloud. Par Sen corrected her twice when age had worn the stamped numbers into similar shapes.

    At the north wall he stopped her.

    “That one clicked,” he said.

    “When?”

    “Before the shout. Nine times.”

    “The shout from Edda?”

    “No shout from her. Nima's boy. The wall clicked nine times, then the little one screamed.”

    Nima pressed both hands against her mouth. “I thought it was the morning switch.”

    “The switches don't sound from inside the wall,” Par said. “Not since we replaced the old relay.”

    Sarin examined the sensor. Its casing had buckled inward. Not nine separate events—likely a cooling mechanism cycling once per second while the incoming energy overwhelmed it.

    “Can you remember the pace?” she asked.

    Par tapped one finger against the rail. Slow at first, then steady. Nine beats.

    Sarin's preliminary duration narrowed again.

    Nima watched Edda's covered body. “Did she know?”

    The answer belonged to Vos and the morgue, but Nima had not asked for pathology.

    “She had time to try to move,” Sarin said.

    “That isn't what I asked.”

    “I know.”

    Nima stepped back from the wall. “She fixed my boy's sleep lamp. Wouldn't take credits. Said he needed darkness more than we needed debt.”

    Par nodded toward Edda's spectacles. “She fixed those herself. Badly.”

    “You told her that?”

    “Every week.”

    The watching galleries held their breath around small memories. Sarin wrote them down in a section of the record that did not permit emotional relevance. She changed the section title.

    VICTIM CONTEXT.

    It would annoy somebody in records control. That was not a reason to remove it.

    With the wall sensors sealed, Sarin took Saye to the roof.

    The stairwell ended two levels below open air. They climbed the rest through a maintenance shaft, passing pipes wrapped in patched insulation and handwritten heat notices older than either of them. At the top, Saye unlatched a service hatch.

    West Furnace spread beneath a sky that was not a sky.

    Vesper's upper receiver canopy lay kilometres above, a dark geometric plane broken by maintenance gaps. Between buildings, thin atmospheric haze reflected the city's amber lamps. No stars were visible. The Sunveil kept Carina from the inhabited sight-line, and the city itself hid everything else.

    Block Nineteen's ventilation pane sat below them. The beam entered through a line of gaps between bridges and towers so exact that Sarin could cover it with her extended finger.

    “Could somebody have known the path from the roof?” Saye asked.

    “Yes.”

    “Could they create it?”

    “Not from here.”

    She placed an optical survey rod against the puncture and followed its reverse angle. The rod projected a harmless thread upward. It passed through a gap in the canopy and ended beyond the instrument's range.

    Saye looked up. “What's there?”

    “According to the public map, nothing.”

    “You say nothing like it has a criminal record.”

    “Empty space often has excellent representation.”

    They checked the neighbouring roofs. No projector mount. No cable trace. No cooling waste. A local emitter strong enough to melt the courtyard would have damaged every surface behind it and tripped half the district's power meters.

    Instead, only the receiving path was marked.

    On the way down, Sarin's medical pack signalled a message from Mara.

    TEO WANTS TO KNOW IF MORNING CAN MISS.

    Sarin read it twice.

    She recorded a reply, erased it, then sent the simplest answer she possessed.

    MACHINES CAN. PEOPLE DECIDE WHETHER TO CORRECT THEM.

    Mara responded at once.

    THAT IS NOT AN ANSWER FOR A CHILD.

    No, Sarin thought. It had not been one for adults either.

    Two Authority retrieval officers arrived at zero-five-ten. Five minutes later, so did House Rhyse security.

    Their representative wore no visible armour, only a black coat with a gold line at the collar. The line was meant to recall the star under orderly control. In the courtyard it looked like an admission.

    “Senior Auditor Jale,” he said. “Director Maelin Rhyse has instructed us to assist.”

    “The Light Authority has jurisdiction.”

    “A stellar-origin event falls under House emergency law.”

    “Nobody has established stellar origin.”

    His eyes moved to the burned tiles, then to her sealed case. “Of course.”

    Sarin read his badge. Commander Leth Dain. Permanent House security, not district support. Someone had sent a senior officer before her preliminary spectrum analysis existed.

    “Who notified you?” she asked.

    “The public safety network.”

    “Which flag?”

    “You may request that through the proper channel.”

    “I just did.”

    Dain smiled as if they had completed a pleasant formality. “We will need custody of all optical material.”

    “No.”

    “Auditor—”

    “The body, tile and glass remain under Light Authority seal. You may observe transport.”

    “Your filters are medical red-cut. You have exceeded safe exposure.”

    “That does not transfer jurisdiction.”

    “It may transfer consciousness.”

    Saye made a sound that might have been a laugh and converted it into a cough.

    Sarin held Dain's gaze. “If House security attempts to remove evidence from a district death scene, eighty million people will hear about it before breakfast.”

    There would be no breakfast morning in West Furnace, but the phrase worked anyway.

    Dain looked up at the galleries. People had returned to the rails. Some held recorders openly now.

    One of them called down, “Ask him who opened the sky.”

    Another voice answered, “The sky doesn't have a key.”

    Dain's officers looked upward. The galleries were not threatening. That made the imbalance harder to disguise. Residents stood inside their own homes while armed strangers decided which questions counted as danger.

    Sarin opened a public incident line on her recorder.

    “Preliminary safety notice,” she dictated. “The active discharge has ended. No residual source has been detected within Block Nineteen. Public morning remains delayed pending roof-path isolation. Residents may remain in sealed apartments. Do not handle damaged wall sensors or reflective fragments.”

    Pell's office immediately requested that she replace discharge with illumination event.

    She declined.

    House security requested that she remove active has ended because recurrence could not be excluded.

    She changed it to no active discharge is presently detected. Exact enough to admit uncertainty; plain enough that people could decide whether to leave.

    “Will you restore their morning?” she asked Dain.

    “The Light Authority controls district scheduling.”

    “House security froze the receiver.”

    “For public safety.”

    “Then unfreeze it when the roof is clear.”

    “A replacement allotment will be calculated.”

    “They are owed six minutes.”

    “Emergency use is deducted under service law.”

    Sarin looked at the melted courtyard. “You are calling murder emergency use?”

    Dain's silence told her the billing system already had.

    “Observe transport,” he told his officers.

    At zero-five-thirty-six, the retrieval team lifted Edda Quill from the paving. The gold line remained after she was gone, a blade ending in an empty shape.

    Sarin watched the shape until her lenses dimmed it to red.

    The district's public countdown should have appeared on every wall by then. Instead, the displays showed a single Authority notice:

    MORNING DELAYED — SAFETY REVIEW.

    Sarin opened the scheduling channel and found West Furnace's missing six minutes entered as emergency consumption. The system proposed replacing four at noon after deducting the energy used by the fatal discharge.

    She stared at the line until the obscenity became administrative again.

    “Reverse the deduction,” she told the scheduler.

    “HOUSE EMERGENCY USE IS NON-REFUNDABLE.”

    “This was not use by the district.”

    “LOCATION DETERMINES ACCOUNT.”

    “A location cannot commit murder.”

    The scheduler offered escalation to House billing. Sarin rejected it and charged the nine-second discharge to the Light Authority investigation reserve instead. She had no authority to spend that reserve on public allotments. She did have authority to replace light withheld by an active scene.

    Six full minutes appeared at noon.

    Pell sent an immediate query. Sarin attached the courtyard image and asked which resident should receive the invoice for being struck by the sun. He did not answer before the retrieval team arrived.

    Mara's message appeared on the medical pack.

    TEO SAYS NOON IS NOT MORNING.

    Sarin replied:

    HE IS TECHNICALLY CORRECT.

    Mara returned one word.

    UNBEARABLE.

    For the first time since entering the courtyard, Sarin smiled. It lasted less than a second. Saye noticed and politely looked away.

    Someone on the gallery began striking a spoon against the rail. Another joined. The sound spread through the block, metal on metal, the old West Furnace signal for heat withheld.

    Sarin closed her case.

    “Twelve hours of spectrum protection,” the medical pack told her.

    She set the alert to silent.

    The body was in custody. The warped tile was in custody. The glass was in custody.

    And House Rhyse had known to come before anyone had said the word sun.

  
    Chapter 2 — A Mirror Out of Place

    Iona Kest was outside when Carina disappeared.

    One moment the star occupied half her visor, white and furious behind seven layers of protection. The next, a mirror shoal crossed the sight-line and turned the universe black.

    “There,” Bram said over the suit channel. “Tell me that was scheduled.”

    “If it was scheduled, I scheduled it,” Iona said. “And if I scheduled it, I complained about it.”

    Carina returned in fragments between the passing mirrors. Each element was a black disc from the rear, too broad for a person to cross in a working day, its edges shining as control vanes trimmed the orbit. From a planet they looked like parts of a single golden machine. Up close the Sunveil was mostly distance: billions of separate objects falling around the star, each trusting the others not to occupy the same piece of sky.

    Iona locked one boot beneath the handrail and checked the local geometry.

    The maintenance display showed the shoal exactly where it should have been.

    Her eyes showed it six milliradians east.

    “Bram,” she said, “tell me you didn't adjust your visor map to impress me.”

    “I considered it. Then I remembered you control my air.”

    “Good survival instinct.”

    She magnified the leading mirror. Its rim lamps blinked a slow service code. All systems nominal. No collision warning. No distress flag. The machine believed it was obedient.

    Behind them, the collector petal they had come to inspect stretched like a continent of dark glass. Their repair cradle crawled across its non-radiant spine, held down by magnetic feet. There was no up. Iona chose the petal as down because tools were less likely to kill someone when everyone agreed which way falling meant.

    “Control, exterior lead,” she said. “Confirm Shoal Nine-Violet position.”

    The answer arrived after six seconds, the habitat relaying around the collector bulk.

    “Nine-Violet is on public track, Chief. No deviation.”

    “Confirm from raw sighting, not model.”

    “The model is green.”

    “I didn't ask what colour the model felt.”

    Bram hid a laugh by opening the equipment locker too loudly.

    Control sighed. “Stand by.”

    Iona watched the shoal move. The mirrors travelled in a long tilted curve, each separated by hundreds of kilometres. Small shepherd craft flickered between them. Farther inward, collector bands made broken rings across the star. Thermal vanes glowed dull red where they rejected heat into empty space. The whole Veil was less a shell than a storm taught to keep appointments.

    Nine-Violet had missed one.

    “Chief,” Control said, “raw navigation agrees with the public track.”

    “Then your raw navigation is reading the public model.”

    “It isn't.”

    “Send me the source packet.”

    There was a pause.

    “That channel is restricted during exterior operations.”

    “I am exterior operations.”

    “The restriction is security-side.”

    Iona looked at Bram. Through his visor she saw his eyebrows rise.

    “Since when does security decide what orbit I'm standing in?” she asked.

    “Chief, you are instructed to complete the vane inspection and return to habitat.”

    “By whom?”

    “Instruction carries House root.”

    That removed the name while increasing the authority. A small bureaucratic trick. Iona admired small tricks the way she admired hairline cracks: evidence that a larger break had already begun.

    “Copy the instruction to my suit,” she said.

    “Unable.”

    “Then I didn't receive it.”

    “Iona.”

    Control only used her name when somebody had taken a hand off a professional lever.

    “Ressa,” she said, “look out a window.”

    “Habitat doesn't have a sight-line.”

    “Launch a beetle.”

    “Security has frozen local drones.”

    “Of course they have.”

    Iona released the handrail and drifted to the edge of the repair cradle. The suit tugged gently at her shoulders as its tether took load. Bram came after her.

    “Stay on the petal,” she said.

    “You brought me outside to learn.”

    “Learn that when the chief says stay, she has noticed a way to die.”

    “Which way?”

    “Not telling you. It would spoil the surprise.”

    She pulled herself along the petal's spine to an old optical survey blister. Modern crews used model-fed navigation because the system watched more objects than a human mind could hold. The blister remained for the days when the system lied.

    Its manual cover resisted. Iona struck the hinge with the heel of her glove.

    “Gentle,” Bram said.

    “It has survived four hundred years. It can survive criticism.”

    The cover opened. Inside, a simple sighting tube used no network data, no interpretive overlay and no permission. It showed light through glass.

    Iona aligned the tube with three fixed beacons. Nine-Violet crossed the reticle.

    Six point two milliradians east.

    She recorded the image to her suit's isolated maintenance memory.

    “Chief,” Bram said, no humour now, “if the model and the mirror disagree, wouldn't every corridor calculation be wrong?”

    “Not every calculation.”

    “The ones near it.”

    “Yes.”

    “How near?”

    “Let's not find out with our bodies.”

    She closed the blister and checked the shoal's projected path using its true position. The nearest inhabited corridor was empty. The nearest collector petal was not.

    Their petal.

    Not a collision. The mirror would pass two thousand kilometres clear. But its reflective face was angled toward the collector's drive surface. A small part of Carina's light was touching material designed to remain dark.

    Heat accumulated slowly in the prediction. The petal could absorb it for hours. Then the drive coating would begin to blister.

    “How long?” Bram asked.

    He had learned to read her silence.

    “At least a day before damage.”

    “That's good.”

    “It would be better if the model knew.”

    Iona opened a direct line to Shoal Nine-Violet. The handshake arrived intact: identity, orbit, last authorised change. The mirror claimed it had received a trim command nineteen hours earlier.

    She requested the command.

    ACCESS DENIED.

    “Maintenance root,” she said aloud and tried again.

    ACCESS DENIED — SECURITY ENVELOPE.

    Bram pushed away from the cradle despite her order and caught the rail beside her.

    “You could write him up,” he said.

    “Who?”

    “Me. For leaving the petal.”

    “I could throw you at the mirror. Less paperwork.”

    He stared at the denial notice. Bram Oko was twenty-four, born in a spin habitat and still faintly offended by the idea that age could happen to him. He decorated the inside of his helmet with tiny blue fish, each painted by a niece who had never seen an ocean.

    “I ran a diagnostic before shift,” he said.

    Iona went still. “On what?”

    “The geometry relay.”

    “Which geometry relay?”

    “Local seven.”

    “The sealed relay.”

    “The seal was already intermittent.”

    “Seals are not intermittent.”

    “This one was very nearly open.”

    “Bram.”

    “I didn't change anything. I thought the phase return looked tired.”

    “Electronics don't get tired.”

    “You say the metal gets homesick.”

    “Metal has standards.”

    He transmitted a diagnostic packet suit to suit. Iona accepted it into the isolated partition.

    The relay had registered a navigation mismatch six hours before Nine-Violet's trim. It had sent a maintenance flag. The flag vanished from the main ledger in less than a second, acknowledged by a process with no visible name.

    “Who else has this?” she asked.

    “Nobody.”

    “Did you send it to Control?”

    “Not after I saw the acknowledgement.”

    “Good.”

    He looked surprised.

    “Also reckless, unauthorised and stupid,” she said. “But good.”

    “Which part goes in my review?”

    “Depends whether we live.”

    Control returned on the channel. A different voice spoke this time.

    “Exterior team, terminate inspection. Return immediately.”

    Iona recognised House security diction: verbs without people attached.

    “Identify,” she said.

    “Operational Security Desk.”

    “That's furniture. Give me a name.”

    “Chief Kest, failure to comply will suspend your exterior licence.”

    The licence had taken Iona twenty-seven years, six surgeries and more radiation than the safety office preferred to put in one file. It was not merely permission to work. It was the accumulated proof that she could go where almost nobody else could go and bring people home.

    Her first exterior instructor had described the qualification differently.

    “A licence means the system has decided which of your mistakes it can survive,” old Pel Kest had told her. No relation, though both claimed the other had taken the name to improve it. “It does not mean you stopped making them.”

    Pel died during Iona's ninth year, not outside, but in a habitat shower after ignoring a clot warning. His licence remained active for eleven hours after his death because the staff system could not imagine expertise disappearing between shifts.

    Iona had made the crew write a local rule: every qualified person had an understudy, every understudy had access to the real work and every staffing board named who would fail next if somebody vanished.

    Bram was hers.

    That was why security marking his diagnostic mattered beyond discipline. A licence could be suspended. Knowledge could be isolated more quietly by teaching junior people that curiosity endangered whoever protected them.

    “Security Desk,” Iona said, “record that your order conflicts with a live optical discrepancy and a collector heat trace.”

    “No collector alarm is active.”

    “Alarms are thresholds, not reality.”

    “Return to habitat.”

    “Put an operator name on the order.”

    “Operational Security Desk.”

    “Furniture again.”

    She switched to the crew-only channel. “Bram, whatever happens after we enter, you do not apologise for the diagnostic.”

    “What if it was wrong?”

    “Then we correct it.”

    “What if it was right?”

    “Then other people will call the method the problem.”

    “Comforting.”

    “Training rarely is.”

    The mirror crossed the star again. Iona marked its true track on the inside of her visor with a manual line. The system continued drawing another one beside it.

    For the rest of the inspection she saw both: the orbit everyone was allowed to use and the orbit the machine actually occupied.

    Threatening it was meant to make the order feel real.

    Instead, it made the hidden command real.

    “Understood,” she said. “Completing vane inspection.”

    “Return immediately.”

    “Your first instruction was to complete the inspection and return. We are completing it.”

    “The instruction is amended.”

    “Copy the amendment to my suit.”

    “Unable.”

    “Then—”

    “You didn't receive it,” Bram murmured.

    Iona muted him before security heard the laugh in his voice.

    She returned to the cradle, attached the diagnostic coupler to the collector and pretended to test the vane. The coupler opened a hard maintenance line. No broad network, no House relay. She asked the petal for local power history.

    The collector had spent a measurable amount of energy countering heat from the misplaced reflection. That energy could not be deleted from metal. It had to go somewhere.

    Iona copied the draw, the optical sighting and Bram's relay diagnostic into her isolated memory. Then she created an ordinary vane report large enough to hide the transfer as a calibration image.

    They still had to finish the real inspection.

    The collector's thermal vane had reported a tired hinge three shifts in a row. Nobody had time to abandon ordinary failure merely because an extraordinary one had appeared beside it. Iona moved the cradle another kilometre along the spine, its magnetic feet striking the petal in a slow four-beat rhythm.

    “If security wants us inside,” Bram said, “won't taking longer make them suspicious?”

    “We told them we were inspecting a vane. Returning without inspecting it would make us dishonest as well as disobedient.”

    “Which do they punish more?”

    “Whichever is easier to document.”

    The damaged hinge waited near the petal's radiative edge. Here the collector surface curved away until it became a dark horizon. Carina's glare rose beyond it. The suit cooled Iona's blood through lines at her thighs and spine. Safe exposure remaining: eleven hours, seven minutes. Plenty for the work. Not enough for foolishness, though no suit had found a way to measure that.

    Iona anchored the cradle and sent Bram to the secondary rail.

    “Two tethers,” she said.

    “I know.”

    “Say it.”

    “Primary to blue rail. Secondary to independent red eye. Never share a mount across both lines.”

    “Why?”

    “Because if the mount leaves, it takes both reasons I thought I was safe.”

    “Good.”

    Bram crossed the gap to the vane housing. At this scale the hinge looked like a building corner, its bearing collar wider than the habitat canteen. He placed acoustic pickups along the seam and struck the housing with a calibrated hammer.

    The sound reached Iona through the structure. A low clean note, then a second smaller vibration.

    “Homesick,” Bram said.

    “No. Insulted.”

    “Diagnosis?”

    “Outer race migration. The bearing is walking toward the hot side.”

    “Replacement?”

    “In six months if someone orders it today. We pin it now.”

    They unpacked a brace assembly. Working in suits made every simple task an agreement among gloves, inertia and the possibility that a dropped tool would become a permanent satellite. Bram positioned the first clamp. Iona sighted it from the cradle.

    “Three degrees sunward,” she said.

    He adjusted.

    “Too far.”

    “You said three.”

    “I changed my mind.”

    “Metal doesn't negotiate.”

    “Metal knows when new evidence arrives.”

    Bram turned his helmet toward her. The painted fish seemed to swim across his visor. “Is that what we're calling the mirror?”

    Iona did not answer.

    They drove the brace pins. Each impact travelled through the petal and returned a fraction later, altered by kilometres of material. Iona listened to the echoes. Most people imagined a Sunveil as silent because they saw it from worlds away. For maintainers, it was never silent. Pumps trembled through handrails. Drive surfaces sang under heat. Huge objects announced their strain through the bones of anyone touching them.

    Between two hammer strikes, she heard a new note.

    “Stop.”

    Bram froze.

    The note came again: a faint rapid ticking from the collector surface below them.

    Iona placed one glove against the spine. Heat was accumulating on the opposite face, too slight for an alarm, too local for scheduled conversion.

    Nine-Violet's reflection.

    She deployed a contact sensor. The reading showed a thin stripe warming across the petal's drive coating. At present rate it would remain tolerable for more than a day. If the mirror changed angle, the stripe would concentrate.

    “We report this,” Bram said.

    “We record it.”

    “That's different?”

    “A report goes to the system that says the mirror is elsewhere.”

    “So the system will correct the sensor instead of the model.”

    He said it without humour.

    Iona saved the thermal trace to isolated memory and placed a local yellow marker on the vane housing. Any physical crew would see it even if the model remained green.

    “Why yellow?” Bram asked.

    “Red means stop work. Yellow means the next person has to think.”

    “Cruel.”

    “Maintenance is an inherited argument.”

    They completed the brace and tested the vane through one full cycle. The bearing settled into its new race. A small, ordinary problem remained solved beside the larger hidden one.

    On the crawl back, Nine-Violet crossed their path again. Its dark face occulted Carina. In the sudden shadow, the petal's heat stripe became visible to the suit as a red line stretching beyond sight.

    Bram stared at it. “That line could cross a city.”

    “At this intensity, no.”

    “At another?”

    “Mirrors do not become more powerful. Their targets become less prepared.”

    He looked toward the distant habitats. “Does every world trust this?”

    “Every world trusts the people who maintain it.”

    “That's not what I asked.”

    Iona remembered Tavi at ten, asking why the work always needed Iona more than home did. She had answered with the number of worlds supplied by her rotation.

    That had not been an answer either.

    “No,” she told Bram. “They trust the light to arrive. We turned that into the same thing.”

    “We're done,” she said.

    “Did we fix it?” Bram asked.

    “No.”

    “Will somebody?”

    “Somebody moved it on purpose.”

    The words left no useful room for pretending.

    Bram looked toward the mirror shoal. Another element crossed Carina, and for two seconds its shadow travelled over them. The stars beyond appeared with impossible clarity.

    “Why?” he asked.

    “That's not today's problem.”

    “What's today's problem?”

    “Getting inside with the question.”

    They reeled in the cradle and began the slow crawl toward the maintenance lock. Iona kept one eye on the mirror track. Every time the model reported it in the correct position, the real machine drifted farther from the lie.

    At the lock, a security flag appeared on Bram's suit record.

    UNAUTHORISED DIAGNOSTIC — INVESTIGATION PENDING.

    He saw it and stopped moving.

    “Iona, I—”

    “My instruction,” she said.

    “What?”

    “The diagnostic was mine. You ran it under my instruction.”

    “I didn't.”

    “Don't be precious about accuracy when it benefits you.”

    “They can pull your licence.”

    “They already threatened to.”

    She signed the responsibility transfer before he could argue.

    The flag moved from his name to hers.

    Inside the lock, pressure returned as a vibration through the suit. Frost softened the edges of the hatch. Iona waited for the atmosphere light to turn green, then looked once more through the outer port.

    The inner door opened onto decontamination and three security officers.

    Ordinary return protocol began with air, blood oxygen and a joke from whoever had missed gravity least. Today the crew stood in their suits while the officers copied their identities before allowing the seals to open.

    “Remove isolated storage,” the lead officer said.

    “It is integrated into the suit,” Iona replied.

    “Then surrender the suit.”

    “After medical checks.”

    “Security priority.”

    “Air first,” Iona said. “Authority second. That order is written in pressure.”

    The officer reached for Bram's helmet release. Iona caught his wrist.

    She did not squeeze. In low gravity, restraint depended less on strength than on being attached to the floor when the other person was not.

    “His blood gas is elevated,” she said. “Open him under medical seal or explain hypoxia to his family.”

    The officer looked at Bram's suit reading and withdrew.

    Medical entered. Only after each crew member stood breathing habitat air did Iona unlock her outer suit shell. She gave security the official storage partition: vane calibration, tool use, crew telemetry. The isolated memory remained beneath a maintenance plate designed for solar-storm recovery.

    “You altered the report after the order to return,” the officer said.

    “We completed the inspection.”

    “You accessed an optical survey device.”

    “It is part of the petal.”

    “For what purpose?”

    “Looking.”

    He tried several versions of the question. Iona gave him the same answer in different grammar until his patience became visible.

    Across the decontamination bay, Jo Ves pretended to clean a tool while listening. The twins exchanged a private hand signal. Crews noticed when security treated sight as misconduct.

    Bram began to say something. Iona cut across him.

    “The diagnostic was under my instruction.”

    “Chief—”

    “Your part is complete.”

    He closed his mouth, angry now rather than grateful. Good. Gratitude made junior crew accept debts they should not owe.

    When security finally released them, Iona made the crew eat together. They opened ration packs in the changing bay because nobody wanted to walk to the canteen in undersuits. Anja had hidden a paper crown in her locker for Bram's advancement review and placed it on his head without explanation.

    “Did I advance?” he asked.

    “You survived Iona noticing you,” Jo said. “Same qualification.”

    They laughed. The sound was small, tired and essential.

    Iona watched them trade food, insults and the ordinary complaints that made a crew more than staffing. Security had threatened one licence. The hidden mirror had endangered all of them. Neither fact could be managed by pretending work was only technical.

    After the others left, Bram gave her the paper crown.

    “For your review,” he said.

    “Failed.”

    “Appeal pending.”

    She put it in her locker instead of throwing it away.

    Nine-Violet passed against Carina like a coin over an eye.

    The Sunveil was the largest machine humanity had ever built. It decided which worlds received heat, which crops saw blue and how long eighty million people could call six minutes a morning.

    And somewhere inside it, a command had moved a mirror without leaving a name.

  
    Chapter 3 — A Natural Weapon

    Sarin had been in the morgue for twenty-one minutes when Deputy Auditor Pell ordered her to call the death an illicit-light accident.

    He did not use the word ordered. Pell rarely did when he wanted obedience preserved without evidence.

    “That is the working category most likely to protect the public,” he said from the wall display. “Pending full analysis.”

    “We have no working category.”

    “We have a dead woman, a high-energy exposure and a district where illegal spectrum equipment is common.”

    “We also have a beam path that entered from outside the building.”

    “A projector on a neighbouring roof could do that.”

    “Not to the paving.”

    Pell folded his hands. His office behind him was bright enough to show that he was speaking from the Authority's upper levels, where full-spectrum lighting came with rank. He was a compact man with silver hair and the patient mouth of someone trained to let other people hear their own refusal.

    “You have been awake since yesterday,” he said.

    “So has the evidence.”

    “Your medical reading says you exceeded exposure.”

    “My medical reading is not a spectrum report.”

    “It is a reason to assign another auditor.”

    “Then assign one.”

    “You know I can't.”

    She did. Three light crimes in the previous year had required forensic differentiation. Two involved industrial lamps. The third had been a child who removed a medical filter because a salon advertisement promised that natural colour would reveal a person's true face. Sarin was the only senior auditor in Vesper who had worked all three.

    “Illicit-light accident is a conclusion,” she said. “Put it in writing if you want it attached to your name.”

    Pell's eyes shifted briefly. He had never liked names attached to conclusions.

    “Give me something before the district's delayed morning,” he said.

    “Give it back to them.”

    “Scene sensors aren't clear.”

    “The beam has ended.”

    “You cannot guarantee it won't recur.”

    Neither could he. That was the shape of power most institutions preferred: uncertainty translated into permission.

    “Two hours,” Pell said. “Then I release the accident category unless you disprove it.”

    The display went black.

    Sarin stood at the glass wall of the examination room until the dark reflection of her own face steadied. Her left eye pulsed beneath Mara's red-cut lenses. The medical box had offered a sedative. She had offered it the bottom drawer.

    Edda Quill lay beyond the wall beneath a low amber field. Her body had been cleaned only where loose contamination threatened the instruments. The burned coat remained sealed in a separate chamber. A technician named Nali Vos moved around the table with the careful quiet of someone who respected both the dead and the concentration of the living.

    “He wants an accident,” Vos said.

    “He wants a noun.”

    “Most people do. Nouns fit on forms.”

    Sarin entered the examination room. The door sealed behind her, and the lights lowered another step for her eyes.

    Vos had set Edda's personal effects in shallow trays. The contents were ordinary enough to be painful: a transit strip with seven journeys remaining, two wrapped pepper sweets, a folding comb repaired at the hinge, the spectacles from the courtyard, a worn cloth purse containing thirty-six light credits.

    No weapon. No contraband emitter. No protective gear suitable for handling one.

    The purse had been mended at all four corners with different colours of thread.

    “She repaired things,” Sarin said.

    “Or knew someone who did.”

    “Mara said she fixed spectrum meters.”

    Vos picked up the spectacles tray. “These have been repaired eleven times. Different materials, same hand.”

    Under magnification, the frame showed tiny solder ridges, neat and repetitive. Edda's hand, probably. Sarin pictured her at Par Sen's crowded worktable, arguing about tea while the old man repaired lamps and she repaired everything else.

    The picture was not evidence. It was necessary anyway.

    The residence box arrived while Vos prepared the body scanner.

    Two retrieval workers rolled it through the morgue seal, watched by Par Sen on a ward channel. The old man insisted on seeing every object cross the threshold. His image occupied a small amber square beside the door.

    “Start with the top layer,” he said. “If you tip it, the blue cup breaks.”

    “The box is level,” one worker replied.

    “People say level when they mean mostly.”

    Sarin signed the chain and opened the lid.

    Edda had packed nothing for death. The top layer held three work shirts, the blue cup wrapped in a towel, a packet of bitter tea and a spool of conductive thread. Beneath them lay small repaired instruments, each labelled by hand. Several labels included instructions to return the object to someone in the district.

    NIMA — SLEEP-LAMP SENSOR. DO NOT LET PAR CHARGE HER.

    TEO — MIRROR OFFCUTS. SAFE CURVES ONLY.

    MARA — KETTLE THERMOSTAT. TEA STILL A CRIME.

    Par read the last label through the ward channel and made a sound halfway between grief and triumph.

    “She admitted it needed repair,” he said.

    “She said the thermostat did,” Sarin replied.

    “Same thing.”

    The lower compartment contained Edda's professional life. Physical notebooks, because old equipment generated measurements that central archives did not recognise. A portable lens gauge. Repair certificates from three stellar research institutes. A sealed employment card naming her as an independent optical historian.

    Optical historian was an occupation respectable enough to sound useless.

    Sarin opened the first notebook beneath the evidence camera. Edda wrote in a cramped hand, filling margins and drawing arrows through her own conclusions. Most pages concerned the behaviour of obsolete sensor coatings under narrow red light. The technical language exceeded Sarin's speciality. The argument did not.

    PUBLIC READING TOO SMOOTH.

    CORRECTION APPLIED BEFORE AUDIT LAYER.

    OLD WALL CELLS STILL SHOW BEAT.

    Near the back, Edda had copied nine identical marks in a row.

    Nine beats, like Par's clicking wall sensor. Sarin counted them twice.

    “Do you know what this means?” she asked Par.

    “She stopped talking when she got close to meaning.”

    “Did she seem afraid?”

    “Edda seemed annoyed. Fear came out of her as criticism.”

    “Did anyone visit her?”

    “People visited everyone.”

    “Anyone from outside West Furnace?”

    Par looked away from the ward camera. “Two black coats last month. No collars showing. She sent them away.”

    “House?”

    “If I knew, I would say.”

    “Would you?”

    His gaze returned, sharp despite the poor image. “You think we kept quiet during the shortages because we enjoy secrets. We kept quiet because telling the truth to the wrong office changed which families received heat.”

    Sarin felt the sentence settle into the room.

    “Who is the right office?” she asked.

    “That is why people like your sister instead.”

    He ended the channel.

    Vos waited until the square went dark. “Do you want that in the victim record?”

    “Every word.”

    Sarin returned to the notebook. The last written page had been torn out. Not neatly. Fibres remained near the binding, removed recently enough that they had not gathered dust. On the preceding sheet, writing pressure had left shallow impressions.

    She angled cold light across them.

    The marks were incomplete. A circle. A line. The letters W and F, perhaps West Furnace. At the bottom, one phrase survived clearly because Edda had pressed hard enough to score three pages:

    NOT AN ERROR. AN ANSWER.

    Sarin sealed the notebook separately.

    The technician brought a spectrum-safe lamp so she could continue. Even its limited output caused a halo around the room. Sarin's left eye failed to focus on the evidence labels.

    “Enough,” Vos said.

    “I can read.”

    “You are reading the label beside the one you're pointing at.”

    Sarin closed her right eye. The world lost its edge.

    The medical box rolled from the wall, pleased to have acquired jurisdiction. It scanned her pupils and issued a chemical anti-inflammatory through the port at her wrist.

    “You did not authorise that,” she told it.

    “PRE-AUTHORISED UNDER OCCUPATIONAL EXPOSURE.”

    “I withdraw authorisation.”

    “WITHDRAWAL AVAILABLE AFTER DOSE COMPLETION.”

    Vos folded her arms. “I like the box.”

    “It mistakes sequence for consent.”

    “You mistake being difficult for remaining conscious.”

    The medication cooled the pain without removing it. Sarin hated the relief because gratitude felt like surrender. She sat until both labels aligned again.

    Edda's objects remained spread under amber light: repaired cup, bitter tea, instruments that had outlived their networks. The body in the next room was not an abstraction. Neither was Sarin's own.

    Light left evidence in everything it touched.

    “Cause?” Sarin asked.

    “Thermal injury, vascular collapse and acute cellular damage. If you need the order, I need twelve more hours.”

    “Conscious interval?”

    Vos looked toward the body. “Several seconds. Possibly the entire exposure.”

    Nine seconds again. The number was beginning to feel less like a measurement than a room Sarin kept entering.

    “She moved?”

    “Three distinct contact points on the palms. One knee impact. She tried to reach the tap.”

    “Would water have helped?”

    “No.”

    Sarin looked at Edda's protected cheek, the intact brown eye now closed. “Would she have known that?”

    “She was a spectral physicist.”

    “Then why reach?”

    Vos removed her gloves. “Because knowing is not the same as dying obediently.”

    They began with the glass.

    An artificial full-spectrum lamp imitated a star by combining narrow emissions. Good lamps created an excellent illusion. Poor lamps left gaps large enough for a trained eye to see. Either way, the signature was assembled: tidy peaks, engineered balance, heat limited by the housing and power source.

    Starlight was not tidy.

    Sarin placed the fused bead from Edda's spectacles in the spectrographic chamber. A red line scanned it from edge to edge. The wall filled with a forest of colour.

    Vos leaned closer. “That can't be right.”

    “The chamber passed calibration.”

    “Run the reference.”

    Sarin fed in a known sample exposed to a seized salon lamp. The display showed the expected peaks, bright islands separated by engineered valleys.

    She ran Edda's glass again.

    The colour forest returned, dense and continuous. Absorption scars cut through it where Carina's outer layers had consumed particular wavelengths before the light ever left the star. No lamp manufacturer would copy those scars. There was no reason to.

    “Natural spectrum,” Vos said.

    Sarin did not move. “Probable.”

    “How probable?”

    “Enough that I want a second instrument.”

    They used three.

    The second chamber belonged to industrial safety and had spent the morning analysing a foundry burn. Its technician complained until Vos showed him the sealed source order. The third was an agricultural unit calibrated to distinguish sunlight damage in crop tissue. Sarin carried the glass between buildings inside a black transport case while House security followed at a distance.

    Three machines, three purposes, three different correction systems.

    All returned the same stellar scars.

    Sarin made each technician describe the result without hearing the others. Industrial safety called it unfiltered solar exposure. Agriculture called it naked Carina. Vos called it natural stellar origin. The words differed. The physical conclusion did not.

    “Why does language matter if the graph is the same?” the agricultural technician asked.

    “Because most people will never see the graph,” Sarin said.

    She chose natural stellar radiation for the provisional finding. Naked Carina was vivid and politically explosive. Unfiltered solar exposure suggested an equipment accident. Natural stellar radiation stated the source without pretending to know the mechanism.

    On the walk back to the morgue, the transport case felt heavier than its mass. Commander Dain's officers did not try to take it. Their restraint confirmed nothing. It made Sarin more conscious that force was only one method of custody. The Authority's dependence on House power, heat and orbital safety had already entered the chain.

    At the morgue door, one officer said, “You know the House protects people from exactly this.”

    Sarin read his badge. Officer Neral Venn.

    “From stellar exposure?” she asked.

    “From uncontrolled light.”

    “Was this uncontrolled?”

    He looked at the case. “Someone controlled it.”

    It was the clearest thing House security had said all day.

    Sarin added his name and sentence to the scene log. He looked alarmed.

    “That wasn't an official statement.”

    “It was an observation.”

    “Remove my name.”

    “Why?”

    “Because Director Rhyse's office—” He stopped.

    “Because your office distinguishes observations from statements when responsibility appears?”

    He said nothing more.

    Sarin did not use the sentence as proof. She kept it because institutions often revealed their shape through what junior people were afraid to have repeated.

    The second read the sensor tile. Most of its storage lattice had been destroyed, but the substrate remembered energy as damage. The fatal light contained ultraviolet bands forbidden in every inhabited Vesper allotment. It also held a fine pattern of magnetic scattering unique to passage through Carina's managed sight-lines.

    “Could it be archived sunlight?” Vos asked.

    “Light isn't wine.”

    “Stored energy re-emitted through a natural-spectrum matrix.”

    “The power system would occupy half the courtyard, and it still wouldn't reproduce the magnetic passage.”

    “Reflected from somewhere off-world?”

    “Then it still came from Carina.”

    Sarin heard the sentence after she said it.

    Vos heard it too.

    Above the examination room, the Authority building continued its quiet night work. Air moved through vents. Lifts climbed. Somewhere, someone dropped a metal tray and swore. Ordinary sounds around an impossible fact.

    “Put the room off network,” Sarin said.

    Vos crossed to the door and turned the physical privacy latch. The wall display lost its central connection. Sarin disconnected each instrument from the Authority archive and inserted blank local wafers.

    “If this came through the Veil,” Vos said, “there will be a command.”

    “If it came through an authorised allotment, yes.”

    “And if it didn't?”

    “Mirrors still move. Energy still draws. A machine that large cannot commit a small act.”

    She thought of Commander Dain arriving before the preliminary analysis.

    The third instrument dated the glass transformation to within forty seconds of the ward officer's alarm. Sarin layered the results: continuous stellar spectrum, forbidden ultraviolet, Carina scattering, thermal duration between eight point four and nine point eight seconds.

    They tested the black residue from beneath Edda's nails last.

    Under microscopy it resolved into alternating layers of carbon and metal, each thinner than skin cells. A high-grade optical coating, old enough that its binders had begun to crystallise. The parallel ridges came from a threaded lens cradle.

    “Not part of the sensor tile,” Vos said.

    “Not her spectacles either.”

    “Could be from her work.”

    Sarin compared it against the tools in Edda's residence box. None matched. The coating had touched Edda shortly before death; heat had fused fragments into the damaged skin beneath her nails.

    “She was holding a coated lens when the beam struck,” Sarin said.

    “Then where is it?”

    They reviewed the courtyard images. Edda's right hand stretched toward the tap. The left lay beneath her body. No lens. No large fragment. The beam had melted glass but not erased mass.

    Someone removed it between the end of the discharge and Saye's arrival, or Edda had thrown it outside the bright path.

    The latter was physically possible. Sarin modelled the movement from Edda's final position. A throw with her left hand could place the lens beneath the gallery stairs, beyond the initial search boundary.

    She called Saye.

    “Do not enter the court,” she told him. “Extend the field screen to the north stair and inspect underneath with a remote wand.”

    His image shook as he descended. Residents watched from above. The wand went beneath the stair, returned dust, a spoon, two children's tokens and no lens.

    “Could the drain have taken it?” he asked.

    “The drain was dry.”

    “Then somebody took it.”

    “Or our movement model is incomplete.”

    Saye looked into the recorder. “You leave doors open after the room is empty.”

    “Closed doors look too much like walls.”

    Sarin added the missing coated lens to the scene inventory. It was the first piece of evidence defined entirely by residue and absence.

    The fatal spectrum told her what killed Edda. The missing lens suggested what Edda had been doing when the light arrived.

    Nine seconds of sun.

    She created a private finding and signed it with her physical seal.

    PROVISIONAL SOURCE: NATURAL STELLAR RADIATION, CARINA.

    Vos watched her. “You know what Pell will do.”

    “Ask for another test.”

    “After that.”

    “Ask who else knows.”

    Sarin removed the local wafer. “Right now, you and I.”

    The examination-room comm blinked despite the privacy latch. An internal call could still reach the wall without accessing the instruments.

    Pell appeared again.

    “Your two hours aren't over,” Sarin said.

    “House security has requested a joint briefing.”

    “On what finding?”

    “The event classification.”

    “Which you do not have.”

    “Commander Dain's field report identified characteristics consistent with a stellar discharge.”

    There it was: not an admission, only an official sentence walking backward toward one.

    “Dain is not a forensic auditor,” Sarin said.

    “He does not need to be to recognise a House matter.”

    “It became a House matter before he arrived.”

    Pell's expression changed by less than a breath. Sarin had spent sixteen years reading institutional faces. The smallest changes were often the ones built to last.

    “Send me your provisional analysis,” he said.

    “When the replication review is complete.”

    “That is not a request.”

    “Then put the order in writing.”

    He looked away from her. A line of text moved across the bottom of his display.

    “It is done,” he said.

    The written order appeared in Sarin's queue, properly signed and narrow enough to protect him: RELEASE ALL PROVISIONAL SOURCE FINDINGS TO DEPUTY AUDITOR FOR JURISDICTIONAL REVIEW.

    “Will you release it to House security?” she asked.

    “Jurisdiction is my responsibility.”

    “That isn't an answer.”

    “No. It is my title.”

    Sarin copied the analysis to the Authority record. The transfer completed. Less than two seconds later, the access log showed a second recipient.

    RHYSE SECURITY — EMERGENCY REVIEW.

    Pell had not even waited for their call to end.

    “You said joint briefing,” Sarin said.

    “And now they have the information required for one.”

    “You sent evidence from a civilian murder investigation to the institution capable of producing the weapon.”

    “I sent a source classification to the institution responsible for preventing another discharge.”

    Both sentences were true. Only one admitted the danger.

    Pell ended the call.

    Sarin stood very still. Anger wanted movement. Procedure gave it a chair.

    “We need the rest of her effects,” she said.

    Vos consulted the intake list. “One residence box is coming from West Furnace. One clothing tray. An old personal recorder recovered from an inner pocket, heat-damaged.”

    “Can we read it?”

    “Possibly. Audio lattice survived at the edge.”

    They spent an hour coaxing fragments from the recorder. Most were domestic: Edda reminding herself to buy sealant; Edda dictating measurements too distorted to recover; a six-second recording of someone laughing in a room full of clinking cups.

    The final file had been created the night she died.

    Static filled the examination room. Then Edda's voice emerged, older and warmer than Sarin expected.

    “If you're hearing this, I have once again trusted a pocket to remember what my head refuses to.” A pause. Fabric moved against the microphone. “Mara says the boy wants a blue morning. Tell him blue is not rare. It is only expensive.”

    Edda laughed softly at herself.

    The recording broke into noise.

    It returned for one last phrase.

    “The old instruments are honest because nobody thought to teach them fear.”

    Then nothing.

    Vos turned away under the pretence of checking a seal.

    Sarin replayed the line once. Not for evidence. To hear Edda alive in the room.

    On the wall beyond the privacy glass, the district schedule updated. West Furnace's delayed morning had been restored for noon: four minutes instead of six, its missing light deducted as an emergency cost.

    Even grief could be billed.

    Sarin took the private wafer from her pocket and made a second copy of the natural-source finding. One went into the case safe. The other she sealed beneath the lining of Mara's medical pack.

    It was not an authorised evidence location.

    That did not make it unsafe.

  
    Chapter 4 — The Daughter at the Window

    Alden Rhyse's mother was dying in sunlight she no longer had the strength to feel.

    The windows of the Rhyse Seat faced Carina through a layered field that softened the star to gold. Light fell across Celene's bed, the white floor and the hands of the two children who had been waiting for her to wake.

    Maelin stood on one side. Alden sat on the other.

    Between them, Celene breathed as if each breath required a separate decision.

    “The physician said she might be clearer after the blood exchange,” Alden said.

    “The physician has said might seventeen times today,” Maelin replied.

    “You counted?”

    “I asked security to.”

    Alden looked up. Her mouth shifted.

    It was the smallest version of the smile she had used when they were children and she had convinced him that the Seat's old waste tunnels led to a private world. He had followed her for four hours. The world turned out to be a pump room. Maelin had maintained that disappointment proved nothing about the map.

    She was forty-five now, four years older than Alden, and wore House black without ornament. The gold line at her collar marked the director of security. The line stopped exactly at her throat.

    “Did you sleep?” he asked.

    “Did you?”

    “I asked first.”

    “Then you have inherited Mother's gift for useless procedure.”

    The smile vanished. They had been making jokes beside Celene's deathbed for three days, because tenderness without disguise felt like another emergency neither of them had authority to manage.

    Alden checked the medical dependencies on the bedside display. Blood oxygen. Cellular repair load. Renal exchange. Radiation-marker suppression. The list descended farther than the screen could show. Every system had a backup, and every backup depended on another system reaching the end of its safe life.

    He understood machines that way. Not as objects, but as promises made between failures.

    His mother had become a ledger of promises nobody could keep.

    He had learned dependency from Celene before he learned the word.

    At nine, Alden found her beneath the dining table during an allocation crisis, shoes abandoned, formal coat spread around her knees. She had been tracing heat routes across paper because a flare had disabled the Seat's planning walls. Maelin, thirteen and already offended by disorder, guarded the door with a serving knife.

    “Which line matters?” Celene had asked him.

    He chose the thickest.

    “That is the line people draw when they want you to look at it,” she said. “Find the one that changes when something else breaks.”

    He spent an hour following thin routes until he reached a district pump no briefing had named. Celene ordered heat restored there first. Six other systems recovered because the pump fed their circulation.

    For years, Alden remembered the lesson as evidence of his mother's wisdom.

    After West Furnace, he remembered the serving knife in Maelin's hand and the fact that everyone outside the door had been denied the same map.

    The medical suite door opened. A young allocation aide hovered at the threshold with a physical slate.

    Maelin turned. “No operational traffic in this room.”

    “Director, Administrator. Apologies. The administrator's seal is required before blackout.”

    Alden held out his hand. “What is it?”

    “Two planetary schedule exceptions. Eland east basin and a Vesper industrial corridor.”

    “Routine?”

    “The system marks them continuity.”

    Maelin said, “Then they are pre-authorised.”

    The aide looked at Alden rather than her. “The Eland correction changes blue fraction beyond the local administrative tolerance.”

    “By how much?”

    “One point eight percent.”

    “Duration?”

    “Not listed.”

    Alden took the slate. The exception had already been approved by Celene's standing root instruction and confirmed by security. His seal was required only because Eland's agricultural contracts assigned administrative notice to his office.

    “Destination of recovered spectrum?” he asked.

    The slate showed no destination.

    “Continuity,” Maelin said.

    “Continuity is not a location.”

    “It is a protected account.”

    “Protected from the administrator who has to remove the light?”

    “Protected during a succession window.”

    Alden examined the dependencies. One point eight percent sounded small. On Eland, blue fraction controlled flowering in crops engineered for narrow light. Duration mattered more than immediate appearance. Without it, the exception could not be assessed.

    “Return it for impact range,” he told the aide.

    Maelin said, “The blackout begins in two hours.”

    “Then the request should have arrived with two hours to answer it.”

    “It arrived with root authority.”

    “Root authority is not agronomy.”

    The aide's eyes moved between them.

    Maelin took the slate and entered a security notation. “Maintain current schedule through blackout. Administrator requests impact review at restoration.”

    She gave it back.

    Alden said, “That isn't what I ordered.”

    “If you reject it now, the system reverts Eland without confirming what continuity loses. If you accept it, we preserve both options until links return.”

    “Eland does not preserve both options. Its plants continue.”

    “For three hours.”

    “The change is already active.”

    Maelin looked at the aide. “How long?”

    “Thirty-six hours, Director.”

    For the first time, uncertainty entered Maelin's expression.

    “Why is this the first notice?” Alden asked.

    “The exception remained inside security tolerance until Eland filed a discrepancy.”

    The familiar shape of failure appeared: each office behaving correctly inside a boundary that concealed the whole.

    “Get me Eland's raw notice before isolation,” Alden said.

    “The queue is sealed for blackout,” the aide replied.

    “Then stand beside the relay and hand it to me when the network returns.”

    “Yes, Administrator.”

    The aide left.

    Maelin watched the door close. “You frightened him.”

    “You contradicted me in front of him.”

    “He was already frightened.”

    “Of what?”

    “Being the last person to touch a decision that becomes a famine.”

    The word hung in the medical room.

    Alden lowered his voice. “What is the continuity account?”

    “I know its classification, not its contents.”

    “You are director of security.”

    “Mother kept some systems behind hereditary root.”

    “From you?”

    “From everyone.”

    Maelin's resentment sounded old. For a moment they were not rivals beside a deathbed. They were children outside a locked door, each pretending the other had been given a key.

    “When she wakes,” Alden said, “we ask together.”

    “If she wakes.”

    “When.”

    Maelin looked at Celene. “You always use grammar as if it can bargain.”

    “The board wants the contingency signed,” Maelin said.

    “The board can wait.”

    “The charter clock cannot.”

    “She is alive.”

    “That is why she has to sign it.”

    On the far wall, a quiet notice counted down to the scheduled systems blackout. Two hours, twelve minutes. The Seat conducted one every succession cycle, isolating its root controls so no external actor could exploit a change in stewardship. This one had been planned weeks earlier, before Celene's decline accelerated. Cancelling it would announce weakness across the Carina system.

    Proceeding with it would isolate the medical suite from all but local reserves.

    “Move the blackout,” Alden said.

    “I tried.”

    “You control security.”

    “I do not control orbital law. Six other habitats have aligned maintenance to the window. Two mirror shoals are already in safe posture. Moving it costs thirty hours and publishes the reason.”

    “Then publish it.”

    “Our mother is dying?”

    “People know humans die.”

    “They also know systems fail when a steward dies without a named contingency.”

    “You are the contingency.”

    Maelin looked at him for a long moment. “Am I?”

    The board had not formally selected Celene's successor. Most assumed it would choose Maelin: eldest, director of security, trained in root command since childhood. Alden administered allocations because somebody had to make the numbers honest enough to survive. He had never mistaken that work for a claim to the star.

    “You should be,” he said.

    “That was almost generous.”

    “It was an assessment.”

    “Better.”

    Celene's fingers moved beneath Alden's hand.

    He leaned close. “Mother?”

    Her eyes opened slowly. They were colourless under the medical film.

    “Light,” she whispered.

    Maelin adjusted the window field. Gold dimmed to amber.

    “Is that better?” Alden asked.

    Celene's gaze found the window. “Wrong.”

    “The spectrum?”

    Her breath caught. The bedside display changed three colours. Alden read them before the physician entered: oxygen loss, pressure instability, neural stress. He reduced the questions to one.

    “Do you want the window closed?”

    “No.”

    Celene's hand tightened with surprising force. “Wrong light.”

    Dr. Vel checked the window setting. “The field is correct.”

    “Correct for whom?” Alden asked.

    “Her treatment profile.”

    “When was it last updated?”

    The physician opened the record. “Six days ago.”

    “Her radiation markers changed yesterday.”

    “Not enough to alter the visible spectrum.”

    Maelin looked at the gold fading from the room. “Could the light cause pain?”

    “Her neural field should block it.”

    “Should?”

    Vel lowered his voice. “Cumulative stellar exposure damaged the pathways we use to suppress pain. Every treatment now depends on tissue that the previous treatment weakened.”

    Celene had spent decades touring collector bands, agricultural basins and receiver stations because Rhyse culture required a steward to see the allocations she signed. Public biographies called the resulting radiation load service. The physician's ledger called it cellular debt.

    “Could she have stopped?” Alden asked.

    “Years ago.”

    “Would that have changed this?”

    “Perhaps.”

    Maelin said, “She would not have.”

    “You don't know.”

    “I escorted her. Every physician told her.”

    “And security kept scheduling tours.”

    “She scheduled them.”

    “Because the House made visibility part of legitimacy.”

    “Because people deserved to see who allocated their light.”

    “They deserved to decide.”

    “That is a different argument.”

    “It is always the same argument.”

    The bitterness rose too quickly. Alden stopped. His mother was conscious enough to hear her children convert her body into politics.

    He touched her hand. “I'm sorry.”

    Celene's eyes opened. “For?”

    The word was clear.

    Neither child answered.

    She looked from Alden to Maelin. A tired amusement moved across her face. “Still rehearsing.”

    Maelin laughed, one broken sound. She sat on the edge of the bed and laid her hand over Celene's.

    “You taught us,” she said.

    “Poorly.”

    “Thoroughly,” Alden replied.

    Celene's gaze returned to the window. “Same thing.”

    For less than a minute, the three of them were a family rather than a charter. Maelin told Celene that the station gardens had produced a single orange she considered edible. Alden claimed this violated several safety standards. Celene whispered that their father had once tried to grow citrus in a maintenance locker and blamed the resulting mould on sabotage.

    The memory required no decision and protected no one. It was therefore the rarest thing in the room.

    Then Celene's breathing failed again, and the machines reclaimed the conversation.

    Maelin and Alden looked at each other across the bed.

    The physician arrived with two attendants. They adjusted the blood exchange and asked the questions Alden hated: location, name, pain, consent. Celene answered two. The third became a noise.

    When the display stabilised, the physician nodded to Maelin.

    “You have perhaps ten minutes.”

    “For what?” Alden asked.

    “Clarity. Not life.”

    Maelin brought the succession document to the bed.

    It was short. House Rhyse law had centuries of language for power and only four lines for death. Celene needed to authorise the board to act during the blackout, confirm that neither child had coerced her and choose whether the sealed archive transferred before or after selection.

    “Mother,” Maelin said, and her professional voice failed on the word. She began again. “The blackout begins in two hours. We need your contingency.”

    Celene looked at the document without recognition.

    Alden touched the edge of the display and changed it from legal text to the simple decision map he used with exhausted operators.

    BOARD ACTS DURING BLACKOUT.

    ARCHIVE REMAINS SEALED.

    NO STEWARD UNTIL BOARD VOTE.

    Celene read each line. Her eyes returned to the second.

    “Open,” she said.

    Maelin's face became careful. “Open the archive?”

    Celene moved one finger toward NO.

    “Keep it sealed?” Alden asked.

    YES.

    “Until the board selects?”

    YES.

    “Do you authorise the board to act during the blackout?”

    Celene's finger hovered. Her gaze drifted toward the windows.

    Alden waited. Maelin did not.

    “Mother, we require an answer.”

    Celene looked at her daughter. For a heartbeat the weakness left her face.

    “Require,” she whispered. “Always.”

    Maelin stepped back as if struck.

    Alden wanted to tell her it meant nothing, that the dying often pushed old words into new rooms. He could not make himself lie quickly enough.

    Celene touched YES.

    The document asked for biometric confirmation. Her hand shook above the seal plate. Maelin reached to steady it, stopped, and let Alden do it instead.

    The seal accepted.

    Celene closed her eyes.

    The physician returned. “Enough.”

    Maelin took the document. “The board can proceed.”

    She walked to the window, where controlled daylight made a clean edge along her shoulders.

    “You should tell them you won't contest,” Alden said.

    “Why?”

    “Because uncertainty will make them perform caution. They will delay decisions that matter.”

    “You mean they will worry that choosing me looks predetermined.”

    “Does it?”

    Maelin turned. “You just said I should be Steward.”

    “I said you are the contingency. That is different from pretending the board has no duty.”

    “And if they choose you?”

    He almost laughed. “They won't.”

    “If they do.”

    “I will refuse.”

    The answer did not reassure her.

    Alden's wrist display signalled a priority operations brief. He muted it. It returned immediately under a security seal.

    Maelin saw the seal. “Take it.”

    “I am with her.”

    “You administer planetary incidents. If someone used my seal, I would like to know before Mother dies.”

    He stepped into the adjoining room and opened the brief.

    The file contained six sentences. Civilian death in West Furnace. Focused high-energy exposure. Light Authority investigating. Natural stellar origin suspected. House security observing. No active threat identified.

    Alden read the third sentence twice.

    “What is it?” Maelin asked from the doorway.

    “A death on Vesper.”

    “There are usually several.”

    “This one was light.”

    He passed her the display. Her gaze moved down the brief at a controlled pace.

    “Who?” she asked.

    “The name is restricted pending family notification.”

    “Security can open it.”

    “Then open it.”

    Maelin touched her seal to the file.

    DR. EDDA QUILL.

    Behind them, Celene made a sound.

    It was not loud. Both children heard it.

    Alden returned to the bed. “Mother?”

    Her eyes were open, fixed on the display in his hand.

    “Edda,” she said.

    The name came out whole.

    “You know her?” Alden asked.

    Celene tried to rise. The medical field tightened over her chest. Alarms began at once.

    “What did she do for you?” he asked. “Mother, what was she measuring?”

    Maelin caught his arm. “Stop.”

    Celene's mouth formed a word without sound. Alden bent until his ear was almost against her lips.

    He heard only breath.

    Then her fingers found his wrist.

    Celene tapped once, paused, tapped twice.

    An old operations code. Repeat.

    “Edda Quill,” Alden said again. “What did she find?”

    Celene's nails pressed into his skin. She looked past him toward the darkened window. Her lips shaped two syllables.

    Not safe, he thought.

    Or no say. Or a word his fear supplied because it wanted meaning more than accuracy.

    Maelin leaned close on the other side. “Mother, did Edda threaten the Veil?”

    Celene released Alden's wrist and turned her face away from Maelin.

    The movement was small. It struck his sister harder than any answer.

    “Do not ask her that,” Alden said.

    “You asked what Edda found.”

    “Not whether she was a threat.”

    “Findings can be threats.”

    “To whom?”

    Maelin did not answer.

    The physician increased the neural field. Celene's focus dissolved. Her hand slackened.

    Alden looked at the two red marks her nails had left on his wrist. Repeat. She might have asked for the name again. She might have been warning them not to repeat Edda's work, Edda's death or an old choice neither child understood.

    “Preserve the room audio,” he told the physician.

    Maelin said, “Medical audio is private.”

    “Mother was trying to communicate.”

    “Then preserve it under family seal.”

    “Not security?”

    “Family.”

    The distinction mattered to her. Alden accepted it and copied the final minute into a physical medical record accessible to both siblings.

    Maelin stepped into the adjoining room and opened a silent security channel. She kept her back to Alden. He could see only the clipped precision of her gestures: secure West Furnace geometry, isolate event logs, identify Edda's contacts.

    “Do not detain anyone without cause,” he said.

    She ended the channel. “You read gestures now?”

    “I read you.”

    “Poorly.”

    “Did you order detentions?”

    “Preservation.”

    “Of people?”

    “Of records.”

    “Then say records.”

    Maelin looked through him for a moment, and he remembered Sarin making the same demand years earlier. Put the person inside the sentence. Do not let institutional language perform the act alone.

    “I ordered Commander Dain to preserve House geometry records and identify everyone Edda contacted in the last month,” Maelin said. “No detentions without my direct approval.”

    “Thank you.”

    “Do not thank me for translating competence into your preferred morality.”

    “Do not call concealment competence before we know what is concealed.”

    “And there it is.”

    “What?”

    “West Furnace. Every disagreement between us eventually hires Sarin's voice.”

    Alden felt the name before he allowed himself to think it. Sarin would be at the centre of the investigation. She would read the House event logs, find the missing sentence and assume he had helped remove it before he knew there was anything to remove.

    He wanted to contact her.

    He wanted not to need to.

    Both desires felt disloyal beside Celene's bed.

    The physician pushed him away and flooded the bed with amber working light. Attendants closed around Celene. The window darkened automatically.

    In the sudden dimness, Alden saw his sister watching their mother's face.

    Not confused. Not curious.

    Afraid.

    Then the professional calm returned, and he could not be sure he had seen anything else.

    “You knew the name,” he said.

    “I receive security reports.”

    “Before the file opened?”

    “You were holding a death notice from West Furnace. Edda Quill had active research there.”

    “Research into what?”

    “Ask the Light Authority.”

    “I am asking you.”

    The alarms ended. The physician looked toward them and shook his head once—not death, but no more questions.

    Maelin lowered her voice. “Do you want to interrogate me beside her bed, or do you want to keep Carina stable through the next two hours?”

    Alden looked at Celene's dependency list. A local reserve would carry the suite through the blackout if nothing else failed. Nothing else was a category he no longer trusted.

    “Both,” he said.

    Maelin almost smiled. “Perhaps the board should choose you.”

    Outside the window, mirror shoals crossed Carina in disciplined arcs, turning part of the star's violence into measured life. From the Seat, the Veil looked perfect.

    The blackout clock reached one hour, forty-six minutes.

    His mother had recognised a murdered woman.

    His sister had recognised fear.

    And somewhere beneath them, a city had received the wrong light.

  
    Chapter 5 — The Dawn Table

    By noon, Sarin had been ordered to rest by a physician, a medical box, her deputy and three different versions of her sister.

    She obeyed none of them until Mara threatened to send Teo to the Authority lobby with a blanket.

    “He'll enjoy it,” Mara said over the call. “He has prepared questions.”

    “That sounds like punishment for the lobby.”

    “It is punishment for you. Come home.”

    Home was a word Mara used aggressively. Sarin had not lived in West Furnace for nineteen years. She still knew which lift shudder meant a cable change, which landings smelled of hot dust before a ventilator failed and which stair rails had been polished by five generations of tired hands. The district recognised the body even when the mind filed a new address.

    She arrived wearing a medical hood over Mara's red-cut lenses. Children on the transit bridge stared at her as if she were famous or contagious. Adults were less honest about it.

    West Furnace's delayed morning would begin in twenty-three minutes.

    People were setting tables across the broad landing outside Mara's apartment. Dawn Tables had begun during the heat shortages, when no household could afford to waste its six-minute allotment alone. Neighbours brought food that changed under the arriving spectrum: black-leaf greens that opened gold veins, pale fruit cured to release scent in warmth, flatbread painted with sugar dyes invisible under amber lamps. They faced every chair toward the upper light well.

    Today the table stretched across two landings. Somebody had added a chair for Edda Quill and left it empty.

    Mara intercepted Sarin before she reached it.

    “How many fingers?” she asked.

    “Eleven.”

    “Very funny.”

    “Six.”

    Mara held up three.

    “Then why ask?”

    “To see if you were irritable enough to be yourself.” She pushed Sarin gently into the apartment. “Hood off until the countdown. Sit away from the window. Eat.”

    The apartment was narrow, warm and crowded with repaired things. Mara never discarded an object while it retained any theoretical relationship to its purpose. A kettle with two handles sat on the heater. One wall panel displayed an ocean that existed on another world; its blue had faded to grey after Teo tried to improve the colour balance.

    Teo lay beneath the table with a paper charm spread across his knees.

    “Your mother said you were coming to my office,” Sarin said.

    “I was ready.”

    “He packed food for a siege,” Mara said.

    Teo crawled out. At eleven he had Mara's black hair, Sarin's pale eyes and the solemn manner of someone who considered adults an unreliable technical standard.

    “Did you see the real sun?” he asked.

    Mara made a warning sound.

    Sarin sat. “I saw light that came from Carina.”

    “That's the sun.”

    “Carina is the star. Sun is what people call the light when it reaches somewhere they live.”

    “That's not what the school said.”

    “The school wanted lunch to happen on time.”

    He considered this. “What colour was it?”

    “Too many colours at once.”

    “Was there blue?”

    “Yes.”

    His eyes brightened. Then he remembered why she had seen it, and the brightness became shame.

    Sarin wished adults did not teach children to apologise for wonder.

    “Dr. Quill told me blue isn't rare,” he said. “She said it's expensive.”

    “I heard.”

    “How?”

    “She left a recording.”

    Teo touched the paper charm in his lap. It was folded from mirror skin, each crease turning the wall panel's amber into a dull green flash. “Did she say anything else?”

    “That old instruments were honest.”

    “That sounds like her.”

    “What did she mean?”

    Mara set a bowl in front of Sarin. “You are supposed to be resting.”

    “I am sitting.”

    “Your questions stand up on their own.”

    Teo slid into the opposite chair. “She meant new meters report to central before they report to you. Old ones just show the light.”

    Sarin lifted her spoon, then stopped. “Did she tell you that?”

    “She complained when I tried to borrow one.”

    “Why did you want it?”

    He pointed at the charm. “To see which colours it steals.”

    The charm had come from Edda. Curved glass, Mara had said at the crime scene, then Teo corrected her after hearing the description: not glass, mirror skin. Edda had taught him the difference.

    “Where did she keep the old meters?” Sarin asked.

    “Sarin,” Mara said.

    “I'm asking about a neighbour.”

    “With your evidence face.”

    “I have one face.”

    Teo and Mara looked at each other.

    “Unanimous,” Mara said. “You have several.”

    The public countdown sounded outside: fifteen minutes. A low chord travelled through the building. People began carrying the final dishes to the table.

    Mara tasted Sarin's untouched bowl and added salt. “Edda kept most of her equipment in the room she rented from Par Sen. Authority sealed it this morning. Before you ask, yes, the seal is still intact. West Furnace can distinguish evidence control from theft.”

    “Can it?”

    “We taught the Authority most of its theft.”

    Teo smiled into his hands.

    Mara's expression softened. “Eat. Then you may talk to people as my sister, not as the woman whose vehicles took their morning.”

    “The scene wasn't safe.”

    “I know.”

    “Then why say it that way?”

    “Because both things happened.”

    Sarin ate.

    The stew was made from root threads, smoked protein and a pepper she remembered from childhood. The first taste seemed mild. The heat arrived after, patient and unforgiving. Mara had always cooked like a delayed argument.

    Outside, the Dawn Table filled. Par Sen sat beside Edda's empty chair. He was eighty or forty depending on the light, his face composed mostly of folds and stubbornness. Oren Saye had come without his ward uniform and was being ordered to move benches. Two women from the sixth gallery hung mirrored ribbons between the rails. The ribbons were illegal only if they focused light, which meant everyone made sure they focused it for less than the legal half-second.

    Sarin took her place between Mara and Teo.

    Before the final countdown, Mara made her carry bowls.

    “I am medically restricted,” Sarin said.

    “From lifting soup?”

    “From work.”

    “This is community service. It only feels like work because you avoided it for nineteen years.”

    Sarin carried bowls down the table. The task forced her to approach people without a recorder held between them. Nima Vale took two bowls, one for herself and one for her son, who would not leave their apartment after seeing the courtyard. Oren Saye accepted a third and attempted to pay. Mara slapped his credit strip away with a spoon.

    At the far end, three night-shift women played a guessing game with spectrum fruit. Under amber, every slice looked beige. They argued about which would turn red when morning arrived.

    “Edda always cheated,” one woman told Sarin. “She had a pocket meter.”

    “Did she bring it recently?” Sarin asked.

    “Last week. Said the fruit wasn't changing enough.”

    “Which fruit?”

    The woman pointed to a bowl of pale triangles. “Sunpear. Needs blue to release the scent.”

    Sarin marked the detail in memory rather than reaching for her recorder.

    An old heating mechanic named Beren claimed Edda had spent two mornings listening to the wall beside the east receiver line.

    “Listening how?” Sarin asked.

    “Ear against it.”

    “No instrument?”

    “People had ears before instruments.”

    “Did she hear anything?”

    “She said the morning had a second heartbeat.”

    Par Sen overheard and shook his head. “She said reflection. Not heartbeat.”

    “She said both.”

    “She said you had the technical imagination of a root vegetable.”

    “Which root?”

    The argument spread down the table, accumulating witnesses and new versions. Sarin listened for the stable parts. Edda had noticed a repeated fluctuation during morning. She had tested fruit, wall sensors and at least one old meter. She had asked different neighbours about the same physical effect without telling any of them what she believed.

    That was not secrecy. It was replication.

    At Mara's elbow sat a thin woman Sarin did not recognise. She wore three medical spectrum patches along her neck.

    “Edda sent me to your sister,” Mara said. “Laleh manages colour adaptation for families moving up-tier.”

    Laleh held out her wrist. A patch there contained layers of slowly changing dye.

    “House clinics use a central reader,” she said. “Edda calibrated mine against the old walls. Said the clinic schedule was smoothing a red fluctuation.”

    “Did it harm patients?” Sarin asked.

    “Not that we saw. But if the schedule says a body received colour it didn't receive, the next dose can be wrong.”

    “Did you report it?”

    Laleh glanced at Mara. “Our clinic is unlicensed.”

    “That isn't what I asked.”

    “We reported a sensor discrepancy without naming the clinic. The Authority replied that public readings were within tolerance.”

    Sarin remembered the phrase from West Furnace. Within tolerance was the institutional form of a closed door.

    “Send me the reply,” she said.

    “Will you attach my name?”

    “Only if you choose.”

    “Will that make it weaker?”

    “To some people.”

    “Then attach it.”

    Laleh touched her strip to Sarin's local reader. The old complaint transferred with twelve mornings of raw measurements.

    Mara watched the exchange. “Neighbourhood memory becomes official when it enters your device?”

    “No.”

    “What changes?”

    “Now I can make the Authority lie in writing if it ignores it.”

    Mara's expression suggested this was not nothing, even if it remained far from enough.

    The countdown reached ten minutes. All through the shaft, apartments opened. People angled mirrors on hooks to borrow a piece of the coming morning and send it into kitchens, bedrooms and sickrooms. Some mirrors were polished metal. Others were old machine covers, drinking trays, even the bright inner skins of food packaging.

    “House Rhyse charges by the receiver,” Mara said, following Sarin's gaze. “Reflection is still free.”

    “For now,” Par Sen said.

    “Don't give them ideas.”

    The table laughed. It was not a happy sound exactly. It was communal ownership of the joke.

    Sarin waited until the conversation rebuilt itself around food. Then she said, “Edda argued about tea?”

    Par Sen snorted. “Edda argued about boiling. Said I murdered leaves.”

    “You do,” Mara said.

    “Leaves die when you remove them from the plant.”

    “Not if you ask Linne Arq,” said someone farther down. “She'll keep anything alive long enough to invoice it.”

    More laughter. The name meant something to Sarin: Eland's chief ecologist, often quoted when allocation hearings became too dry for the public channels.

    “Did Edda talk about her work?” Sarin asked.

    Par Sen's spoon stopped. “Sometimes.”

    Mara watched without helping.

    “What did she measure?” Sarin asked.

    “Meters.”

    “Teo says the old meters showed light before reporting it.”

    “Smart boy.”

    “Edda chose West Furnace because it still has independent instruments.”

    Par Sen looked at the empty chair. “That a question?”

    “Yes.”

    “Sounded like a conclusion.”

    Sarin accepted the correction. “Did she?”

    “She said our walls remembered outages better than central did.”

    “Which walls?”

    “Old ones.”

    “Par.” Mara touched his wrist. “If Sarin doesn't know where to look, security will.”

    “Security already looked.”

    Sarin set down her spoon. “Where?”

    “Shadow theatre on Lower Twenty. Last week. Three black coats asking whether the projectors still worked.”

    “Did they?”

    “Nothing works until somebody pays it.”

    The countdown sounded at five minutes. A ripple of activity moved through the table. People uncovered the dishes. Children held their charms ready. Medical patches were pressed onto wrists. Mara pulled Sarin's hood up and checked the seals around her lenses.

    “Too tight,” Sarin said.

    “Good.”

    “I can't hear properly.”

    “Better.”

    Teo tugged Sarin's sleeve. “Dr. Quill went to the theatre twice.”

    “How do you know?”

    “I followed her once.”

    Mara stared at him. “You what?”

    “Only to the lift.”

    “Which lift?” Sarin asked.

    “Do not encourage the crime inside my child.”

    “It's already organised,” Par Sen said.

    Teo enjoyed that enough to become reckless. “The freight lift by the old salt pipes. She met a courier wearing white gloves.”

    “Courier how?”

    “Had a spectrum case. Little one, hand-sized. He kept changing which hand held it.”

    “Face?”

    “Didn't see.”

    “Voice?”

    “Didn't hear.”

    “Shoes?”

    Teo frowned, then looked down at his own. “Bright soles. Rich people shoes.”

    “Those are exercise shoes,” Mara said. “People wear them in public now to prove they have enough room to run without going anywhere.”

    The countdown reached one minute.

    Conversation ended.

    That was what Sarin had forgotten. Not the light. The silence before it.

    Eighty million people lived on Vesper, and most never watched morning alone. In West Furnace, thousands faced the shafts and waited for mirrors they could not see to complete an arrangement around a star. The city lights dimmed from amber to red. The old metal walls lost depth. Faces became planes and eyes became black.

    A voice counted the final ten seconds.

    At three, Teo took Sarin's hand.

    At zero, morning fell down the shaft.

    It did not rise. Vesper's allotments never rose. A band of controlled light entered from the high receivers and travelled downward, caught and redirected by household mirrors. Gold moved across the upper rails, then spilled from landing to landing. The mirrored ribbons scattered green, violet and momentary blue across the dark walls.

    The table changed.

    Black leaves opened golden veins. Sugar marks bloomed red on the bread. Steam became visible above the bowls. Teo's charm threw a blue shape onto the ceiling, no bigger than his hand.

    He laughed.

    Sarin's lenses darkened. Even filtered, the light warmed her skin and stirred the false chemical wakefulness her body still associated with danger. She breathed through it.

    Mara raised a cup toward Edda's empty chair.

    “To the woman who said my tea was chemically violent.”

    “It is,” Par Sen said, lifting his own.

    “To Edda,” everyone answered.

    For six minutes the courtyard belonged to colour.

    The six minutes did not belong equally.

    Upper balconies caught the direct band first and kept it longest. Lower rooms received what neighbours could angle down through mirrors. At Mara's table, everyone watched the time as much as the light. On the fourth minute, people began shifting reflectors away from food and toward medical needs.

    Nima Vale tilted her tray mirror toward the apartment where her son hid. Par Sen redirected a polished kettle lid into Laleh's clinic doorway. Two children climbed a rail to send blue from their charms into a cage of pale insects that would not hatch under amber.

    Nobody gave an order. The choreography had been practised through scarcity.

    “Why don't the building mirrors do that automatically?” Teo asked Sarin.

    “Some do.”

    “Ours don't.”

    “The control system was removed after the heat failures.”

    “Because it broke?”

    Mara answered. “Because it sent light to the registered apartments, and half the people living here were not registered.”

    Teo frowned. “So they fixed it by making us use kettles?”

    “We fixed it,” Mara said. “The city called that unauthorised reflection.”

    Sarin remembered signing citations for modified receiver mirrors during her first Authority year. The violations had seemed minor beside heat audits. She had never asked what the mirrors were reflecting toward.

    At the fifth minute, Teo's blue shape began to fade. He moved the charm closer to the light, trying to hold it.

    “You cannot save morning in paper,” Sarin said.

    “Dr. Quill said paper remembers the angle.”

    He folded the charm along a new crease. The blue shape returned briefly on the ceiling, narrower and brighter.

    Sarin looked at the crease. Edda had taught a child the same principle used to aim a mirror: the surface did not create light. It decided where light went.

    “Did she teach you any other angles?”

    Teo became cautious. “Safe ones.”

    “Show me later.”

    “As my aunt or an auditor?”

    Mara hid a smile in her cup.

    “Both,” Sarin said.

    “That's not fair.”

    “No.”

    The honesty satisfied him more than a defence would have.

    Then morning moved on.

    The gold band slipped down the shaft and vanished into districts below. Wall lamps returned to amber. The food closed or faded. Teo pressed his palm to the place where the blue shape had been.

    Sarin understood why Edda had recorded the message for him. She also understood why someone might choose a district like this for a beam test. West Furnace had old sensors, crowded sight-lines and a population accustomed to official explanations arriving late.

    “The shadow theatre,” she said to Par Sen. “Was its optical storage independent?”

    He nodded once.

    “Would it still be?”

    “If security asked whether the projectors worked, maybe they didn't find what they wanted.”

    Mara removed Sarin's hood and examined her pupils. “You will not go today.”

    “My safe exposure was limited, not my ability to walk indoors.”

    “Your physician—”

    “Told me to avoid full spectrum. The theatre is dark.”

    “That sentence is how you end up falling through a floor.”

    Teo folded his charm carefully. “The left stairs are missing after Level Twenty-Two.”

    Mara looked at him again. “How do you know?”

    “School project.”

    “What school?”

    “Life?” Par Sen suggested.

    Sarin almost smiled. The expression felt strange and therefore useful.

    She touched Mara's wrist. “I am not going now.”

    “When?”

    “After dark.”

    Mara stared at the permanent amber around them. “Very precise.”

    Sarin looked at Edda's chair.

    After the table broke apart, she climbed with Mara to Edda's rented room.

    The Authority seal stretched across the door, silver and unbroken. Someone had placed a cup of bitter tea beneath it. Beside the cup, Teo's classmates had left mirror charms folded into birds. In amber they looked like scraps. At morning they would scatter colour over the sealed threshold.

    “You knew she was frightened,” Sarin said.

    Mara leaned against the opposite wall. “I knew she was angry.”

    “Par says fear came out as criticism.”

    “Par thinks everything comes out as criticism. He hears himself everywhere.”

    “Did Edda ask you to keep anything?”

    Mara's face closed.

    “That is not a no,” Sarin said.

    “It is not an answer.”

    “Mara.”

    “She asked whether West Furnace could keep a morning honest if the Authority called it sensor noise.”

    “What did you say?”

    “I said we had kept six hundred and eight names honest while your Authority called them secondary losses.”

    Sarin looked at the paper birds.

    “Did she give you evidence?”

    “She gave us questions. Evidence is the word you use when you want permission to take them away.”

    “Someone killed her.”

    “And somebody will decide that makes everything she touched dangerous.”

    Mara's anger had heat in it, but fear moved beneath. An official search could expose the unlicensed clinic, false heat-residency records and a dozen other survival crimes unrelated to Edda's death.

    “I will not open every life in this district to find one answer,” Sarin said.

    “You cannot promise that.”

    “I can promise what I will not request.”

    “And House security?”

    “I cannot promise for them.”

    “That is the problem with your clean evidence. It always arrives with people behind it.”

    Sarin touched the edge of the seal. “If Edda left something here, the House will assume we have it whether we do or not.”

    “Then perhaps they should remain uncertain.”

    Mara picked up the cup and took a sip of cold bitter tea.

    “Terrible,” she said. “Par murdered it.”

    For a moment they stood together outside the room of a dead woman, sharing the kind of joke that did not lessen grief but gave it somewhere human to sit.

    The case had begun with light bright enough to kill. Its next answer waited in a theatre built to manufacture shadows.

  
    Chapter 6 — The Missing Command

    Iona found three records of the mirror movement and none of the command that caused it.

    The public ledger showed Nine-Violet on schedule.

    The maintenance ledger showed Nine-Violet on schedule.

    The collector petal's private power history showed it spending fourteen hours defending itself against heat from a mirror that both ledgers insisted was elsewhere.

    Metal was usually the better witness.

    Iona sat alone in the Loom control habitat's night canteen with the records spread across a local display. The room rotated slowly around its central axis, providing enough gravity to keep soup in a bowl and old maintainers suspicious of their knees. Beyond the windows, Carina burned behind protective shutters. The tables were scratched with shift names, bets, insults and one anatomically ambitious drawing of a House steward.

    At the neighbouring table, Bram slept with his fractured pride folded beneath his head. Security had questioned him for two hours, learned nothing and returned him to Iona with a warning against unauthorised curiosity.

    They had not found the isolated copy in her suit.

    That worried her more than if they had.

    Iona aligned the three timelines. At nineteen-twenty-six, the geometry relay registered a mismatch. At nineteen-twenty-six and four tenths, an unnamed process acknowledged it. At nineteen-thirty-one, Nine-Violet spent drive energy. At nineteen-thirty-two, the public model accepted a predicted trim but kept the mirror's old position.

    The command itself was absent.

    Deleting a command from one ledger was a crime. Deleting it from two was administration.

    She opened the energy exchange accounts. Every mirror movement drew power from a named maintenance budget, a public allocation or a security reserve. Nine-Violet's drive had taken more energy than the shoal could store locally. The draw must exist somewhere.

    Search returned nothing.

    Iona changed the question. Instead of asking where Nine-Violet received energy, she asked which accounts lost energy during the trim.

    The habitat display filled with thousands of ordinary fluctuations: pumps, attitude corrections, medical reserves, collector balancing, a bakery on Loom Habitat Twelve that had exceeded its heat allotment again.

    One line did not behave like the others.

    SECURITY CONTINUITY — INNER SYSTEM.

    The account lost the exact quantity consumed by the mirror drive, plus four percent transmission waste.

    Iona requested its authorisations.

    SEALED BY HOUSE ROOT.

    She requested its purpose.

    CONTINUITY.

    She requested a definition of continuity.

    The system offered to connect her with House security.

    “Cheeky,” she told it.

    Bram lifted his head. “Were you talking to me?”

    “Go back to sleep.”

    “I wasn't asleep.”

    “Then practise.”

    He sat upright and discovered a maintenance stencil printed backward on his cheek. “Did you find it?”

    “No.”

    “You have the face.”

    “Apparently everyone knows I have faces now.”

    “Which one is that?”

    “The one that wonders why junior maintainers are awake near confidential displays.”

    He leaned closer. “Security Continuity. That's not our budget.”

    “Excellent. Your training is complete.”

    “Can they move mirrors?”

    “Security can request movement through us.”

    “They didn't.”

    “No.”

    “So who confirmed locally?”

    Every major geometry change required separated authority. Software could propose it. The House could approve it. But a maintainer near the machine had to confirm that the model and the physical orbit agreed. The rule existed because remote people saw clean diagrams while local people saw ice on the latch.

    Someone had created a way around the rule, or someone local had cooperated.

    Iona closed the account.

    “You are going to bed,” she said.

    “So are you?”

    “Eventually.”

    “That's what people say when they have no intention.”

    “Did your niece teach you insubordination too?”

    “Mostly fish.”

    He tapped the blue shapes painted inside his helmet, which rested on the table. “She asked if the star sounds like anything.”

    “Tell her yes.”

    “Does it?”

    “Everything sounds when it reaches a suit. Pumps, cooling, your own blood. People call the combination the star because admitting you listen to your organs is unsettling.”

    “That isn't going to impress a six-year-old.”

    “Lie, then. Tell her it sings.”

    “What kind of song?”

    Iona looked toward the shuttered windows. “One with too many people claiming they wrote it.”

    Bram studied her, deciding whether she had made a joke. Iona stood before he decided incorrectly.

    “Habitat bunk,” she said. “Six hours. No networks. Security may ask you whether I showed you an account.”

    “Did you?”

    “No.”

    “Good. I don't remember it.”

    “You remember everything. You simply decline to help.”

    He saluted with the wrong hand and left.

    Iona gathered the records. Her wrist display showed a personal message waiting for the third time.

    TAVI KEST — ELAND.

    The first message had arrived nine days earlier. The second during the exterior inspection. Iona had listened to neither.

    Message delays between the inner Loom and Eland varied with relay geometry. By the time a reply reached Tavi, the emotion that caused it might have cooled into a new shape. Iona often used that as a reason to wait. Waiting was easier when orbital mechanics could be blamed.

    She opened the first.

    Tavi appeared in a thermal-grid service tunnel, face bright with sweat, copper hair shaved close on one side. Machinery roared behind her.

    “Iona. The east basin schedule changed. Not enough to trigger an emergency, enough to make every grower think their sensors are drifting. We asked House allocation. They sent the public ledger back to us, which is a polite way of calling four thousand technicians stupid.”

    Tavi looked away from the recorder as someone shouted.

    “I know you're on rotation. I know you don't control Eland. I'm asking whether the Loom is seeing anything strange.”

    Her gaze returned. Even delayed, it felt direct.

    “Also, Aunt Vessa says if you ignore my birthday again she will tell everyone what you called yourself at fourteen. I don't know what she means, but I'm willing to learn.”

    The message ended.

    Iona's first response formed at once: The mirror displacement may be connected. Send raw spectrum history outside House routing.

    She did not record it.

    The second message opened automatically.

    Tavi was no longer in the tunnel. She sat at a kitchen table under Eland's agricultural amber. A cup cooled between her hands.

    “Forget the technical request. Linne Arq's team is looking at it.” A pause. “I shouldn't have used work as an excuse to call.”

    Iona felt the old reflex rise: deny the accusation before it was made.

    Tavi continued. “Lysa's memorial day is next week. Vessa wants to know if you're coming down. I told her no, because you always say maybe until the shuttle is full.”

    No anger. That was worse.

    “If the answer is no, say no. I am asking for an accurate schedule, Chief.”

    The message ended.

    Iona sat in the empty canteen while the habitat turned. On the table, the mirror record waited beside her daughter's face frozen in the last frame.

    She could answer the easy question. She could tell Tavi about the missing command, ask for data, become useful.

    She could not answer whether she would stand in a kitchen where every object remembered Lysa.

    Iona closed the messages without replying.

    She found Bram awake in the equipment bay despite ordering him to bed.

    He had taken apart the outer shell of his helmet and was touching up the blue fish where radiation had faded them. A tiny brush floated between his fingers whenever he released it. Loom gravity was weakest near the bay axis; drops of paint formed spheres and tried to escape.

    “Your technique is a contamination event,” Iona said.

    Bram caught the brush. “My niece says the fish need friends.”

    “Your niece does not maintain helmet seals.”

    “She offered.”

    Iona sat on the opposite workbench. “Tomorrow's inspection is not authorised.”

    “I inferred that from the word private.”

    “Security concealed a mirror command and changed the navigation source. The route enters a blind sector with an unknown heat source. We may lose our licences. We may be detained. If the geometry is worse than it looks, we may not return on the schedule Ressa created.”

    Bram placed the helmet between them. “Are you asking me to come?”

    “I am telling you enough to refuse.”

    “That's new.”

    “Do not become accustomed.”

    He looked at the fish. “Why me?”

    “You found the relay mismatch. You understand the old phase return. And security already knows your name.”

    “That last one is not flattering.”

    “It is the reason leaving you behind may not make you safer.”

    “Would you take me if security didn't know?”

    Iona considered lying. “No.”

    “Because I'm not qualified?”

    “Because you are.”

    He frowned.

    “Competent people get invited into dangerous work,” she said. “Eventually someone tells them necessity made the choice. I am attempting not to do that badly.”

    “Do it well, then.”

    “There is no well. There is only a choice with the cost visible.”

    Bram turned the helmet in his hands. “I come.”

    “You may take an hour.”

    “Will the cost change?”

    “No.”

    “Then my answer won't.”

    Iona felt irritation rise, partly because he sounded like Tavi and partly because Tavi would accuse her of noticing the resemblance only when it justified work.

    “Sleep,” she said. “Four hours minimum.”

    “You too?”

    “I am old. We store sleep.”

    “Not how biology works.”

    “Put that in your advancement review.”

    He sealed the helmet shell. Before leaving, he said, “You should answer her.”

    Iona's head lifted.

    “The message icon was reflected in your visor outside,” Bram said. “Same name three times.”

    “Maintain your own equipment.”

    “Yes, Chief.”

    He pushed off toward the bunk passage.

    Iona stayed in the bay. The row of empty suits faced her like patient witnesses. She opened Tavi's second message again and watched without sound.

    At ten, Tavi had slept curled beneath Iona's worktable because that was the only way to be certain her mother would still be there at morning. Iona had lifted her into bed and left for rotation before she woke. She remembered the care with which she closed the door. For years she had mistaken that gentleness for a defence.

    She activated the recorder.

    “Tavi. I am not coming to the memorial.”

    The direct sentence hurt more than the reasons.

    “I told myself the shuttle schedule was uncertain. It isn't. I accepted work because I do not know how to be in that house on that day.”

    She stopped. The message could remain private until she chose to send it. That made honesty cheap.

    “The east basin spectrum may connect to an unauthorised mirror movement here. Send raw readings to Ressa Noll by maintenance local. Do not use the public ledger.”

    Again, work entered the door first.

    Iona watched the recording. Her face looked older in the bay's flat light and less certain than her crew ever saw it.

    She added, “I am sorry that usefulness is easier for me than being your mother.”

    Then she sent it before courage could convert into editing.

    Tavi's reply arrived while Iona was still sitting in the equipment bay.

    The short delay meant she had been awake and near a relay. Her face appeared without the tunnel noise or kitchen table behind it, framed close enough that Iona could see the pale scar through one eyebrow.

    “Thank you for saying no,” Tavi said. “Not because no is kind. Because maybe means I spend three days defending you to people who already know better.”

    Iona's instinct was to explain that shuttle schedules did change. She kept silent.

    “I sent the raw east-basin readings to Ressa. There is a repeating loss in the red edge and a blue reduction hidden inside the daily average. Linne says the crop will look healthy while the seed fails, which is a very House-compatible kind of disaster.”

    Tavi looked down, reading something out of frame.

    “Your strange mirror may be taking our spectrum. If you prove that, do not let them call it a technical correction. People here have been told their instruments are old, their plants are variable and their concern is political. The words are part of the failure.”

    Iona felt an uncomfortable respect. Tavi had always understood machinery through who was permitted to refuse it.

    “About Lysa,” Tavi continued. “You not knowing how to be in the house is not new information. You saying it is. I don't know what to do with that yet.”

    The message paused. Tavi's jaw tightened in the exact way Iona's did before a difficult exterior cut.

    “Do not make me reward you for one honest sentence. And do not use my anger as a reason to stop making them.”

    The recording ended.

    Iona watched it again.

    There was no reconciliation in it. No forgiveness. Only a boundary more exact than silence. For the first time in years, she knew where not to step.

    She recorded a reply.

    “Understood. Send the crop threshold and the names of the technicians who first reported the discrepancy.”

    She stopped before sending. Work again.

    Then added, “I will tell Vessa myself that I am not coming.”

    She sent it.

    The act did not repair anything. It changed what Tavi would no longer have to carry for her. That was small enough to be real.

    Then she hated herself for exactly as long as it took to open a new maintenance map.

    The local relay that had registered the mismatch sat at the edge of a sector marked blind during the original Veil expansion. Blind did not mean empty. It meant the public model excluded it from ordinary sight-lines, usually because old equipment there confused modern navigation.

    Security patrols still used the boundary.

    Iona overlaid power flow. The continuity account fed something beyond the line.

    Not much. A background draw, steady and old, hidden beneath ordinary collector losses. The energy did not explain Nine-Violet's movement. It explained why the mirror had moved there.

    Its new angle sent a thin reflection past the blind sector.

    Iona enlarged the geometry. The reflected path continued outward. Not toward Eland. Not toward Vesper. It crossed a planetary sight-line far from any public receiver and vanished into open space.

    Or appeared to.

    “Old instruments,” she murmured.

    There were ways to hide hardware from a model. There were fewer ways to hide it from heat.

    She checked the sector's thermal record. Empty space was radiating.

    The canteen door opened. Ressa Noll from Control entered carrying two sealed cups.

    “I brought tea,” Ressa said.

    “Why?”

    “Because if I brought questions, you would leave.”

    Ressa was small, round-faced and permanently tired. She had been directing exterior crews for fifteen years and had once talked Iona through a suit leak by explaining an extremely bad marriage in exquisite detail.

    She placed one cup on the table.

    “Security replaced the raw navigation source,” Ressa said. “Eleven months ago. We were told it was a compatibility upgrade.”

    “Did you believe them?”

    “I had eight hundred open maintenance tickets and one functional deputy.”

    “That's not an answer.”

    “It is the answer people give when later events make ordinary exhaustion look like conspiracy.”

    Iona accepted the correction.

    “Can you restore the previous source?” she asked.

    “Not without triggering a security audit.”

    “Can you give me the old survey route into the blind sector?”

    Ressa's eyes narrowed. “What did you find?”

    “A warm piece of empty space.”

    “How warm?”

    “Warm enough to need a mirror.”

    Ressa sat. She took a long drink from the tea and grimaced. “This is terrible.”

    “You made it.”

    “I was frightened.”

    Iona rotated the display away from the canteen entrance. “I need a private inspection window.”

    “There are no private windows.”

    “Then an inaccurately described one.”

    “When?”

    “Tomorrow.”

    “With whom?”

    Iona glanced toward the passage Bram had taken.

    “No,” Ressa said.

    “He found the relay mismatch.”

    “He is twenty-four.”

    “That is an age, not a defect.”

    “You signed responsibility for him today. Taking him into a blind security sector turns protection into recruitment.”

    The sentence landed exactly where Iona had no armour.

    “He knows enough to be in danger without us,” she said.

    “Then tell him enough to choose.”

    Iona looked at Tavi's closed message icon.

    Tell him enough to choose.

    The principle sounded noble until the choice involved someone she could still keep safe by refusing it.

    “Make the window,” she said.

    Ressa did not move. “You will ask him.”

    “I will ask.”

    “And accept no.”

    “If he says it intelligently.”

    “Iona.”

    “Yes.”

    Ressa transmitted an obsolete survey schedule through the local table link. It described a cooling inspection along the blind-sector boundary, eighteen minutes between two security sweeps.

    They rehearsed the route on a dead navigation table from stores.

    Ressa loaded the last public map made before the security upgrade. Iona overlaid current orbital motion by hand. The blind-sector boundary moved across the model as a grey wall, not because anything physical stood there, but because the navigation system refused to describe what lay beyond.

    “Entry here,” Iona said, marking a thermal-vane service trail. “We use Seven-Violet's shadow for fourteen minutes.”

    “Twelve,” Ressa corrected. “The mirror displacement shortens it.”

    “The public model says fourteen.”

    “You brought me here because the public model lies.”

    Iona changed the number.

    The route crossed from the collector spine to an old shepherd rail. That rail no longer appeared on current maintenance maps, but its power draw persisted as a rounding error. Beyond it, the warm shape occupied an orbit parallel to the collector band.

    “How close can we get without transmitting identity?” Ressa asked.

    “Thirty kilometres.”

    “At thirty kilometres you can see scale, not function.”

    “Function usually leaves pipes.”

    “And security patrol?”

    “We drift through the gap.”

    “Drift means no correction burn. If the old rail is not where the map says, you cannot stop.”

    “Then we arrive somewhere educational.”

    Ressa zoomed the route. “This is the kind of humour you use when asking other people to accept your confidence.”

    Iona looked at the projected path again. The blind approach relied on three assumptions: the old rail remained intact, the displaced mirror held angle and security patrol timing had not changed. Too many invisible promises.

    She added a mechanical tether launcher, a second escape vector and a strict abort point before the final drift.

    “Better?” she asked.

    “Less like a story you tell after surviving.”

    “High praise.”

    Ressa printed the route onto physical suit film. No network copy. The film would dissolve after twenty-four hours unless sealed in vacuum.

    “If you find ordinary security equipment,” Ressa said, “you come back.”

    “Why?”

    “Because then this is misconduct, not a hidden system, and we fight it with records.”

    “If it isn't ordinary?”

    “You come back faster.”

    Iona folded the film into her undersuit pocket. “You have removed exploration from both outcomes.”

    “I know you.”

    The words carried affection and accusation in equal measure.

    “Tomorrow, oh-six-hundred habitat time,” she said. “After that, the mirror angle changes and there is no shadow approach.”

    Iona copied it to isolated memory.

    Her daughter had asked for an accurate schedule. Iona had given one to everyone except her.

    She opened the personal recorder.

    “Tavi,” she began.

    The words stopped.

    She tried again.

    “I found something strange.”

    That was true. It was also another technical door placed in front of the one Tavi had asked her to open.

    Iona deleted the recording.

    Outside the shutters, the Veil continued to turn around Carina. Its public model was green. Its ledgers were balanced. Its empty space was warm.

    Tomorrow, she would go and touch the lie.

  
    Chapter 7 — Succession Blackout

    The lights went out thirteen seconds early.

    Alden saw it happen first in the medical dependencies. The main feed dropped from the display. The local reserve accepted the load. The blood exchange shivered, recovered and continued moving through Celene's failing body.

    Then the windows turned black.

    Carina vanished from the Rhyse Seat.

    All through the room, quiet machines changed their voices. Fans lowered. Pumps deepened. The bed field narrowed to conserve power. Emergency lamps rose along the floor, gold strips too dim to reach the ceiling.

    “Early,” Alden said.

    Maelin touched her wrist display. It showed no network. “Clock mismatch.”

    “The Seat clock does not mismatch.”

    “Everything mismatches once.”

    “That's the sort of sentence people say before a report proves the opposite.”

    The physician, Dr. Aro Vel, moved to the bedside controls. “The reserve is stable.”

    “For how long?” Alden asked.

    “Four hours at current load.”

    “The blackout is three.”

    “Yes.”

    “Then why did you say stable instead of sufficient?”

    Vel looked at him. “Because your mother's current load will not remain current.”

    Celene slept beneath the amber field. Since speaking Edda Quill's name, she had not regained full consciousness. Her fingers made small movements against the cover, as if signing documents in a dream.

    At the far door, the board marshal waited to escort Maelin and Alden to the succession chamber.

    “Go,” Vel said. “Both of you.”

    “No,” Alden replied.

    Maelin did not answer. The emergency light cut her face into gold and black.

    The marshal cleared his throat. “Under charter, candidates must be present before the board seals.”

    “I am not a candidate,” Alden said.

    “You are bloodline-qualified and named in the contingency.”

    “Named as family. Not nominated.”

    “All qualified family are candidates until selection.”

    “Alden,” Maelin said, “this is not the moment to discover a moral objection to grammar.”

    He looked at Celene. “If we leave and the reserve fails—”

    “I will call you,” Vel said.

    “There is no network.”

    The physician held up a mechanical alarm tab connected to the room's old pneumatic line. “The Seat predates your dependence on screens.”

    Maelin reached across the bed and touched Celene's hair. The gesture was brief, almost formal. “She would make us go.”

    “She made you go,” Alden said. “I spent half my childhood being forgotten in rooms.”

    “You enjoyed it. People told you things.”

    That was true enough to hurt.

    Alden bent and kissed his mother's forehead. Her skin felt cool despite the medical field.

    “We will come back,” he told her.

    He did not know whether the promise was for Celene or himself.

    The board marshal led them into the darkened Seat.

    During ordinary operation, the station behaved like a capital convinced it was a home. Light gardens occupied the central spine. Water moved through channels lined with golden stone. Clerks, engineers, diplomats and petitioners crossed the bridges beneath a controlled imitation of day.

    In blackout, the performance ended.

    Bulkhead doors divided the corridors. Staff worked by floor strips. The light gardens became black volumes of leaves, exhaling damp air into the passage. Without the broad windows, the station's rotation became perceptible. Alden felt it as a slight, persistent insistence in his inner ear.

    They passed an allocation team seated on the floor outside a sealed office. Each person held a physical ledger board across their knees.

    “Why aren't they in shelter posture?” Alden asked the marshal.

    “The chamber requested live allocation support.”

    “The chamber has its own staff.”

    “The board requested operators with current planetary responsibility.”

    Alden recognised the senior analyst, Joren Taal, and stopped.

    “What is failing?”

    Taal began to rise. Alden motioned him down.

    “Nothing is failing, Administrator.”

    “You are sitting in a passage during a root blackout with six climate ledgers. Something expects to fail.”

    Taal glanced at Maelin.

    “Answer him,” she said.

    “Eland reported an allotment discrepancy before isolation. Two agricultural bands are below scheduled blue fraction. We cannot establish whether it is sensor error until the links return.”

    “Duration?” Alden asked.

    “At least thirty-six hours. Possibly longer.”

    “Crop threshold?”

    “Chief Arq's office has not issued one.”

    “Because you asked for a public threshold or the real one?”

    Taal's mouth tightened. “We requested standard impact.”

    “Request reproductive impact by crop family, then thermal substitution cost. Send it the instant the network returns.”

    The marshal shifted. “Administrator, the board—”

    “Will still be deciding who owns the problem after the plants have begun having it.”

    Maelin studied the physical ledger in Taal's hands. “Does the discrepancy correspond to the West Furnace discharge?”

    “We have no shared timing during blackout.”

    “When links return, compare them before general replication,” she said. “Security channel.”

    Alden looked at her. “Why security?”

    “Because if the events are connected, broadcasting the comparison teaches whoever made the change what we can see.”

    It was a sensible answer. That did not make it harmless.

    They continued.

    At the succession chamber, two guards scanned them with devices disconnected from every external authority. Maelin surrendered her security seals. Alden surrendered his operations seals. Each was placed in a clear box and locked beneath the guard station.

    For the next three hours they would have names and blood, but no commands.

    The board waited inside a circular room around a table made from the first Carina collector frame. The metal had been scorched before anyone alive was born. Thirteen seats faced a central mechanism holding Celene's sealed succession charter.

    Eleven board members were present. One attended from a medical chamber within the Seat. One had been unable to arrive before blackout and had submitted a physical vote under seal.

    No audience. No broadcast. No sunlight.

    Board Chair Imren Voss rose. She had managed House law for forty years and gave every sentence the weight of something that might later be used against her.

    “Celene Rhyse remains living,” she said. “Her contingency authorises selection during the systems blackout to preserve uninterrupted stewardship. The selected heir assumes provisional root authority when the network returns. Full confirmation will occur after mourning and public notice.”

    Maelin stood with her hands at her sides.

    Alden remained near the door.

    “Sit, Administrator Rhyse,” Voss said.

    “I am here as witness.”

    “You are here as eligible issue.”

    “I have not presented a claim.”

    “The charter does not require ambition.”

    “That seems an oversight.”

    Nobody laughed. Maelin did not look at him.

    Alden took the empty seat beside her.

    The board began with continuity reports. Habitat reserves, fleet posture, planetary heat, staff succession, medical authority, mirror stability. Each report took less than a minute and represented thousands of people whose names did not enter the room.

    Before the vote, board members questioned both heirs separately.

    They asked Maelin how many deaths justified withholding an allocation record. She answered that no number could be fixed without knowing what disclosure endangered. They asked whether security should ever override a steward. She said yes, under written conditions reviewed after the danger passed.

    “Who decides the danger has passed?” Voss asked.

    “The person whose authority expires,” Maelin said.

    Several members made notes. Alden knew they heard accountability. He heard a loop.

    They asked him whether public consent could move a mirror out of collision. He said no. They asked whether he would obey an expert decision he believed morally wrong. He asked who bore the consequence.

    “The system,” one member replied.

    “Systems do not bear consequences,” Alden said. “Bodies and places do.”

    “Then you would delay?”

    “I would require the body and place to be named before acting.”

    “Even if naming costs time?”

    “Especially then. Urgency is where unnamed costs become permanent.”

    Maelin listened without looking at him. They had argued these positions across family tables, medical corridors and one disastrous holiday on Eland. Here, the board treated them as competing theories instead of the history of two people who knew exactly where the other's conviction became fear.

    The physical ballots went into the central mechanism. Each member pressed a seal, folded the metal slip and watched it disappear beneath the scorched collector frame. No count appeared. The machine withheld the result until both candidates had left or the chamber declared immediate necessity.

    Then the pneumatic alarm sounded from the medical suite, and necessity acquired their mother's voice.

    Alden interrupted the third.

    “You list exterior maintenance as green. How many qualified leads are actually on shift?”

    The operations member consulted a paper sheet. “Nine.”

    “Across the inner Loom?”

    “Yes.”

    “Then it is amber.”

    “Required minimum is eight.”

    “Minimum assumes no simultaneous displacement.”

    “None is reported.”

    “During a network blackout.”

    Maelin touched one finger to the table. Their childhood signal for stop digging before the ceiling comes down.

    Alden ignored it. “Mark it amber.”

    Voss looked at Maelin. “Director?”

    “He is correct,” Maelin said.

    The line changed.

    When the reports ended, each eligible heir was asked to speak.

    Maelin stood first.

    She did not promise greatness. Alden had expected nothing so cheap from her. She spoke about finite reserves, trained command and the speed at which a light error became weather. She named three disasters prevented during her security tenure and credited the crews who prevented them. She said House Rhyse existed because responsibility could not be distributed faster than a crisis.

    “A star does not wait for consensus,” she concluded. “Neither can its steward.”

    It was the best argument for hereditary power Alden had ever heard. It was also the argument she had believed since she was twelve.

    Voss turned to him. “Administrator Rhyse.”

    “I have no statement.”

    “The charter requires one.”

    “Then my statement is that Director Rhyse has trained for this responsibility and I have not.”

    “Do you consider yourself incapable?”

    “No.”

    “Unwilling?”

    “Yes.”

    “Why?”

    Alden looked around the table. “Because any office that requires a family death to create legitimacy begins by confusing grief with consent.”

    Maelin's eyes closed briefly.

    Voss said, “That is an objection to the charter, not an explanation of unwillingness.”

    “They are the same.”

    “Not under House law.”

    “That may be why House law keeps needing emergencies.”

    The pneumatic alarm sounded.

    One hard metallic note struck through the chamber.

    Alden was on his feet before the echo ended. The door guards blocked him.

    “Medical suite,” he said.

    Voss raised one hand. “The chamber is sealed during deliberation.”

    The alarm sounded again.

    “My mother is dying.”

    “Your mother authorised this proceeding.”

    “She did not authorise you to keep her children from her death.”

    Maelin rose. “Open the door.”

    Voss looked between them. “If both eligible heirs leave, the vote proceeds from submitted records.”

    “Then proceed,” Maelin said.

    The guards released the seal.

    They ran.

    In low gravity, running through a curved station was an argument between speed and the certainty that the floor would remain beneath you. Alden struck one shoulder against a bulkhead. Maelin caught him, shoved him upright and never broke pace.

    The medical-suite door was open when they arrived.

    Dr. Vel stood beside the bed with both hands resting on the inactive field controls.

    Celene lay exactly as they had left her, except the effort had gone out of her face.

    The blood exchange still moved.

    For one irrational second, Alden believed that meant she lived.

    “No,” he said.

    Vel stepped back.

    Maelin went to the bed first. She pressed two fingers against Celene's throat, not because the physician could be wrong, but because security had trained her to verify bodies.

    Her hand remained there.

    “When?” Alden asked.

    “The reserve changed phase fourteen minutes ago,” Vel said. “The exchange lost pressure for less than two seconds. Her heart did not recover.”

    “You said the reserve was stable.”

    “It was.”

    “Then what changed?”

    “I don't know.”

    “Was the blackout early here too?”

    “Everywhere on the Seat.”

    “Thirteen seconds?”

    “Yes.”

    Maelin looked up. Her face was wet, though Alden had not seen her begin to cry.

    “Do not do this now,” she said.

    “Do what?”

    “Turn her death into a system fault because faults are easier for you.”

    “A reserve phase change killed her.”

    “Radiation killed her. Years ago. Today was an ending.”

    “You don't know that.”

    “Neither do you.”

    He gripped the bed rail. The dependency display had frozen at the moment of death. Every line was still visible, including the reserve transition. Somewhere in the numbers was a final cause. Somewhere beyond them was Edda Quill's name spoken from a dying mouth.

    Maelin bent over Celene and pressed her forehead to their mother's hand.

    Alden looked away.

    The physician shut down the blood exchange. Silence entered the room one machine at a time.

    Vel asked whether they wanted the attendants to prepare Celene for transfer.

    Maelin said no.

    Together, the siblings removed the medical field contacts. Alden had watched clinicians do it for days and still placed the first release tab backward. Maelin corrected him without comment. They worked from Celene's wrists toward her chest, exposing pale circles where sensors had protected the skin from light.

    “She hated this gown,” Maelin said.

    “She chose it.”

    “Because Voss sent three ceremonial alternatives.”

    “Then this was protest.”

    “Most of Mother's clothes were protest against whoever selected the alternatives.”

    They changed her into a simple black shirt from the medical-room wardrobe. Maelin fastened the collar. Alden combed Celene's white hair with his fingers because neither could find the proper tool.

    The work was intimate in a way Alden had not expected. A steward's body was ordinarily managed by attendants, physicians and public ritual. Their mother had spent her life surrounded by people whose work prevented her from needing her children for practical things.

    Now practical things were all they had.

    Maelin found Celene's hand seal in the bedside drawer. “This goes to the board.”

    “Not yet.”

    “It is House property.”

    “It was on her hand.”

    “Both are true.”

    Maelin placed the seal beside Celene rather than taking it.

    “Do you remember the pump room?” Alden asked.

    “Which one?”

    “The private world you promised me.”

    “It had excellent pressure regulation.”

    “It had mould.”

    “A native ecology.”

    He laughed before realising the sound was possible. Maelin did too, then covered her mouth as grief struck through it.

    Alden put one arm around her. For a moment she resisted from habit. Then her forehead rested against his shoulder.

    “I thought she would choose me,” Maelin said.

    He knew she meant the stewardship, not the board.

    “She did choose you,” he said. “For everything she was afraid to show me.”

    Maelin pulled away. “That is not comfort.”

    “No.”

    “You were always the one she explained herself to.”

    “She explained systems. Not herself.”

    They looked at Celene between them, each convinced the other had inherited the part that mattered.

    “Whatever the board decides,” Alden said, “we open the archive together.”

    Maelin's face became unreadable. “If the charter permits.”

    “You sound like Voss.”

    “Somebody must remember that promises do not override locks.”

    “Locks are promises made by dead people.”

    “And some of them keep living people alive.”

    Their temporary closeness closed around the old disagreement. Neither stepped away, but neither could cross it.

    They stayed until the pneumatic line clicked again.

    The board marshal stood at the door. “The selection is complete.”

    Maelin did not move.

    “It can wait,” Alden said.

    “Provisional authority must be assigned before network restoration. Six minutes remain.”

    Maelin straightened. Grief left no visible trace except a red line across her forehead where it had rested against Celene's hand.

    “Say it,” she told the marshal.

    He looked at Alden.

    That was how Alden knew.

    “The board selected Alden Rhyse,” the marshal said. “Eight votes to five.”

    Nobody spoke.

    The floor seemed to continue curving after Alden's body stopped.

    “There is an error,” he said.

    “The physical ballots were counted twice.”

    “I declined.”

    “Unwillingness does not disqualify.”

    Alden turned to Maelin. “I will refuse confirmation.”

    “After accepting provisional root?” she asked.

    “I don't have to accept.”

    “If you do not, authority remains vacant through network restoration.” Her voice was completely steady. “Planetary allocations, security posture, interstellar traffic schedules and medical reserves enter automatic continuity. You object to systems making decisions without named responsibility. Here is your opportunity to be consistent.”

    It was cruel because it was true.

    “You should have been selected,” he said.

    “Yes.”

    The simple answer did more damage than anger.

    “Did you know they were considering me?”

    “I knew some were frightened of security control after Mother's decline.”

    “Why didn't you tell me?”

    “Would you have behaved differently?”

    “I might have spoken like someone who understood the danger.”

    “You did.” Maelin looked at their mother's body. “That was the danger.”

    The restoration clock reached three minutes.

    The marshal opened the clear box containing Alden's operations seals. Beneath them lay a new object: Celene's root key, a narrow shard of black metal that held no visible markings.

    “Place your hand over the key,” he said.

    Alden did not.

    Through the blackout, Carina waited behind the windows. That was the old House story: the star waited, the worlds waited, everything waited for one responsible hand. Alden had spent his career proving that nothing worked that way. A steward could give an order. Operators, maintainers, ecologists, pilots and millions of ordinary systems had to make it real.

    Yet if he stepped away now, automatic continuity would preserve every current choice, including the missing light on Eland and whatever had sent nine seconds of sun into West Furnace.

    He placed his hand over the key.

    Cold travelled into his palm. The metal read blood, nerve pattern and intent timing. It accepted him.

    PROVISIONAL STEWARD: ALDEN RHYSE.

    Maelin watched without expression.

    “I am sorry,” he said.

    “For Mother's death or my life?”

    “Both.”

    “Then be useful.”

    The network returned.

    Light flooded the windows. Carina rose in the room without moving. Displays woke across the walls. Hundreds of priority messages reached Alden at once: allocations, fleet posture, legal challenges, condolences prepared before the public notice, requests for confirmation, the Eland discrepancy, the West Furnace death.

    The root key demanded his first decision before it would release the rest.

    CONTINUE ALL STANDING SECURITY OPERATIONS?

    YES / REVIEW / SUSPEND.

    One question for thousands of active restrictions, patrols, sealed records and hidden machines. The interface made authority look clean by forcing complexity into three choices.

    “Review,” Alden said.

    The key rejected the spoken command.

    INTENT CONFIRMATION REQUIRED.

    “It reads pulse timing,” Maelin said. “Place your thumb on the edge.”

    “You know the root interface?”

    “I trained for it.”

    The bitterness was quiet, which made it harder to answer.

    Alden touched the key. It read the interval between question and choice as evidence that he understood the weight of the command. A strange design: hesitation converted into legitimacy.

    He selected REVIEW.

    The system opened its standing operations. Most were ordinary and necessary. Gate security. Habitat quarantine. Mirror-collision prevention. A sanctioned weapons seizure. Beneath them sat unnamed continuity actions, each protected by Celene's hereditary seal.

    Nine-Violet appeared for less than a second before the line closed itself.

    “Open that,” Alden said.

    “Private archive dependency,” the key replied.

    “I hold root.”

    “SUCCESSION CONFIRMATION INCOMPLETE.”

    Maelin watched the line vanish. “If you suspend everything you cannot read, you may turn off systems Mother considered essential.”

    “If I continue them, I own decisions I am forbidden to understand.”

    “Welcome.”

    He searched her face for mockery and found exhaustion instead.

    The medical-suite reserve appeared among the closed operations. It had changed phase when the blackout began thirteen seconds early. Alden opened its cause record.

    AUTHORISED ISOLATION TRANSITION.

    No fault. No named operator. No explanation for the early clock.

    “Did your blackout command change?” he asked.

    “The root schedule executed.”

    “Thirteen seconds early everywhere.”

    “The final synchronisation may have corrected station drift.”

    “The Seat clock does not drift.”

    “You said that before.”

    “It remains true.”

    Maelin looked at Celene. “Do not build a murder because you cannot bear an ordinary death.”

    “I am building a timeline.”

    “With what conclusion waiting at the end?”

    “Edda died under stellar light during an isolation event. Mother recognised her name. The same event changed Mother's reserve.”

    “And Mother had terminal radiation damage. You are leaving that outside your timeline because it does not move when touched.”

    Alden opened the reserve medical trace. The phase interruption lasted one point seven seconds. In a healthy system, harmless. In Celene's body, final.

    “Was the early transition necessary for the West Furnace discharge?” he asked.

    Maelin's expression did not alter. “I don't know.”

    It was the first time she had answered the question directly.

    He believed that she did not know whether it was necessary. He did not know whether she knew it had happened.

    The root key continued waiting for review decisions. Alden suspended no operation. He marked every sealed continuity action for personal review at confirmation and signed temporary continuation under his own name.

    It felt exactly like the first step toward every concealment he had ever condemned.

    “You can still refuse after the blackout,” Maelin said.

    “Can I?”

    “The board would reconvene.”

    “And during that time?”

    “Continuity remains under your last command.”

    “So refusal is another decision made from the office.”

    “There is no place outside responsibility, Alden. There are only places where you cannot see your part.”

    The sentence sounded like Celene. Perhaps both of them had inherited it. Perhaps inheritance was less about blood than the ideas a family repeated until alternatives became unthinkable.

    A public condolence request arrived from West Furnace. Not to Alden. To Celene. The district had sent it before her death was announced, asking the Steward to acknowledge Edda Quill's killing and restore the withheld morning.

    The system invited him to transfer the request to ceremonial staff.

    He opened it himself.

    Mara Jale appeared in the recording, standing beside an empty chair at a Dawn Table. Sarin's sister. Alden remembered her from years ago, laughing at him for bringing expensive wine to a meal where everyone drank bitter tea. Behind Mara, children held mirror-paper birds.

    “A woman died here,” Mara said. “Your light entered our home before your condolences did. We are asking which arrival was authorised.”

    The message ended.

    Maelin looked away first.

    “Do you want to answer?” Alden asked.

    “You are Steward.”

    “I asked as her daughter.”

    Maelin's voice became thin. “I have spent three days being her daughter in rooms where everyone required a director. I do not know which answer you want.”

    The honesty startled them both.

    Alden closed the public reply window. “Neither do I.”

    At the top of the queue sat a private archive notice.

    CELENE RHYSE ARCHIVE SEALED UNDER SUCCESSION LAW.

    Beneath it:

    EDDA QUILL — ACTIVE CORRESPONDENCE RESTRICTED.

    Alden looked from the message to his mother.

    Maelin retrieved her security seal. “The system will expect a death announcement.”

    “Write one.”

    “You are Steward.”

    “Write one as her daughter.”

    For the first time since the marshal spoke, Maelin's control broke. Her mouth opened, but no words came.

    Alden turned off the waiting public channel.

    “Ten minutes,” he said. “The system can survive ten minutes without consuming her.”

    He sat beside the bed. After a moment, Maelin sat on the other side.

    Between them, Celene Rhyse lay in the sunlight she had spent her life dividing among everyone else.

  
    Chapter 8 — The Shadow Theatre

    The shadow theatre had been closed for thirty-seven years, but somebody had swept the stage that morning.

    Sarin saw the clean boards from the rear entrance.

    Dust lay thick across the aisles, the seats and the old projection rails. It softened every surface except the stage, where a broad dark rectangle looked newly cut from the room. Footprints crossed it. Several people, several sizes, no effort to conceal them.

    Someone wanted investigators to know the theatre had been used.

    “That seems helpful,” Oren Saye said behind her.

    “Helpful is a motive.”

    “Can evidence be polite?”

    “Only when it wants something.”

    Saye carried a ward lamp set to deep red. Sarin had not invited him. He had arrived at the freight lift with two safety ropes, a map of the missing stairs and a sealed order from Deputy Auditor Pell assigning local assistance.

    Pell had also assigned a House security observer. Commander Dain was waiting at the theatre's public entrance because the electronic lock recognised neither his authority nor his patience.

    West Furnace had let Sarin in through a wall.

    Par Sen's directions ended at a disused salt pipe behind Level Twenty. Teo's school project turned out to include a hand-drawn route through three service cupboards and a laundry vent. Mara had confiscated the original and made Sarin promise to forget that Teo owned a copy.

    “How long before Dain finds another entrance?” Saye asked.

    “He found one twenty minutes ago.”

    Saye looked back at the narrow tunnel. “Then why isn't he here?”

    “Because this entrance requires removing a House coat and crawling through communal laundry.”

    “Security training doesn't cover humility?”

    “Budget cuts.”

    The joke came easily enough that Sarin distrusted it. Mara's Dawn Table still sat in her body: spice, warmth, Teo's hand in hers before the light arrived. For a few hours, Edda had been a woman who argued about tea instead of the centre of a jurisdictional crisis.

    Sarin clipped a recorder to the threshold.

    “Shadow Theatre Four,” she dictated. “Lower West Furnace. Entry at twenty-one-forty. Ward Officer Oren Saye attending. House observer delayed by architecture.”

    “Put that last part in the official record.”

    “It is now.”

    She crossed into the auditorium.

    Shadow theatres had flourished when Vesper's lower districts first lost continuous daylight. They did not show recorded worlds. They used light, smoke and physical screens to build temporary rooms inside darkness. Performers stood behind layered cloth while projectors moved their shadows through impossible scales: a hand became a city, a face became a moon, one candle created an army.

    Sarin had come here once as a child.

    She remembered Mara beside her, both of them young enough to believe darkness became safe when adults sold tickets to it. Their mother had packed salt cakes. Onstage, a paper bird flew into a sun and returned carrying colour beneath its wings.

    Now the hanging screens had rotted into grey strips. Rows of seats faced a bare stage. The ceiling disappeared above the range of Saye's lamp.

    “There,” he said.

    A white glove lay in the centre of the stage.

    Sarin stopped at its edge. “Do not step up.”

    “I wasn't going to.”

    “You thought about it.”

    “I think about many things. It keeps life interesting.”

    The glove was clean, expensive and placed palm-up. Beside it sat a portable spectrum case, also white. Its lid was open to display six narrow filter slots. Five were empty. The sixth contained a broken red filter and enough black-market control wafers to justify an arrest.

    The arrangement was too complete. A dead scientist, an illegal-light kit and the memorable gloves described by a child.

    Sarin scanned from the aisle.

    No active emission. No thermal trap. No recent power in the case. The glove carried skin residue, but only on the outer surface.

    “Someone wore another glove to put it there,” Saye said.

    “Or wiped the inside.”

    “Do you always disagree with people who agree with you?”

    “It keeps life interesting.”

    She extended a collection screen around the stage objects, then climbed up. Under red light the white glove looked grey. Its fingertips had been abraded against something rough after manufacture, probably to create recoverable fibres. The case serial had been removed neatly enough to advertise criminal skill.

    “Find the obvious payment trail,” she told Saye.

    He turned his lamp across the stage. “You think there is one?”

    “The glove has already introduced itself.”

    They found a credit wafer taped beneath the front edge of the stage. Its memory listed three transfers from an account associated with Edda Quill to a broker named Cinder. The largest had cleared twelve hours before Edda died.

    Saye whistled. “That's inconveniently clear.”

    “Read the dates.”

    “Two weeks ago, nine days, yesterday.”

    “Read the clearing times.”

    “All at eighteen hundred.”

    “Round?”

    “Exactly.”

    “People pay when they remember, when they meet and when they have funds. Three exact recurring times require either a subscription or someone designing a pattern.”

    “Maybe she subscribed to murder.”

    “Then customer service was excellent.”

    A slow knock sounded through the auditorium.

    Commander Dain stood at the public doors behind a grid of iron bars. He had removed his coat. Sarin revised one small assumption in his favour.

    “Senior Auditor,” he called, “open the door.”

    “The scene is not yet safe.”

    “You are inside it.”

    “I am medically trained.”

    Saye looked at her. She ignored him.

    Dain's face was a pale oval beyond the bars. “Deputy Pell assigned House observation.”

    “You can observe.”

    “From inside.”

    “The architecture continues to object.”

    She left him at the door and examined the stage.

    The swept area ended at the rear curtain. Behind it waited the optical machinery: rails, lens cradles, mirrored drums and physical timing cams. Most had corroded into place. A modern criminal would have used none of them.

    Edda had.

    One lens cradle carried fresh scoring at the adjustment wheel. Fine black residue filled its grooves—the same ridged material found beneath Edda's nails.

    Sarin sampled it.

    “She adjusted this before she died,” Saye said.

    “Or something made of the same material.”

    “There you go again.”

    “Certainty is expensive. We ration it.”

    The cradle was empty. Whatever lens it had held was gone.

    Sarin followed the rail toward the projection wall. Old theatres stored performance by recording interference patterns into layered glass. The process was crude by modern standards and wonderfully difficult to alter at a distance. Teo had been right: old instruments reported to whoever stood in front of them.

    The rail held another story beneath the dust.

    Fresh lubricant marked three adjustment points. Edda had aligned the lens cradle toward the east wall, not the stage. Sarin stood at the final point and followed the sight-line.

    It ended on a patch of brick where an old service conduit entered from outside.

    “Projector power?” Saye asked.

    “No. Sensor input.”

    The conduit had once carried raw light measurements from West Furnace's exterior cells into the theatre, allowing performances to respond to the district morning. When scheduled dawn changed colour, the projected shadows changed with it. The theatre had been an instrument as well as a room.

    Edda had reconnected the old line.

    Sarin opened its mechanical junction box. Modern sealant lined the ancient contacts. A tiny adapter converted the wall-cell signal into the lens rail without transmitting anything to central.

    “She built an independent reader,” Sarin said.

    “To catch the red stutter?”

    “Probably.”

    The adapter's memory was empty. Not erased—the device had never stored. It shaped incoming light and projected the result directly. Anyone present could see the measurement. Anyone absent could not subpoena it from a network.

    “Then the missing plates recorded what she saw,” Saye said.

    “Yes.”

    The motive for removing them sharpened. The later searchers had not taken contraband. They had taken a physical image of a corrected signal.

    Sarin inspected the wall beneath the conduit. A narrow band of paint had discoloured red-brown. Repeated projection, always in the same spectral range.

    “She ran this more than once.”

    “How often?”

    “Enough to heat the pigment. Days, perhaps weeks.”

    Saye touched nothing. “And nobody saw?”

    “In a shadow theatre, unusual light is the expected thing.”

    That was why Edda chose it. Privacy through context, not concealment. A beam in an alley invited a call. A red flicker on a theatre wall became rehearsal.

    Near the junction, Sarin found a small pencil mark: a circle crossed by nine vertical strokes. Edda's hand matched the notebook labels.

    Nine again.

    The number connected courtyard duration, wall-sensor clicks and whatever the theatre had displayed before its plates disappeared.

    The storage cabinet was open.

    Every plate had been removed.

    Not broken. Removed. Dust marks showed twelve rectangular spaces, each recently emptied. House security had asked whether the projectors worked. Someone else had already known the answer.

    “Our polite evidence is becoming less polite,” Saye said.

    “Search the floor. Anything thinner than a plate may have fallen behind the cabinet.”

    They worked separately. Sarin checked rail gaps and cable trays. Saye crawled beneath the projection bench, coughing into his sleeve. Commander Dain continued knocking at measured intervals until a ward locksmith arrived and began explaining why the door's municipal heritage status outweighed emergency access.

    The locksmith was a broad woman named Cely Ar with a tool roll strapped across her back. Through the bars she made Dain recite three separate emergency clauses, then rejected each on a different technical ground.

    “The building is condemned,” Dain said.

    “Then entering would expose your staff to an unassessed hazard.”

    “The Light Authority is already inside.”

    “Through a residential maintenance route. That is local access, not public access.”

    “Open the door.”

    “You have not established that the door is closed.”

    Dain stared at the obvious bars.

    “Legally,” Cely added.

    Saye whispered to Sarin, “Mara chose her.”

    “I assumed.”

    While the debate protected their search, Sarin mapped the footprints across the swept stage. The pattern looked chaotic until she separated pressure and direction. One set belonged to Edda: narrow soles, right foot turning outward, consistent with wear on her recovered shoes. Another belonged to Oran's exercise shoes. Three heavier sets arrived later, after dust had begun settling again.

    The later visitors did not move like performers or thieves. They entered in formation, crossed directly to the storage cabinet, then divided among stage, wall and exit.

    “Security search,” Saye said.

    “Or people trained the same way.”

    “Does anyone else walk in triangles?”

    “Funeral crews.”

    “That is grimly specific.”

    “They practise around bodies. Security practises around threats.”

    One heavy footprint stopped beside the place where the glove now lay. The glove itself rested atop the dust, placed after the sweep.

    Sarin sampled the compressed particles beneath the heel marks. The stage dust contained old fabric, skin, rust and projector carbon. The mark beneath the glove contained a fine gold flake.

    House collar thread used vapour-deposited gold to remain reflective without conducting heat.

    It was common in official uniforms and expensive formal wear. Not proof. A direction.

    “Bag it separately,” she told Saye.

    At the rear wall, the swept dust formed a ridge. Someone had pushed it with an electrostatic broom, a device designed not to disturb optical material. In the ridge lay fibres from grey storage cloth.

    “They wrapped the plates,” Sarin said.

    “Why not destroy them?”

    “Because whoever removed them wanted the images.”

    “Or wanted nobody else to have them.”

    “Both can be true.”

    Sarin pictured the plates carried out in a neat stack, the stage swept afterward, criminal objects arranged in their place. The scene did not resemble panicked concealment. It resembled replacement.

    She checked the portable spectrum case more closely. Its foam slots held pressure memory. Five filters had occupied them until recently, but only the broken red one left glass dust. The others had been solid control blanks placed to create impressions, then removed.

    “The empty slots never held filters,” she said.

    Saye leaned over. “How do you know?”

    “No edge scoring. No residue. The foam was compressed with something smooth.”

    “So even the missing contraband is false.”

    “Absent things are persuasive. People imagine the dangerous version for themselves.”

    The public doors finally opened. Cely Ar made Dain sign a statement accepting personal responsibility for damage to the heritage lock. He entered with the document still in his hand.

    “Satisfied?” he asked Sarin.

    “The lock is.”

    Dain saw the footprint map projected across the stage. His gaze paused at the three heavy routes.

    “Who searched this theatre?” Sarin asked.

    “No official House team.”

    “That is a narrow answer.”

    “It is an exact one.”

    “Were House contractors here?”

    “I have no record.”

    “Did Director Rhyse know Edda used the theatre?”

    “You may submit—”

    “A request. Yes.” Sarin pointed to the gold flake. “A reflective collar material was found beneath a post-sweep print.”

    Dain looked at it without bending. “Gold thread is legal.”

    “So is visiting a theatre. Names make both more useful.”

    “You believe my presence makes House involvement more likely.”

    “Your timing did.”

    “And if I had stayed away?”

    “That would have been evidence of absence.”

    “You have built a profession in which everyone disappoints you.”

    Sarin looked at the empty storage cabinet. “No. People continue to surprise me with how much work disappointment requires.”

    Sarin reached behind the storage cabinet. Her glove touched paper.

    She drew out a narrow receipt, browned at one edge by heat. Most of its print had faded. The old theatre's thermal stamp remained visible because it was physical deformation, not ink.

    LENS CALIBRATION — NARROW CURVE — TWO HOURS.

    The customer field contained three partial characters.

    E. Q.

    The issue field carried the theatre's own mark and a serial impression for the missing lens.

    The description fitted the curved material Teo said Edda had given him, except that his charm was mirror skin, not optical glass. Edda might have been teaching him with a harmless offcut from the same repair.

    “I found the payment-maker,” Saye called.

    He emerged holding a portable transfer stylus in a shield bag. It had been wedged behind the stage wall. Its serial was intact.

    Sarin read it. “Registered to whom?”

    Saye queried the local ward ledger. “A salon in Upper Meridian. Reported stolen four months ago.”

    “Cinder?”

    “The theft suspect used that alias.”

    The chain tightened too neatly again.

    Commander Dain entered at last with the locksmith behind him.

    “You have compromised joint observation,” Dain said.

    “You observed my refusal.”

    His gaze moved to the shielded glove, case, credit wafer and stylus. “It appears the broker is identified.”

    “An alias appears repeatedly in objects placed for us to find.”

    “You consider that exculpatory?”

    “I consider it repeated.”

    Dain crouched beside the spectrum case. “The filters are restricted.”

    “One filter is present. Five slots are empty.”

    “Enough capacity for the discharge.”

    Sarin looked at him. “No.”

    “You have not completed analysis.”

    “I do not need to complete analysis to know this box could not focus Carina through a ventilation pane from outside the planetary receiver grid.”

    “Modified equipment—”

    “Would need power. Cooling. Alignment. A source.”

    Dain stood. “The source was established.”

    “By my report, which Deputy Pell sent you before replication.”

    “By the Light Authority.”

    “That is not the same thing.”

    He studied her for a moment. “You dislike institutions when they contain other people.”

    Saye became interested in the ceiling.

    Sarin said, “I dislike verbs that hide them.”

    The theatre lights came on.

    Not the red ward lamp. Not Saye's portable unit. The old projectors woke overhead with a mechanical cough. White slits opened along the rails.

    “Down,” Dain said.

    He reached for Sarin. She stepped away and drew her medical hood over her lenses. Saye killed his lamp. For one second the theatre was absolutely dark.

    Then a figure appeared on the stage.

    It was made of shadow.

    A woman stood against a circular amber field, arms raised, palms outward. Her body multiplied across the hanging screens, one shadow becoming ten, ten becoming a crowd. A recorded voice filled the room.

    “Six hundred and eight.”

    Sarin stopped breathing.

    The West Furnace memorial performance.

    She had seen public excerpts. She had never seen the original. The projection system must have retained a mechanical closing loop separate from the removed storage plates. Restoring power—or opening the public door—had triggered it.

    Names began to move across the stage.

    Not a list. People had resisted that. Each name arrived spoken by someone who loved the person: a spouse laughing on the first attempt, a child stumbling over formal words, a friend adding a private insult the editors refused to remove.

    The shadows on the screens turned toward an invisible source of heat.

    Sarin saw the number before she heard the name.

    CERTIFICATION 8-7714 — S. JALE.

    Her own younger face appeared in an Authority hearing window above the stage.

    “The projected reduction remains within survival tolerance if secondary circulation holds.”

    The memory was exact. Her voice had been calm. She had said if as if it were a technical hinge instead of a place where six hundred and eight lives could fall.

    The next line should have been Alden's testimony. It was absent from the public record. The projection moved directly to the district sirens.

    Sarin turned toward the exit.

    Her body did not obey.

    The room narrowed around the stage. The hood pressed against her mouth. Light moved at the edges of her lenses. She knew each physical response and could name none of them away.

    Saye came to stand beside her, not touching.

    “We can stop it,” he said.

    “No.”

    The answer was difficult, which made it true.

    Sarin watched until the projected names ended.

    The last shadow placed both hands over the false sun. Darkness closed around it. A final sentence appeared:

    SYSTEMS FAIL. PEOPLE CHOOSE WHERE FAILURE LANDS.

    The theatre went quiet.

    Commander Dain had moved away during the projection. He stood near the rear doors, giving her privacy with the competence of someone trained to use it later.

    Sarin removed her hood.

    “The power feed?” she asked.

    Saye checked the wall. “Local capacitor. Door mechanism woke it.”

    “Record the trigger and isolate the closing loop.”

    Her voice sounded like herself again. That did not mean she was unchanged.

    She returned to the lens cradle and the heat-distorted receipt. Edda had stood here. Edda had adjusted an old instrument. Perhaps she had watched the memorial too. Perhaps that was why she chose West Furnace: not only for honest sensors, but because this district understood the cost of official tolerances.

    Dain approached. “Cinder's identity is known to us.”

    “A useful fact withheld until the room named him.”

    “An active broker identity is not public.”

    “Give it to me.”

    “Submit a request.”

    Sarin held up the transfer stylus. “This object gives me probable cause. If you delay identity during an active murder investigation, I will put the delay beside your name.”

    Dain's gaze passed over the dark stage. Perhaps he had heard her argument with Pell through the building record. Perhaps he simply recognised a threat that had become a procedure.

    He sent the file.

    Cinder was a rotating alias used by three known full-spectrum brokers. Two were off-world. The third, Jes Oran, ran unlicensed dawn experiences across Vesper and had been arrested four times without conviction. His current location was unknown.

    His public biometric record showed exercise shoes with high-reflective soles.

    Rich people shoes, Teo had said.

    “Issue a quiet locate,” Sarin told Saye. “Ward channels only.”

    Dain said, “House security can find him faster.”

    “That is what concerns me.”

    Sarin sealed the receipt, residue and stylus. The obvious evidence named Cinder. The old machinery named Edda. One trail wanted to be followed. The other had been physically removed.

    As they left, the stage remained dark.

    For thirty-seven years the theatre had held its final performance in a capacitor and waited for someone to open the right door.

    Old instruments did not need courage to be honest.

    Only someone willing to stand in front of them.

  
    Chapter 9 — The Petal Brake

    The collector petal began to blister six hours before Iona's private inspection window.

    The first warning came from the machine, not Control.

    Iona was halfway through explaining the blind-sector route to Bram when the deck shifted under them. A vibration travelled through the Loom habitat, too low to hear and too regular to be impact. Every metal surface found a slightly different note.

    Her cup drew a circle across the table.

    “Drive flutter,” Bram said.

    “Thermal correction.”

    “Same thing?”

    “Only if you enjoy dying from vocabulary.”

    The habitat alarm sounded.

    COLLECTOR PETAL SEVEN-VIOLET — DRIVE SURFACE TEMPERATURE.

    Iona was moving before the second line appeared.

    SOURCE: EXTERNAL REFLECTION.

    Nine-Violet.

    The mirror's illegal angle had continued feeding light into the petal. The public model still showed safe separation, so the collector had defended itself alone until its thermal reserve reached the point where defence became another form of damage.

    Iona opened the crew channel while running for the equipment bay.

    “Exterior team to Shelter Three. Tug crew awake now. Control, give me true optical on Seven-Violet.”

    Ressa answered. “Security has locked raw sighting.”

    “Then launch a beetle through maintenance local.”

    “They froze drones again.”

    “Break one.”

    “With pleasure.”

    Bram kept pace beside Iona. “You said the petal had a day.”

    “It did when the mirror held angle.”

    “It changed?”

    “Or the petal did. Or the model is lying about both.”

    They entered the equipment bay as shutters sealed over the habitat windows. Suits hung in pressure cradles along the walls. Five crew members were already climbing into them: Anja Pell, Jo Ves, twins Eren and Eri Mas, and a silent older rigger named Kovan who claimed speech used air.

    “Tug Three is warm,” Anja said. “Shepherd control won't release it.”

    “Whose lock?”

    “Security.”

    “Today is becoming repetitive.”

    Iona pulled her suit around her shoulders. The inner lining recognised her body and tightened at the joints. Medical needles touched old ports along her spine. Air entered with the smell of cold metal and a trace of the citrus disinfectant Tavi hated.

    The thought arrived without permission.

    Iona pushed it away and opened the team geometry.

    Seven-Violet occupied the centre. The collector petal was a long diamond of layered conversion skin, radiators and drive material. Nine-Violet's true reflection struck it near the aft rim. Heat spread from the contact point like a stain.

    The nearest shepherd tug was docked eighty kilometres along the spine. It could deploy a shadow foil between mirror and collector, buying time. It could also engage the collector's brake nodes directly and turn the petal a fraction.

    Turning the petal would move its conversion face out of the beam.

    It would also move its enormous shadow.

    The public model predicted that shadow crossing an empty maintenance corridor. Iona no longer trusted the prediction.

    “Objective,” she told the team. “Board Tug Three, deploy foil if possible, stop heat growth. No orbit change until we establish the live reflection path.”

    “Cost of failure?” Eri asked.

    She always asked. Iona required it from every crew before exterior work.

    “Drive coating delaminates. Seven-Violet loses attitude control. Best case, we spend a year chasing a continent. Worst case, it rotates its reflective edge through an inhabited sight-line.”

    “Whose?”

    “Unknown.”

    That answer changed the room. Maintainers accepted danger. They disliked being unable to name who stood beneath it.

    Ressa came over the channel. “Beetle is out. Optical in thirty seconds. Security orders crew to remain inside.”

    “Copy the order.”

    “They decline.”

    “Then I am delighted to remain uninformed.”

    The inner lock opened. The crew entered. Bram took the last position.

    Iona blocked him with one arm.

    “No.”

    His face hardened. “You said I could choose.”

    “I said I would ask you about a survey. This is emergency exterior.”

    “I am qualified.”

    “At inspection level.”

    “Tug systems are on my advancement list.”

    “Your advancement list does not stop mirrors.”

    “Neither does your age.”

    The lock went quiet. Even Kovan looked up.

    Bram swallowed. “I found the relay mismatch. I know Nine-Violet's local handshake better than anyone except you. If the tug has to talk to the mirror, you need me.”

    Iona saw Ressa's face in memory: Tell him enough to choose.

    She hated principles most when they arrived on time.

    “Cost of failure?” she asked.

    “Petal loses control. Reflection may cross an inhabited corridor. Tug may overheat or take drive-surface debris. Suit exposure depends on shield angle.”

    “Cost to you.”

    He glanced at the fish painted inside his helmet. “My niece gets a dishonest song about the star.”

    Not fearlessness. Fear named sideways. It was the best most people could do.

    Iona moved her arm.

    “You stay behind my shoulder until ordered otherwise.”

    “Yes, Chief.”

    “And if you ever mention my age during an airlock decision again, I will leave you in a cupboard.”

    The lock depressurised.

    Tug Three waited beyond the hatch, clamped to the maintenance rail. It was an ugly craft: engine, shield, grapple arms and a pressure cabin built around whatever volume remained. Shepherd tugs moved between the largest Veil elements and persuaded them not to kill one another.

    The crew crossed on tethers. Carina burned beneath the petal's edge. Seven-Violet's black spine filled half the sky. At the aft rim, far beyond direct sight, the mirror beam heated the drive surface.

    Ressa's beetle feed arrived.

    The image shook as the small drone fought thermal turbulence. A bright patch spread across the collector coating. Bubbles lifted in the black material, each one hundreds of metres wide. When they burst, sheets of coating peeled away and flashed into vapour.

    “Faster than the sensor model,” Jo said.

    “Because the sensor model thinks the mirror is elsewhere,” Iona replied. “Board.”

    Inside Tug Three, six people occupied a cabin designed for four. Iona strapped into the command cradle. Anja took drive. Jo managed foil deployment. Kovan and the twins controlled grapples and radiator trim. Bram knelt beneath the navigation table with a direct line into the mirror handshake.

    Anja requested launch release.

    DENIED — SECURITY HOLD.

    Iona opened the House channel. “Operational Security Desk, Seven-Violet is in active thermal failure. Release Tug Three.”

    “Chief Kest, maintain shelter posture. An authorised response is in transit.”

    “From where?”

    “Stand by.”

    “Arrival time?”

    “Stand by.”

    “Petal drive loss in twenty-two minutes.”

    “The authorised response will assess.”

    Iona looked at the launch clamps. Four mechanical locks held the tug. Security controlled the release signal. Mechanical release remained inside the dock because every competent builder assumed someone local might eventually need to disobey a signal.

    “Kovan,” she said.

    The rigger unstrapped without a word.

    “Chief,” security said, “manual release during hold will constitute sabotage of House stellar infrastructure.”

    “Seven-Violet is House stellar infrastructure. I am attempting the rarer kind of sabotage that leaves it functional.”

    Kovan opened the floor plate and placed a crank into the release gear.

    “Last warning,” security said.

    “Put your name on it.”

    Silence.

    Kovan turned the crank.

    The clamps opened one by one. Tug Three drifted free.

    Anja fired manoeuvring thrusters. The dock fell away. For a moment the tug travelled over the collector spine with no visible motion, the distances too large for speed to look like speed. Then the heat patch rose beyond the aft ridge.

    Carina's reflection struck their forward shield.

    The cabin filled with white.

    Filters closed. Cooling pumps screamed. Iona felt heat through the command cradle, not temperature yet but the system's effort to prevent it.

    “Shield load thirty percent,” Anja called.

    “Foil package armed,” Jo said.

    “Bram, mirror handshake.”

    “Nine-Violet accepts local identity. Rejects maintenance authority.”

    “Ask for emergency trim.”

    “Rejected.”

    “Ask it why.”

    “It says geometry protected under continuity.”

    The same account that paid for the movement.

    Tug Three crossed into the collector's radiative wake. The craft rolled. Straps cut into Iona's shoulders. Anja corrected with short burns.

    “Foil path?” Iona asked.

    Jo projected it. The shadow foil would unfold between the mirror and collector, a thin sheet five kilometres across. It could tolerate full reflection for perhaps four minutes. Long enough to cool the drive surface and command a safer petal angle.

    The path crossed a cloud of delaminated coating.

    “Debris density rising,” Eren said.

    “Foil will tear,” Eri added.

    “Not if we deploy inside the cloud,” Jo said.

    “Then we deploy inside the cloud,” Iona decided.

    Security returned. This time Commander Leth Dain's name appeared on the channel.

    “Chief Kest, abort approach. Moving the collector will redirect the reflection over Vesper Transfer Habitat Six.”

    At last, a name beneath the danger.

    “I did not propose movement yet,” Iona said.

    “Your tug has armed brake grapples.”

    “My tug has everything. It is emotionally needy.”

    “The habitat contains twelve thousand people.”

    “Send its true position.”

    “You have the public geometry.”

    “The public geometry put Nine-Violet in the wrong orbit.”

    Dain paused. “Send me your evidence.”

    “Release raw sighting.”

    “We cannot expose security geometry during an active intrusion.”

    “What intrusion?”

    “Abort approach.”

    The debris alarm sounded.

    Black flakes struck the shield. Each impact became a white spark. The tug pitched as Anja threaded between larger sheets.

    “Conversation later,” Iona said and cut Dain off.

    The heat patch filled the forward view. It was not a patch anymore. A ragged lake of white crawled across the petal's drive surface. At its centre, coating lifted into bubbles and burst toward them.

    “Deploy,” Iona ordered.

    Jo fired the foil canister.

    It travelled ahead of the tug, a dark cylinder spinning through the debris. At the planned point it opened. Ribs extended. Folded material poured outward, black at first, then silver as the reflective face turned toward Nine-Violet.

    One edge caught a coating fragment.

    The foil tore.

    “Compensating,” Jo said.

    Trim lines pulled the damaged edge inward. The foil opened asymmetrically, four kilometres of shadow where they needed five.

    The beam narrowed on the petal.

    Temperature stopped rising, but did not fall.

    “Four minutes to foil loss,” Eri said.

    “Brake nodes in range,” Kovan reported.

    Iona overlaid the petal's possible movements with every corridor she could independently confirm. Vesper Transfer Six was real and close. Rotating the collector away from the beam would sweep the reflection across it.

    Unless Nine-Violet moved at the same time.

    “Bram, can the mirror accept a coupled maintenance correction?”

    “Not under security envelope.”

    “Can it see Seven-Violet's emergency state?”

    “Yes.”

    “Then ask it to protect its target.”

    “Its target is listed as empty.”

    The warm empty space beyond the blind sector.

    “Override target with collector hardware.”

    “Needs local physical confirmation.”

    “We're local.”

    “To the collector. Not the mirror.”

    The machines were separated by tens of thousands of kilometres and an administrative definition.

    “Can the tug impersonate a mirror shepherd?” Iona asked.

    Anja looked offended. “Impersonate?”

    “Professionally resemble.”

    “For three seconds before the identity lattice rejects us.”

    “Bram?”

    He understood. “Three seconds is enough to request target-protection handshake. The mirror would enter safe-hold while it verifies.”

    “Safe-hold does what?” Jo asked.

    “Reduces face angle by minimum drive pulse.”

    “How much?”

    Bram calculated. “Enough to move the reflection off Seven-Violet in ninety seconds.”

    “And where does it go?” Iona asked.

    His answer took too long.

    “Across the blind-sector edge.”

    The place security had moved the mirror to illuminate.

    Whatever occupied that warm piece of empty space would lose its reflection. It might be damaged. It might be the very thing someone had concealed the command to protect.

    The foil load passed eighty percent.

    “Security will call that sabotage,” Ressa said over the crew line.

    She had been listening.

    “Security calls maintenance sabotage when it happens without a speech,” Iona replied.

    “Habitat Six?”

    “Safe if the petal holds. We don't brake the collector. We move only the mirror to safe-hold.”

    “And the hidden target?”

    “Gets dark.”

    “What if it can't?”

    Iona looked at the temperature climbing beneath the torn foil. Seven-Violet supplied power into three inhabited corridors. Its loss would trigger compensations across the inner Veil. The risk had names. The hidden target had only security.

    “Then somebody should have put it on the maintenance map,” she said.

    “Do it,” Ressa answered.

    Anja configured Tug Three's identity burst. “We get one try. After rejection, our shepherd credentials will lock.”

    “Kovan, grapple us.”

    The tug fired two lines into Seven-Violet's spine. They tightened. The collector became their reference mass, letting the tug's transmitter hold alignment through the thermal wake.

    “Foil ninety-two percent,” Jo said.

    “Bram,” Iona said, “on you.”

    He knelt at the open service panel. Sweat floated from his forehead in small bright spheres. His gloved fingers moved across physical relays because the tug's old identity system did not trust touch surfaces during acceleration.

    “Shepherd mask live,” he said. “Nine-Violet sees us. Requesting target protection.”

    One second.

    Two.

    The mirror answered.

    SAFE-HOLD PENDING PHYSICAL CONFIRMATION.

    “Confirm,” Iona said.

    Bram pulled the mechanical lever.

    The tug rejected the effort with a violent kick.

    His hand slipped. The lever snapped back across his wrist.

    Iona heard the bone break through his suit microphone.

    Bram screamed and struck the panel.

    “Confirm!” she shouted.

    He reached with his other hand. The injured wrist hung at the wrong angle. He dragged the lever down and locked it beneath his forearm.

    SAFE-HOLD ACCEPTED.

    Anja killed the false identity.

    Nine-Violet moved.

    At first nothing changed. Then the white lake on the petal thinned. Its far edge darkened. The reflected beam travelled away across space, a line impossible to see except where dust and debris flashed through it.

    The foil collapsed as its load vanished. Torn silver material drifted above Seven-Violet like a shed skin.

    Temperature fell.

    “Drive surface stable,” Eri said. “Still hot. Stable.”

    “Habitat Six reports no reflection,” Ressa said. “All inhabited corridors clear.”

    Iona unstrapped and dropped beside Bram. He had gone pale behind his visor.

    “Can you feel your fingers?”

    “Too many of them.”

    “That's swelling.”

    “I preferred the extra fingers.”

    She immobilised the wrist with a suit brace. He laughed once when it tightened, then nearly vomited.

    “You did well,” she said.

    “I disobeyed the shoulder rule.”

    “You were below my shoulder.”

    “Technicality.”

    “The foundation of civilisation.”

    House security reopened the channel.

    “Chief Kest,” Dain said, “you are ordered to hold position for arrest.”

    Iona looked around the cabin. Jo was managing the ruined foil. The twins were preparing radiator lines. Kovan inspected the grapples. Anja held the tug steady against the collector. Every face was exhausted and bright with the knowledge that the machine remained beneath them.

    “Arrest on what charge?” Iona asked.

    “Unauthorised movement of a protected mirror.”

    “We entered its built-in safe-hold.”

    “You used false credentials.”

    “The mirror was causing active damage.”

    “Your intervention interrupted a security operation.”

    There it was. Not continuity. Operation.

    “What operation?”

    “Remain in place.”

    “We have an injured maintainer.”

    “Medical response will board you.”

    “His name is Bram Oko. Put the delay beside yours.”

    Dain did not answer.

    Iona opened an all-crew maintenance channel. Security could hear it. So could every habitat in the local band.

    “Seven-Violet is stable,” she said. “Nine-Violet entered emergency safe-hold after Security Continuity declined local release. One crew injury, fractured wrist. We are returning under our own power.”

    “Chief,” Ressa warned softly.

    Iona continued. “For the record: obedience to the standing security order would have destroyed the collector drive surface and endangered Vesper Transfer Six. My crew acted correctly.”

    The statement travelled outward before security could close the channel.

    Tug Three released its grapples and turned toward the habitat.

    Security sent two shepherd craft to meet them.

    They approached without weapons visible, one above the tug and one below, matching its course so precisely that the formation felt like a restraint. Their pilots transmitted no names. Only instructions.

    FOLLOW VECTOR. MAINTAIN PROPULSION LOCK. PREPARE FOR BOARDING.

    “They are going to arrest us before medical,” Anja said.

    “They can try,” Iona replied.

    Bram's suit brace reported rising pressure in his wrist. The break had not pierced the skin, but fragments threatened a nerve. A medical bay could reduce it cleanly. A security boarding would add time and movement.

    Iona opened the public maintenance channel again. “Tug Three has one urgent injury requiring reduction within nineteen minutes. Security escort is delaying treatment.”

    The upper craft cut her transmission.

    Ressa restored it through habitat local.

    “Repeat,” she said.

    Iona repeated. This time three other maintenance habitats received the message before security found the route. Their controllers acknowledged in order.

    HABITAT EIGHT: MEDICAL PRIORITY RECORDED.

    HABITAT ELEVEN: DELAY WITNESSED.

    HABITAT FOUR: CREW NAMES RECEIVED.

    Maintainers had spent centuries developing ways to survive officials who preferred unrecorded minutes.

    The lower security craft opened a docking arm.

    Kovan reached for the grapple controls.

    “No,” Iona said. “We do not strike them.”

    “Could slip,” he offered, speaking only because the possibility delighted him.

    “Your slips are too accurate.”

    She sent Dain a direct medical liability notice. “Board after Bram enters treatment. Your officers may observe us through the lock.”

    “You are not setting conditions.”

    “I am describing what the tug will do. If you attach before the habitat, we vent the docking collar and make your officers wait outside with us.”

    “That endangers your injured crew member.”

    “Less than a boarding turn.”

    Silence. Dain disliked threats that made their cost visible on both sides.

    The security craft withdrew its arm.

    Tug Three entered the habitat lock under escort.

    Pressure returned. The inner hatch opened onto a medical team and six security officers. Behind them stood half the off-shift maintenance band in work clothes, apparently fascinated by an unrelated pressure-gauge inspection.

    Iona released Bram's cradle. “Medical first.”

    A security officer stepped into her path. “Chief Kest is detained.”

    “Chief Kest is carrying the patient's suit air.”

    This was technically false. Bram's own suit carried his air. It was socially effective.

    The medical team moved between them. Kovan, the twins and Jo followed close enough to turn one patient into a small procession. Security could stop all of them or none without creating a scene in front of witnesses.

    They chose none.

    In the treatment bay, a clinician cut away Bram's glove and inflated a clear reduction field around his wrist. The injury appeared inside it as a rotating image: two clean fractures, one small splinter near the nerve.

    “Surgery?” Bram asked.

    “No. Unless you move during reduction.”

    “Then definitely surgery.”

    The clinician gave him a pain block. “You are no longer funny enough to consent.”

    Iona stood at the foot of the bed while the field drew the bones into alignment. Bram's face relaxed with chemical speed.

    “My niece will ask if the star did it,” he said.

    “Tell her a lever did.”

    “Boring.”

    “Truth often is.”

    “You said I could lie about the song.”

    “That was before you became medically suggestible.”

    His eyes closed.

    Ressa entered through the rear door carrying Iona's suit memory in a sealed maintenance pouch.

    “Security wants this,” she said.

    “Security wants many things.”

    “I copied it.”

    Iona looked at her.

    “You created a calibration image large enough to hide one transfer,” Ressa said. “It was inelegant. I corrected the compression.”

    “Where is the copy?”

    “Distributed.”

    Not public. Maintenance distributed: pieces held across several habitats, useless alone and difficult to seize together.

    “You exceeded my instruction,” Iona said.

    “You trained me.”

    Security entered at last. Dain appeared by remote display while the officers stood around Iona's bed space.

    “Chief Kest, surrender the suit memory.”

    Iona handed it over.

    “You are suspended from exterior duty pending review,” he said.

    The words struck deeper than she allowed her face to show.

    “Duration?”

    “Indefinite.”

    “Then Seven-Violet recovery loses its only current lead.”

    “A replacement will be assigned.”

    “Name?”

    Dain paused.

    “You don't have one,” Iona said. “You have removed a dependency and called it discipline.”

    “You altered protected geometry.”

    “And preserved the collector.”

    “Both are true.”

    For the first time, Iona heard Sarin Jale's world in his sentence: two facts forced to occupy the same record.

    “Then record both,” she said.

    The display ended.

    Iona looked at her empty hands. Without an exterior licence she could not reach the blind sector. Without reaching it she could not identify the hidden arc. Security had solved tomorrow's problem by removing tomorrow from her authority.

    On the treatment bed, Bram woke enough to murmur, “We still going at oh-six?”

    Iona glanced at Ressa.

    Ressa's expression said no. Her eyes said the survey schedule remained distributed too.

    “Sleep,” Iona told him.

    She did not answer the question.

    As they cleared the petal, Iona looked toward the blind sector. The displaced reflection no longer crossed it. Thermal imaging showed the warm shape in empty space beginning to cool.

    For a few seconds, before security replaced the feed, its outline became visible.

    Not a station. Not a mirror.

    An arc of machinery followed the collector band, far larger than any ordinary maintenance assembly, hidden in the shadow of the public Veil.

    Then the image vanished.

    Bram saw it too.

    “What was that?” he whispered.

    Iona tightened the brace around his wrist.

    “Tomorrow's problem,” she said.

    But tomorrow had arrived early.

  
    Chapter 10 — Six Minutes

    Sarin found Cinder because he bought fourteen seconds of blue light for a fish.

    The purchase appeared at zero-six-ten in the ward market ledger. It was small enough to escape the House search and strange enough to interest Oren Saye, who knew that Vesper's illegal dawn brokers rarely paid for animals.

    “Maybe the fish is wealthy,” he said.

    They stood in a Light Authority observation room two levels above Market Spine. The wall in front of them showed six streets, three transit shafts and the broad stepped square where the district's morning would begin in eleven minutes. Each camera fed a different spectrum. Under amber, the crowds looked calm and old. Under thermal, they were a river of heat.

    Sarin wore Mara's red-cut lenses beneath an Authority hood. Her left eye felt as if someone had packed it with hot sand. Medical had cleared her for artificial light and threatened suspension if she entered a full-spectrum band before Day Five.

    Today was Day Two.

    “What kind of fish?” she asked.

    Saye enlarged the purchase note. “Loom blue. Engineered for low gravity, terrible personality.”

    “Location?”

    “Aquarium stall, south edge of the Dawn Table.”

    “Buyer biometric?”

    “Blocked by a salon privacy stamp.”

    “Shoes?”

    Saye found a street image. In the lower corner, a man walked away carrying a narrow water sphere. His face was hidden by a reflective scarf. His soles flashed white at each step.

    “Rich people shoes,” Saye said.

    Sarin sent the image to the quiet ward locate. Jes Oran's record returned a probable match: seventy-eight percent by stride, eighty-four by shoulder geometry.

    Commander Dain's image appeared on the side wall. “House team can take the market exits.”

    “No uniforms,” Sarin said.

    “You are not directing House security.”

    “Then I am warning you that visible containment will start a crowd movement when morning arrives.”

    “The square is designed for crowd movement.”

    “Toward the light, not away from armed officers.”

    Dain looked at the map. “Oran is wanted for spectrum theft.”

    “He is wanted for questioning about the theatre.”

    “The distinction will not matter if he runs.”

    “It will matter to everyone he runs through.”

    Sarin marked three ward officers in ordinary clothes: one beside the aquarium stall, one on the upper steps, one at the freight lift. Saye would stay with her. Dain placed House officers outside the square despite her objection.

    “Cinder may have killed Edda,” Saye said after the channel closed.

    “He may have sold her something.”

    “The payment trail—”

    “Was arranged for discovery.”

    “By him?”

    “Then he wanted us to know his alias and location.”

    “Maybe he's arrogant.”

    “Arrogance is not a transport plan.”

    The public countdown sounded at ten minutes.

    Sarin walked the route once before the square filled completely.

    At the upper steps, morning would strike first and blind anyone wearing low-light lenses without transition filters. The lower fountain created a choke point because families gathered there to reflect light into water jars. The freight passage remained dark until the final minute, but its lift paused automatically at every active spectrum boundary.

    She explained each point to Saye.

    “You grew up here,” he said. “Why do you need the walk?”

    “Memory preserves routes that no longer exist.”

    “The fountain is older than both of us.”

    “The crowd isn't.”

    Market Spine had changed since Sarin's childhood. The old ration stalls were colour salons now. A public heat shelter had become a wedding-photo room where couples rented ten seconds of flattering spectrum. The fire stairs remained where they had always been, but three were locked because upper-district safety law required monitored access the ward could not afford.

    At the aquarium stall, the vendor was preparing the Loom-blue fish for its purchased exposure. She fitted the water sphere into a mirrored cradle no larger than a cooking pot.

    “Fourteen seconds?” Sarin asked.

    “Every twenty-four hours.”

    “Why not six minutes with the public band?”

    “Too much ultraviolet. Its breeding light is narrow.”

    “Who paid?”

    The vendor looked toward Oran without moving her head. “A customer.”

    “I will not seize your buyer list.”

    “House security will.”

    “Not under my warrant.”

    “Do they need yours?”

    Sarin had no honest reassurance. “Keep the physical ledger on you.”

    The vendor slid it inside her coat.

    At the west rail, Sarin found two children practising with mirror charms. One angled a silver bird toward the other's face.

    “Down,” Sarin said.

    The child obeyed. “It's only amber.”

    “The material does not know the next light is stronger.”

    She showed them how a small change in angle moved the reflection from skin to paving. The explanation took ten seconds and avoided the word geometry. Need, effect, name, minimum rule. It was how Edda had taught Teo. It was how technical knowledge survived outside institutions: one safe adjustment at a time.

    Her wrist display signalled Mara.

    “I need the hood back after today,” Mara said without greeting.

    “I am wearing it.”

    “That is why I specified after.”

    “Teo told you where I am?”

    “Teo told everyone where you are. He is running a private betting market on whether you catch the white shoes before morning ends.”

    “Close it.”

    “He says it teaches probability.”

    “Tell him the probability of losing his charm privileges is increasing.”

    Mara's voice softened. “You should not be in moving light.”

    “I know.”

    “That has never changed a thing.”

    Sarin looked across the square. Oran stood beside the fish, still unaware that she had entered the market.

    “I will stay at the edge,” she said.

    It was her intention when she spoke. Intentions were evidence of what a person expected, not what they would choose after the world moved.

    “Bring my hood home,” Mara said. “Preferably with you inside it.”

    The call ended.

    Saye waited near the steps. “Is your sister always that reassuring?”

    “She considers fear a household tool.”

    “Does it work?”

    “Often.”

    Sarin took her position as the countdown reached nine minutes. Around her, Market Spine prepared to become another place.

    Across Market Spine, shutters opened. Vendors rolled spectrum-sensitive goods into the square. Morning sellers occupied the inner steps, where the light would linger longest. Medical-light traders crowded the edge, offering adhesive patches and eye drops to people whose bodies struggled with the district schedule. Children lined the west rail with paper charms. Workers finishing night shift took bowls from communal pots and sat facing east—not toward Carina, which remained hidden beyond the Veil, but toward the receiver that would deliver its authorised fraction.

    Sarin and Saye entered through the upper passage.

    The air smelled of hot oil, wet stone, sweet dye and the sharp clean tang of aquarium water. Market lamps dimmed as the countdown progressed. In eleven minutes the whole district would transform, then transform again when the band moved on.

    “There,” Saye said.

    Jes Oran stood at the aquarium stall with the water sphere tucked beneath one arm. He was smaller than his file image, broad through the shoulders, dressed in a dark jacket whose seams held legal reflective thread. White exercise soles made each footstep visible. He watched the fish turn slowly inside its sphere.

    It was a ridiculous animal, round and bright blue, with fins too large for its body.

    The vendor handed Oran a paper cone of feed.

    “He doesn't look worried,” Saye said.

    “He has not seen House security yet.”

    “You think he will recognise you?”

    “Everyone in West Furnace recognised me.”

    “Not for the reason you wanted.”

    “Recognition rarely asks.”

    Sarin moved down the steps. She did not hide. Approaching a suspect from concealment encouraged bystanders to become part of the surprise.

    Oran saw her at six metres.

    His gaze dropped to her Authority hood, then moved past her to Saye. He did not run. He fed the fish.

    “Jes Oran,” Sarin said.

    “Never heard of him.”

    “Cinder.”

    “Common household residue.”

    “You left one glove in a theatre.”

    “Then I am underdressed.”

    His voice was mild, educated and almost bored. He held the sphere carefully enough not to disturb the fish.

    “I need to ask about Dr. Edda Quill,” Sarin said.

    The boredom ended.

    Oran looked toward the market exits. He saw the ward officers. Then his eyes found the black-and-gold figures waiting beyond the square.

    “You brought the House,” he said.

    “They brought themselves.”

    “Difference without consequence.”

    The countdown reached six minutes.

    Sarin kept her hands visible. “Give the sphere to the vendor.”

    Oran smiled. “You think it contains a weapon.”

    “I think the fish has suffered enough.”

    The aquarium vendor held out both hands.

    Oran passed her the sphere.

    Then the House officers entered the square.

    Their coats were gone, but the gold throat lines remained. People nearest them recognised the insignia and shifted. One movement became twenty. The ward officer by the freight lift raised a hand to slow the crowd.

    Oran stepped backward.

    “Do not,” Sarin said.

    The public voice began counting the final ten seconds.

    At eight, Oran turned.

    At seven, Saye went after him.

    At six, the square lights dropped to red.

    At five, Sarin followed.

    Darkness erased Oran's body. His shoe soles flashed ahead like two falling signals. He cut between food tables, knocking none of them over. He had planned the route.

    At zero, morning struck the upper steps.

    Gold moved down through the market.

    The first crowd reaction was not panic. It was joy. Faces lifted. Children raised charms. Vendors uncovered food. Hundreds of people stopped exactly where Oran needed them to move.

    He vaulted a bench and disappeared behind a curtain of reflected green.

    “North stairs,” Saye shouted over the ward channel.

    “No,” Sarin said. “He wants the freight lift.”

    She knew because the light band moved south to north. The north stairs would remain illuminated longest. Oran needed darkness, and the freight shaft lay behind the advancing edge.

    Sarin cut east across the square.

    Her hood filters darkened under the gold. The world reduced to red outlines and white glare. Her left eye sent a blade of pain through her skull. She kept moving.

    Immediate objective: reach the freight passage before Oran.

    Geography: three table rows, the lower fountain, two descending ramps.

    Cost: if she lost him, House security would close the district and call the result protection.

    She passed through the first table row. A woman swore as Sarin struck her chair. Hot broth splashed across Sarin's sleeve. The second row was blocked by children watching coloured paper insects rise in thermal currents.

    “Authority,” Sarin called. “Stay where you are.”

    Children did not stay where they were when an adult said Authority. They scattered.

    One boy ran directly into the moving light.

    His protective lenses slipped from his face.

    He stopped, hands flying to his eyes.

    Oran appeared at the end of the row, ten metres from the freight passage.

    Sarin had a clear route to him.

    The boy screamed.

    She turned away from Oran.

    Sarin reached the child as his knees hit the paving. She pulled her medical hood over his head, sealing the red-cut fabric around his face. For a second her own lenses stood exposed to the full authorised spectrum.

    The square became white.

    Pain erased sound.

    She forced one eye open. The lenses reacted, finally, staining the world blood-red. The boy clung to her coat.

    “Keep the hood on,” she told him. “Do not look out. What is your name?”

    “Lio.”

    “Lio, breathe against the cloth. Somebody is coming.”

    His mother climbed over a table toward them. Sarin passed the child into her arms without removing the hood.

    Oran had reached the freight passage.

    Saye was thirty metres behind him, trapped on the wrong side of the crowd.

    House security entered from the upper square. People pushed away. A table tipped. A pot of spectrum dye broke across the stones and bloomed violet in the morning.

    Sarin could no longer win by speed.

    She knew West Furnace.

    Market Spine had been built above the old smelter supply lines. Freight lifts followed a simple rule during public dawn: they paused at every lit tier so nobody stepped from darkness into dangerous spectrum without warning. Oran had chosen the shaft because it left the square in shadow.

    The lift would stop one level down for forty seconds.

    Sarin took the lower ramp.

    She ran beneath the market as the band of morning travelled overhead. Light fell through grated gaps in the ceiling, moving bars across the passage. Her medical display warned of retinal inflammation, then upgraded the warning to damage risk.

    She muted it.

    The lower freight landing was empty except for a pair of sanitation carts and an old woman selling heat packs from a doorway.

    “Lift coming?” Sarin asked.

    The woman pointed with one pack. “Stopped above.”

    “When it opens, step inside your shop.”

    “Is it dangerous?”

    “A man in expensive shoes.”

    The woman looked offended on Sarin's behalf and withdrew.

    Sarin moved one sanitation cart across the landing. The second she angled behind it, leaving a narrow path between them toward the stairwell.

    The freight lift descended.

    Its doors opened.

    Oran came out moving fast. He saw Sarin, the blocked landing and the path she had left him.

    He took the path.

    Sarin kicked the brake off the rear cart.

    The landing sloped toward the stairwell. The cart rolled behind Oran, gathering speed. He heard it, glanced back and lost half a step. At the stair door he tried to turn sideways.

    The cart struck his legs.

    He fell across it rather than beneath it, rolled and caught the rail. Sarin reached him before he could stand. He drove one elbow backward. It caught her shoulder. She trapped his wrist against the rail.

    “Do not make me look into the light again,” she said.

    He stopped fighting.

    “That,” Oran said through his breath, “is the most convincing arrest warning I have heard.”

    Saye arrived twenty seconds later, followed by two ward officers. House security arrived after another forty because the freight lift had paused again for the moving morning.

    Sarin hand-sealed Oran herself.

    “Jes Oran, you are detained for questioning in the death of Edda Quill and for suspected trade in restricted spectrum access.”

    “The second one is true.”

    “Thank you for simplifying the morning.”

    “You chose the child.”

    “Most people would.”

    “No. Most people would tell themselves somebody else was closer.”

    Commander Dain entered the landing. “Transfer him to House custody.”

    “No,” Sarin said.

    “He fled a joint operation.”

    “He fled you.”

    Oran smiled from the floor. “She's right.”

    “You are not assisting yourself,” Dain told him.

    “I have met myself. Assistance rarely works.”

    Sarin searched Oran under ward recording. His jacket contained two medical filters, an unlicensed colour sampler, thirty light credits, fish feed and a legal spectrum-key wallet.

    The wallet was registered to a household lighting cooperative in Upper Meridian. Every key carried a valid House signature.

    Sarin looked at Dain.

    “Stolen?” he asked.

    “We will determine that.”

    Oran laughed. “They weren't stolen.”

    “Cloned?” Sarin asked.

    He said nothing.

    “Your theatre case contained control wafers. This wallet contains legal keys. Someone wants the two treated as the same thing.”

    “Someone often does.”

    “Did you sell Edda Quill a filter?”

    “Ask me in a room where the House does not own the walls.”

    Dain said, “Every room on Vesper receives House light.”

    “That was almost honest,” Oran replied.

    Sarin sealed the wallet and stood. The landing tilted. This time no one caught her because she had not begun to fall.

    Her medical display pulsed across the lens:

    FULL-SPECTRUM EXCLUSION — SEVENTY-TWO HOURS.

    “Auditor,” Saye said.

    “I see it.”

    “Do you?”

    The concern in his voice was irritating because it was earned.

    Sarin closed her left eye. With the right, the world steadied.

    The six-minute dawn passed over the lower landing. Gold bars moved across the ceiling, reached the stair door and disappeared. Above them, the market would be returning to amber. People would lift the spilled tables. The violet dye would fade. A mother would be holding a child beneath Sarin's medical hood.

    The child found her before the medical team did.

    Lio's mother carried him down the ramp wrapped in a market blanket. Mara's red-cut hood covered his face. He held it shut with both hands as instructed.

    “He won't let me take it off,” the mother said.

    “Good,” Sarin replied. “Keep it sealed until medical checks his pupil response.”

    The woman was young, perhaps twenty-five, with violet dye across one sleeve. “He says you gave it to him.”

    “It belongs to my sister.”

    “Then tell her—” Her voice broke. She began again. “Tell her we will return it.”

    “Keep it until his eyes recover.”

    The boy turned his covered face toward Sarin. “Did you catch him?”

    “Yes.”

    “Was he bad?”

    Adults on the landing waited for her answer. Cinder sat hand-sealed six metres away, listening too.

    “He ran through a crowded market,” Sarin said. “That was dangerous.”

    “Why?”

    “Because he was afraid of the people chasing him.”

    “Were you chasing him?”

    “Yes.”

    “Then was he afraid of you?”

    Sarin looked at Oran. He raised his eyebrows above a split lip.

    “Possibly,” she said.

    Lio considered this beneath the hood. “You don't look scary.”

    “You cannot see me.”

    “I saw before.”

    His mother laughed once, close to crying. The medical team arrived and took them toward the portable screen.

    Oran watched them go. “You could have said I was bad.”

    “Would it have been accurate?”

    “Often.”

    “Not the same as useful.”

    “You and Edda shared that irritating habit.”

    Before Sarin could question him, Commander Dain ordered the transfer again and the moment closed.

    Medical examined Sarin in a market storeroom because she refused to leave before evidence transport. The clinician removed Mara's lenses and shone three narrow bands into each eye.

    The left pupil responded late.

    “Inflammation has doubled,” the clinician said.

    “Compared with this morning?”

    “Compared with the exposure that already required rest.”

    “Is there structural damage?”

    “Not yet visible.”

    “Then seventy-two hours is conservative.”

    “It is the period before I expect you to stop negotiating with biology.”

    The clinician fitted a temporary opaque patch over Sarin's left lens. Depth collapsed. The storeroom shelves appeared painted onto one another.

    “You will not drive, operate precision instruments or enter moving spectrum,” the clinician said.

    “I can use binocular compensation.”

    “Your visual aids are part of the inflamed pathway.”

    “Then I will dictate.”

    “You will rest.”

    “Put it in writing.”

    The clinician did, with offensive enthusiasm.

    Outside, Saye had converted the aquarium vendor's stall ledger into evidence without closing the stall. Customers stepped around him to buy water treatments while he copied Oran's transaction.

    “The House wants the entire ledger,” he told Sarin.

    “Why?”

    “To identify possible associates.”

    “The ledger contains every customer who bought animal light.”

    “I explained.”

    “And?”

    “Commander Dain explained back.”

    Sarin looked across the market. Many stalls traded along the edge of legality because ordinary life did not fit cleanly inside licensed categories. Seizing the ledger would turn a fish purchase into a map of vulnerable households.

    “Copy only Oran's line,” she said. “Return the original.”

    “House objection?”

    “Record it.”

    The vendor pressed both palms to the ledger when Saye handed it back. Her relief became part of Sarin's understanding of the chase. Evidence did not move through empty rooms. Every act of collection shifted risk toward someone.

    At the market's centre, neighbours righted the last overturned table. The violet dye had faded to a bruise-coloured stain. One child used a paper charm to throw a final blue flicker across it before the artificial lamps regained full amber.

    Sarin watched with one eye.

    Saving Lio had cost her three days of useful vision. She would make the choice again. That did not make the cost unreal or noble. It made it hers.

    Oran looked at her remaining open eye. “Edda said you would follow the clean evidence first.”

    Sarin forgot the pain for one second.

    “You knew her.”

    “I sold her something.”

    “What?”

    “A way to ask an old machine a new question.”

    Dain moved closer. Oran's expression closed.

    Sarin said, “Take him to Authority Holding Three. Physical recording only. Ward officers at the door.”

    “House security objects,” Dain said.

    “Put it in writing.”

    Saye helped Oran stand.

    As they led him away, the blue fish arrived in its water sphere. The aquarium vendor carried it carefully down the ramp.

    “He paid for fourteen seconds,” she said. “The fish needs it every day.”

    “Why?” Sarin asked.

    “It won't breed without blue.”

    The vendor showed Sarin the receipt. Oran had purchased a month.

    Sarin watched the fish turn through its little world. Light could be contraband, medicine, luxury, evidence or a condition for continuing life. The same key could buy all of them. A copied key could look like theft to anyone who did not ask what it opened.

    Her left eye throbbed in darkness.

    They had caught Cinder.

    The chase had proved only that someone expected them to.

  
    Chapter 11 — The Interim Steward

    By tradition, the first thing a new Steward of House Rhyse did was stand in full sunlight and promise that Carina would remain obedient.

    Alden refused.

    “It is a seven-minute broadcast,” Board Chair Voss said.

    “Then the population can survive the omission.”

    “Markets are waiting.”

    “Markets do not have feelings.”

    “They have consequences.”

    “So does wasting seven minutes.”

    The argument took place while they walked from Celene's medical suite to the first system briefing. The Seat had changed during the hour after her death. Gold mourning bands appeared around doorways. Staff lowered their voices when Alden passed. Public displays showed Celene's official portrait beside the years of her stewardship, as if a life could be contained between two numbers and a light allocation chart.

    Maelin had written the death announcement. It was short, direct and did not describe Celene as belonging to the House before she belonged to herself.

    Alden had changed only one word.

    He had replaced service with work.

    Maelin had not spoken to him since.

    “The broadcast also confirms continuity to the Council,” Voss said.

    “The Council received the root transition.”

    “Machines received it. People expect to see you.”

    “Then they may watch the briefing.”

    Voss stopped. “System briefings are sealed.”

    “Why?”

    “Because incomplete operational information causes panic.”

    “That sounded rehearsed.”

    “It has remained true longer than either of us.”

    Alden looked through a side window. Carina filled the view, controlled to a warm disc behind the Seat's field. Three staff members in mourning black were arranging the traditional broadcast platform. They had polished its sunward rail. Someone had placed Celene's root emblem at the centre.

    His mother had been dead for less than two hours. The institution was already using her absence as furniture.

    “Cancel the platform,” he said.

    “Steward—”

    The title landed badly. Alden did not let it show.

    “Show the briefing after security review,” he said. “No faces below director level without consent. No live geometry. Let people see what continuity actually requires.”

    Voss's displeasure became administrative. “I will consult the board.”

    “Do that while I work.”

    The system chamber occupied the Seat's central axis, where rotation provided almost no gravity. Staff clipped themselves around a circular display well. There was no steward's chair. Celene had removed it after an earlier predecessor spent a crisis demanding everyone turn to face him.

    Alden entered and counted eleven people.

    “The staffing list names fourteen,” he said.

    Silence answered.

    An operations secretary moved to introduce the directors. Alden stopped her.

    “Three are missing.”

    “Director Nav is at the medical reserve review. Fleet Liaison Kerr remains under blackout transit delay. Chief Ecologist Arq is attending by delayed channel from Eland.”

    “That's two absent and one remote.”

    The secretary checked her board. “Senior Geometry Lead Pelen is on rest minimum.”

    “Good.”

    Several people looked surprised.

    “If our safety depends on Pelen being awake,” Alden said, “then our safety depends on the rest schedule being real. Names.”

    The secretary blinked. “Steward?”

    “I know your roles. I want your names.”

    They went around the chamber. Joren Taal, allocation. Lysa On, planetary heat. Meret Hane, mirror geometry. Pol Ar, habitat reserves. Cessa Nim, interstellar traffic. Others followed. Alden repeated each name once and attached it to the dependency they carried.

    Maelin entered during the last introduction. She clipped herself at the security position opposite him.

    She had changed clothes. The gold line at her collar looked newly sharp.

    “Director Rhyse,” Alden said.

    “Steward.”

    Nothing more.

    The chamber activated. Carina's system opened around them in light: Neris and its moons, Vesper's receiver grid, Eland's agricultural bands, the scattered habitats of the Loom, the mirror and collector shoals, the distant interstellar gate. Dependencies joined them in fine gold lines. Heat, power, spectrum, water, transport, labour.

    It was beautiful in the way a body diagram was beautiful if one forgot pain.

    “Begin with every red state,” Alden said.

    “Protocol begins at system level,” the secretary replied.

    “Protocol assumes the system level contains the surprise.”

    The red states appeared.

    Seven-Violet collector damage.

    Nine-Violet security geometry hold.

    West Furnace stellar-discharge investigation.

    Eland blue-spectrum deficit.

    Celene Rhyse succession mortality.

    The last line had already converted his mother into a source of operational risk.

    Alden fixed his attention on Eland.

    “Duration?”

    Joren Taal opened the allocation record. “Thirty-nine hours confirmed. Chief Arq now projects between twelve and eighteen percent reproductive loss in the east seed basins if corrected today.”

    “If corrected in three days?”

    “Twenty-four to thirty-one percent.”

    “In nine?”

    Taal looked toward the delayed Eland channel.

    Dr. Linne Arq's image waited there, frozen mid-blink between transmissions. When her reply arrived, her voice was level.

    “Nine days converts a spectrum incident into a food event. Loss depends on which plants have crossed flowering threshold. Staple reserve remains adequate this season. Seed capacity does not.”

    “Why was the allotment changed?” Alden asked.

    Meret Hane enlarged the geometry. “The east-band mirror shoals received a gradual red shift to compensate an inner-system draw.”

    “What draw?”

    “Unidentified.”

    “Nothing drawing that much energy is unidentified.”

    “It is not present in the public or maintenance allocation model.”

    Maelin said, “Security continuity.”

    Every face in the chamber became professionally blank.

    Alden turned to her. “Purpose?”

    “Protected.”

    “From the Steward?”

    “From a broadcast system briefing.”

    “This briefing is not yet public.”

    “You requested that it become so.”

    He understood the trap because it was not entirely a trap. By threatening disclosure before seeing the material, he had changed what people could safely say in the room.

    Sarin would have called that evidence of his own power.

    “Pause the recording,” Alden said.

    The secretary stopped it.

    “Purpose?” he asked again.

    Maelin touched her security seal to the display. A black arc appeared inside the inner collector bands. No label. Its energy draw matched the amount diverted from Eland.

    “Continuity reserve,” she said.

    “Reserve for what?”

    “Stellar stability.”

    “That is a category, not a function.”

    “Then ask Mother.”

    The cruelty this time was not accidental.

    Maelin's eyes changed immediately after the words left her, but she did not apologise.

    Alden looked at the black arc. “How long has it drawn from Eland?”

    “The reserve entered active compensation two days ago.”

    Two days. Before Edda's death. Before Celene's death. Around the time a mirror began moving outside the public geometry.

    “Who authorised activation?”

    “Celene's standing root rule.”

    “Specific activation.”

    “Automatic under continuity threshold.”

    “Which threshold?”

    “Sealed.”

    “Open it.”

    “The private archive is locked until confirmation.”

    “Your security system can move mirrors and reduce a moon's crop spectrum, but it cannot tell the acting Steward why?”

    “Correct.”

    “You say that as if absurdity becomes law when pronounced clearly.”

    “Often.”

    Dr. Arq's delayed response arrived. “Eland does not care whether the deficit was automatic.”

    Her image moved for four seconds. She had dark skin, close-cut grey hair and the exhausted focus of someone who had spent too long asking plants a question politicians could postpone.

    “Restore the blue fraction,” she said. “You may investigate your invisible machine after the crop receives light.”

    Alden opened the allocation controls. “Meret, reverse the east-band change.”

    The geometry lead did not move.

    “Problem?”

    “The mirrors have left reversal posture.”

    “They were shifted gradually.”

    “Yes.”

    “Then shift them back.”

    “Their current orbit intersects the inner traffic plane. Immediate reversal would send two shoals across an occupied transfer lane and one through Seven-Violet's recovery corridor.”

    Alden examined the map. The gold paths were simple until he asked what travelled along them. Then ships, habitats, maintenance windows and heat shadows appeared. Each correction needed space that another obligation already occupied.

    “Fastest safe restoration?”

    Meret ran the model.

    NINE DAYS, FOUR HOURS.

    “No,” Linne Arq said from Eland.

    It was not an objection. It was a biological fact.

    “Alternate spectrum source?” Alden asked.

    Taal replied, “Northern leisure allotments could provide part.”

    “Transfer them.”

    “Contracts require seventy-two hours' notice.”

    “Emergency authority.”

    Voss, listening from the board channel, spoke for the first time. “Using succession emergency authority for redistribution before confirmation will be challenged.”

    “By whom?”

    “The affected receivers.”

    “Name them.”

    Taal opened the list. Two private sun gardens. A premium colour foundry. Six high-spectrum residential towers. A medical reserve serving a wealthy orbital district.

    “Protect the medical reserve,” Alden said. “Reduce the others to minimum contracts and send the recovered blue to Eland.”

    “That covers thirty-eight percent of the deficit,” Taal said.

    “Industrial?”

    They worked outward. Solar manufacturing could pause for twelve hours. A decorative ocean project could surrender its blue cycle. Three habitats held spectrum reserves for migration treatment. Linne refused those before Alden could ask.

    “You do not solve one life-support problem by quietly creating another,” she said.

    By the end of twenty minutes they could cover sixty-one percent of Eland's deficit until the mirrors returned. Enough to lower the projected loss. Not enough to erase it.

    The redistribution had names on the receiving side too.

    Alden called each affected operator before authorising the reduction. The private sun gardens sent lawyers. The colour foundry sent its night foreman, Yara Pell, who listened to the order with grease across her jaw.

    “We can stop blue production for eighteen hours,” she said. “After that the molten line cools and we lose the batch.”

    “Value?” Alden asked.

    “Eight million light credits.”

    “Lives attached?”

    “One hundred and twelve shift workers lose the month's performance pay. Three apprentices may lose certification if the batch fails.”

    “Can you preserve the apprentices' hours?”

    “If the order says the interruption is House-directed.”

    “It will.”

    “Then write their names into it.”

    She sent them. Alden added each apprentice to the allocation record, forcing compensation claims to survive even if the foundry later described the loss as ordinary variance.

    The ocean project director protested that reducing blue would kill engineered plankton already released into its demonstration basin.

    Linne Arq asked for the strain data. Her reply returned after the communication delay.

    “The plankton can enter dormant cyst state under amber for forty hours,” she said. “The project director knows this. Require temperature reduction to trigger it.”

    The director admitted the option would delay a public opening.

    “Then the plankton are not the threatened population,” Alden said.

    He cut the allotment.

    At the medical reserve, the choice was harder. The orbital district used full spectrum to prepare migrants from low-light habitats for surface work. Reducing one colour would extend treatment and keep fourteen people from accepting jobs they had already travelled to reach.

    “Do not take it,” Linne said.

    “Thirty-eight hectares of seed basin gain protection,” Taal replied.

    “Fourteen bodies have already begun an adaptation schedule. Interrupting it creates immune and endocrine risk.”

    “Can they pause safely?” Alden asked.

    The clinic director shook her head. “Not without reversing two weeks of treatment.”

    “Then they keep the light.”

    Taal looked at the deficit total. “We fall below sixty percent.”

    “Yes.”

    “Chief Arq's crop projection worsens by two points.”

    “Yes.”

    The chamber waited for him to translate two points into fourteen named people or fourteen people into hectares of food. He refused the conversion.

    “Find another source,” he said.

    That was not always possible. Today it forced another search. They found a fleet training array scheduled to consume blue-white simulation light for four hours. Maelin objected.

    “Pilots require live-spectrum drills before inner-lane qualification.”

    “When is their next operation?” Alden asked.

    “Protected.”

    “Then I cannot weigh it.”

    “You do not need operational detail to understand readiness.”

    “I need a date.”

    Maelin sent it to his private display. Eleven days.

    “The drill can move forty-eight hours,” he said.

    “Weather geometry may close the next window.”

    “May. Eland's plants are crossing a threshold now.”

    Maelin held his gaze, then released the training light herself.

    The total returned to sixty-one percent.

    The process had taken forty-three minutes. A ceremonial broadcast would have been finished in seven.

    Board Chair Voss sent three messages reminding him that markets still waited. Alden replied with the public redistribution ledger and a list of the operators whose work had made it possible.

    SHOW THIS, he wrote.

    The communications office did. Across Carina, viewers saw tired people naming consequences instead of a new Steward standing in sunlight. The market stabilised anyway.

    Somebody in ceremonial staff quietly cancelled the polished platform.

    Alden left the system chamber for the operators' gallery rather than the steward's office.

    The gallery circled the Seat's inner axis in three crowded levels. Allocation teams occupied the lowest, mirror geometry the middle, security coordination above. During normal shifts their work remained separated by glass and permission. Today the succession blackout had forced everyone onto physical ledgers, and restoration had not yet returned the walls to their usual silence.

    People were arguing across levels.

    “Good,” Alden said.

    Joren Taal, following him, looked uncertain. “Steward?”

    “If they agree this quickly after isolation, someone is suppressing information or nobody understands the problem.”

    He stopped at the collector-damage station. Seven-Violet's thermal scar occupied the display. Beside it, a personnel notice marked Chief Iona Kest suspended after unauthorised intervention.

    “She saved the collector,” Alden said.

    The geometry operator nodded. “Yes.”

    “Then why is she suspended?”

    “She moved Nine-Violet under false shepherd credentials.”

    “Why were false credentials necessary?”

    “Security envelope rejected maintenance authority.”

    “Who set the envelope?”

    The operator glanced upward toward the security level.

    “Name, please,” Alden said.

    “Lio Marr, Steward.”

    “Lio, who set the envelope?”

    “The command has no visible issuer.”

    Same pattern: a decision protected from the people carrying its consequence.

    “Restore Chief Kest's exterior licence pending my review.”

    Maelin's voice came from the stair above. “Do not.”

    She descended with Commander Dain on a secure display beside her.

    “Kest falsified a vessel identity and changed protected geometry,” Maelin said. “Immediate restoration tells every maintainer that emergency judgment outranks system command.”

    “Sometimes it does.”

    “And who decides?”

    “The people close enough to die from the error.”

    “That is not governance. It is proximity.”

    “Proximity is one kind of knowledge.”

    “Not enough to see system consequences.”

    Alden looked at the thermal scar. “The system consequence of obedience was collector failure.”

    Dain spoke from the display. “The authorised response was eleven minutes away.”

    “Drive loss estimate?” Alden asked Lio.

    “Between eight and fourteen minutes at the observed heat rate.”

    “So your authorised response might have arrived after failure.”

    “Might,” Dain said.

    “And Kest's intervention preserved it.”

    “Both facts remain under review.”

    Alden studied the mirror track. “What was Nine-Violet illuminating?”

    “Protected continuity hardware,” Maelin said.

    “The same hardware drawing Eland's spectrum?”

    “Associated.”

    “Function?”

    “Stellar regulation.”

    “That phrase again.”

    Lio kept his face on the display. Alden could feel the operator listening without permission.

    “Restore Kest for recovery work on Seven-Violet only,” Alden said. “No blind-sector access. Require a second lead on every exterior decision until review. Her evidence copy remains sealed but cannot be destroyed.”

    Maelin considered the compromise. “Acceptable.”

    “I was not asking.”

    “You were checking whether I would contest.”

    He disliked that she knew him well enough to be right.

    Alden signed the limited restoration. The staffing dependency changed from red to amber. One person's name altered the state of a machine the size of a country.

    On the security level, an operator closed the continuity-hardware display before Alden could enlarge it.

    “Reopen that,” he said.

    “Steward confirmation required,” the operator replied.

    “I am the Steward.”

    “Full confirmation.”

    The institution had selected him quickly enough to carry blame and slowly enough to deny access.

    “Preserve every related command from two days before Edda Quill's death,” Alden said. “Physical copy, dual witness, no security-only seal.”

    Dain said, “That instruction may expose protected geometry during a murder investigation.”

    “That is why it needs preserving.”

    “Who receives the second seal?”

    Alden almost said Sarin. Instead: “The board marshal.”

    It was the cautious choice. Possibly the correct one. He felt the difference and could not measure it.

    As staff carried out the order, Alden's display showed public reactions to the redistributed light. Foundry workers praised the named compensation. Sun-garden owners accused him of theft. Eland growers called sixty-one percent too late. People in the orbital clinic thanked him for leaving their treatment untouched. Each response treated the decision as a moral statement. Alden had experienced it as the least-bad path through moving machinery.

    That did not make the moral statement unreal.

    At the gallery exit, Lio Marr stopped him.

    “Steward, Chief Kest's crew broadcast that security delay would have destroyed the petal.”

    “I saw.”

    “Security says they endangered hidden continuity hardware.”

    “Did they?”

    “I don't know what the hardware does.”

    “Neither do I.”

    The operator glanced toward the security level. “Then who does?”

    Alden looked at Maelin, Commander Dain's display and the sealed notice from Celene's archive.

    “That,” he said, “is becoming the system briefing.”

    “Issue the changes under my name,” Alden said.

    The recording resumed.

    He spoke each reduction, receiver and reason into the public section of the ledger. He did not say the inner draw's function. He called it a continuity reserve because that was all he could prove.

    The distinction tasted familiar.

    Temporary concealment. Incomplete information. A responsibility he would carry until disclosure became safe.

    West Furnace had begun with those words in different mouths.

    After the briefing, the staff unclipped one by one. Alden thanked them by name. Joren Taal paused beside him.

    “Steward, the Light Authority request arrived.”

    The formal document opened between them. Senior Auditor Sarin Jale requested all House discharge records within the time range of Edda Quill's death, including security and emergency corridors.

    Alden read her name once and became aware of Maelin across the room.

    “Standard response?” he asked.

    Taal said, “Security recommends denial during succession emergency.”

    “Of course it does.”

    Maelin approached. “The request would expose protected geometry.”

    “A woman was killed with stellar light.”

    “Suspected stellar light.”

    “Mother recognised her name.”

    Taal looked away. Alden regretted saying it in front of him, then regretted the regret.

    Maelin lowered her voice. “You have not told the Authority that.”

    “No.”

    “Why?”

    He looked at the sealed archive notice on his display. If Sarin knew Celene had recognised Edda, she would correctly make the Rhyse family part of the inquiry. The succession was hours old. The Eland correction was fragile. The hidden draw remained unexplained.

    “Because I don't know what it means,” he said.

    “Then we agree.”

    “Do not mistake the same action for the same reason.”

    Maelin gave him a tired, almost affectionate look. “That sentence is how our family sleeps.”

    Alden drafted a response granting Sarin the public discharge schedule and denying security corridors pending a protected review. He read it twice. Every word was accurate. The document revealed almost nothing.

    He signed.

    The formal response left his queue. A private reply remained possible.

    Alden opened a blank channel to Sarin and watched her name appear at the top. The system offered their old encryption, dormant but still valid. Neither had revoked it. That fact felt more intimate than it should.

    He began with Edda Quill knew my mother.

    Deleted it.

    Mother recognised Edda's name before she lost speech.

    Deleted that too.

    Any message he sent outside the official record could later look like collusion, warning or an attempt to shape Sarin's findings. Any message he did not send preserved information that belonged to a murder investigation.

    He remembered working with Sarin at twenty-six, before West Furnace. They had investigated a receiver collapse in Upper Meridian. Alden kept trying to explain why the emergency system had selected the wrong district. Sarin had asked a simpler question: who was allowed to see that it had?

    The case changed when they stopped treating a hidden output as a machine problem and found the administrator who had excluded low-credit residents from the alert.

    Later, they ate noodles on a transit stair at three in the morning. Sarin fell asleep against his shoulder and denied it when she woke. Alden kept the grease stain on his coat for a year because love made evidence sentimental.

    West Furnace taught them a different lesson. He had shown her the cost-saving decision that weakened the redundant heat system, then convinced her that immediate release would invite rival House intervention while Carina was unstable. Temporary, he said. Until the risk passed.

    The risk changed names. The concealment remained.

    Now he was constructing the same room around Edda.

    Maelin stood in the doorway. “Writing to her?”

    Alden closed the blank channel. “Considering it.”

    “Anything you say will become part of the case.”

    “Anything I withhold should.”

    “Mother spoke one name while delirious.”

    “She tried to rise.”

    “People dying of radiation damage do not become reliable witnesses because the name matters to us.”

    “Then give Sarin the fact and let her weigh it.”

    “During the first day of succession? She will request Mother's private archive, security corridors and every sealed project Edda touched.”

    “She already requested the corridors.”

    “And you denied them.”

    “Pending review.”

    “Our family's favourite duration.”

    The words carried no triumph. Maelin looked as tired of the inheritance as he was.

    “Did you know Edda?” Alden asked.

    “I knew of her.”

    “That is not what I asked.”

    “She requested access to protected optical history. Security denied it twice. Mother later removed one denial without giving my office the replacement terms.”

    “When?”

    “Eight months ago.”

    “Why didn't you say this beside the bed?”

    “Because Mother was dying and you were turning every breath into testimony.”

    “Did Edda have an active House corridor?”

    Maelin's pause was almost too small to see.

    “Her exception was sealed in Mother's archive.”

    “So you don't know.”

    “I know no public corridor was active.”

    Again, a narrow answer.

    Alden reopened the official case response and amended it. In addition to the public discharge schedule, he disclosed that Edda Quill's denied optical-history request had later been removed from the security queue, with any replacement terms presently inaccessible under archive seal. He did not claim Celene had authorised a corridor, and he did not disclose her final recognition. The compromise exposed enough to force preservation while keeping the most emotionally charged fact inside the family.

    It was careful, reasonable and probably cowardly.

    “You just made Mother part of the case,” Maelin said.

    “She already was.”

    “And when Sarin treats her as a suspect?”

    “Then we answer with records.”

    “The records you cannot open.”

    “Then we open them.”

    Maelin looked at him with something close to pity. “You still think a sealed door becomes moral if you promise to return with the right key.”

    “And you think guarding it makes whatever is behind it necessary.”

    For a moment their mother's office held both children, each holding half a truth shaped to injure the other.

    Maelin left without answering.

    Alden sent the amended disclosure through the formal channel. He did not use the private one.

    Sarin would recognise the omission anyway. She had always been better at reading the space around his words than the words themselves.

    Across Carina, mirrors began the slow correction toward Eland. The system estimated nine days because mass could not be persuaded by grief, authority or good intention.

    For the first time since receiving the root key, Alden understood the scale of his office.

    It was not the power to command a star.

    It was the power to choose who waited while machinery obeyed physics.

  
    Chapter 12 — The Decoy

    Jes Oran asked for a room the House did not own, so Sarin took him into the dark.

    Authority Holding Three had once been an optical calibration vault. Its walls contained no active display surfaces. A mechanical ventilation system moved air through black ducts. Recording came from a physical strip sealed into a machine that could neither transmit nor edit while the door remained closed.

    The room still received House light, as Commander Dain had pointed out.

    Sarin switched it off.

    One amber lamp remained above the table, powered by a local cell. Her medical lenses tolerated it. Oran sat across from her with his hands free and two ward officers outside the door.

    “Romantic,” he said.

    “You fled the previous lighting.”

    “I fled the people wearing it.”

    “You knew Edda Quill.”

    “I sold her a filter.”

    “What kind?”

    “Diagnostic.”

    “For what?”

    “Light.”

    Sarin let the silence sit between them.

    Oran lasted twelve seconds.

    “You do that professionally?” he asked.

    “Wait?”

    “Make quiet feel like evidence.”

    “What did the filter isolate?”

    “A narrow magnetic scatter near red. Old Veil machines produce it under load.”

    “Which machines?”

    “If I knew, I would have charged more.”

    “Why did she need you?”

    “Because legal foundries log every filter pattern. She wanted a physical curve made from an obsolete theatre lens.”

    The missing lens from the shadow theatre.

    “You met her there.”

    “Twice.”

    “Wearing white gloves.”

    Oran looked down at his bare hands. “For glass handling. Teo saw me?”

    Sarin gave him nothing.

    He smiled faintly. “That boy follows reflections into walls.”

    “Your name appeared on three payments from Edda.”

    “Then someone has improved my accounts.”

    “You deny payment?”

    “She paid once. Physical light credits, old issue, face value two hundred. I asked for three. She told me the difference between theft and profit was whether the buyer had other choices.”

    “What did you say?”

    “That profit has better lawyers.”

    “Why was your glove on the stage?”

    “It wasn't when I left.”

    “Your transfer stylus was behind the wall.”

    “Stolen four months ago.”

    “Convenient.”

    “Inconvenient at the time.”

    Sarin placed the spectrum-key wallet on the table inside a clear evidence sleeve.

    “These were found in your jacket.”

    “Yes.”

    “Valid House signatures. Registered to an Upper Meridian cooperative that denies issuing them.”

    “They wouldn't be useful if the cooperative admitted it.”

    “Cloned?”

    “Mirrored.”

    “Difference?”

    “A clone copies identity. A mirror repeats permission while the original remains active. A careful system sees two simultaneous uses and closes both. An overloaded system assumes replication delay.”

    “What can they open?”

    “Household receivers. Salon arrays. Medical cabinets if the owner was careless.”

    “A stellar corridor?”

    Oran laughed.

    It was not the performance laugh from the market. This one held genuine surprise.

    “You arrested me for moving a star?”

    “I detained you because someone arranged evidence connecting you to a woman killed by one.”

    His expression changed. “Natural source confirmed?”

    Sarin did not answer.

    “Of course it was,” he said. “Otherwise the House would not be outside.”

    “You saw the House at the market.”

    “The House reached my rooms six hours before the ward locate. I slept elsewhere.”

    “How did you know?”

    “People who live in illegal economies understand that institutions are made of employees. Some employees have neighbours.”

    “Did security take anything?”

    “A white spectrum case and several broken filters. I assumed they were stealing evidence against me. Now I admire the efficiency.”

    Sarin thought of the stage: glove, case, five empty slots, planted payments. Enough criminal equipment to look frightening. Not enough to do the thing it was meant to explain.

    “Why did you go to the market?” she asked.

    “The fish needed blue.”

    “You knew we were looking for you.”

    “The fish does not follow criminal news.”

    “You prepaid a month.”

    Oran looked away. “Its owner was arrested last week. The stall was going to let it fade.”

    “Why run?”

    “Because House security entered from three sides and you entered from one.”

    “You could have surrendered to me.”

    “Could I?”

    The question held no mockery.

    Sarin looked at the black wall. Pell had sent her private finding to House security in seconds. Dain had known the source before her first report. Even this room's darkness existed inside a building whose heat and power were part of the system under investigation.

    “Tell me what Edda was doing,” she said.

    “She brought an old lens. Asked me to cut a filter around a fluctuation she found in public sensors.”

    “What fluctuation?”

    “She called it a red stutter.”

    “Did she say where it came from?”

    “Inside the Veil.”

    “Did she identify a machine?”

    “No. She thought public sensors were being corrected before their readings reached the Authority.”

    Like Nine-Violet's public position, though Sarin did not know that yet.

    “Why the old theatre?”

    “Its lens grinder is mechanical. No network record. Edda could use West Furnace sensors to test the finished curve during public dawn.”

    “She was in the courtyard three hours before dawn.”

    “Then she wasn't testing public dawn.”

    The amber lamp hummed.

    “Who else knew?” Sarin asked.

    Oran's posture closed. “A dead woman trusted me enough to buy a filter. Do not convert that into trust in you.”

    “Someone used your identity to hide her murder.”

    “Someone used your institution to receive the result.”

    “Answer.”

    “No.”

    Sarin changed direction. “Your keys were mirrored recently. The cooperative original remains active. We can compare issue timing.”

    “Then compare it.”

    She opened the key analysis on a local reader. Each permission carried three layers: identity, scope and timing. The identity belonged to the cooperative. The scope covered indoor full-spectrum receivers up to a defined power load. The timing showed replication within the previous month.

    No geometry authority. No external mirror access. No stellar alignment.

    Sarin drew the simplest possible chain on paper.

    Key opened lamp.

    Lamp produced assembled spectrum.

    Edda died under natural spectrum entering from outside.

    The key and the death belonged to different systems.

    “These could buy an illegal sunrise,” Oran said. “In a room.”

    “Not through a city.”

    “Not through a wall.”

    “Not from Carina.”

    He leaned back. “So why am I here?”

    Sarin took the wallet into the adjoining test cell.

    The room contained three receivers behind transparent shields: a household panel, a medical-spectrum cabinet and a scale model of an exterior distribution mirror. Each used a different permission layer. The test was simple enough to be public and exact enough to survive Dain's objections.

    Oran watched through the door while Sarin placed the first mirrored key in the household panel.

    The panel accepted.

    Warm white light filled the shield box. Its spectrum appeared as assembled peaks, clean and domestic. The power draw could illuminate one room, grow a wall of herbs or burn an unprotected eye at close range. It could not melt a courtyard.

    “Illegal sunrise,” Oran said.

    “In a room.”

    The medical cabinet accepted a second key long enough to open its inventory, then detected duplicate timing and locked. An alarm marked the cooperative's original key for review.

    “That is why people with mirrored permissions use them once,” Oran said.

    “And why the cooperative denies issuing them.”

    “The cooperative denies the weather when House inspectors ask.”

    Sarin inserted the final key into the mirror model.

    REJECTED — NO GEOMETRY SCOPE.

    She tried identity emulation. Rejected. Emergency request. Rejected. Maintenance handshake. The key could not even begin it.

    “Put the red filter from the theatre in front of the household panel,” Oran said.

    Sarin did.

    The broken filter narrowed the assembled light to a dim band. Enough to test a sensor. Not enough to injure skin.

    “That case was built to look powerful to someone who knows light is dangerous but not why,” she said.

    “Most fear is sold that way.”

    “Who built it?”

    “Whoever had my seized property and knew what an investigator expected a broker to own.”

    “You keep saying seized. Where is your notice?”

    “House security does not leave notices in illegal rooms.”

    “Then how do you know it was them?”

    Oran's smile vanished. “Because one of the officers took off his glove to feed the fish.”

    Sarin waited.

    “It was in my rooms then,” he said. “The fish belonged to my sister. After she died, nobody wanted it. Security searched while I was away. A neighbour watched through the vent. One officer saw the sphere clouding and changed the water. Criminals steal. Institutions steal and perform care at the same time.”

    “Name the neighbour.”

    “No.”

    “The observation could prove House possession of the case.”

    “And put the witness in a House report.”

    “I can protect identity.”

    “Within the Authority that sent your finding to House security?”

    Sarin turned off the test receivers. The challenge was justified. Her desire to answer it did not create safety.

    “Ask the neighbour to submit a physical statement through Ward Officer Saye,” she said. “No network copy. No name in the homicide record without consent.”

    “Why should they trust him?”

    “They should ask West Furnace, not me.”

    Oran considered this and nodded once.

    The test cell darkened. The mirror model remained unchanged, a small black disc that had refused every illegal key.

    “Edda knew these could not open a corridor,” Sarin said.

    “Edda knew more about old geometry than most House engineers.”

    “Then why meet a broker?”

    “Because laws divide knowledge into respectable and criminal pieces. She needed one of mine.”

    “And you needed what from her?”

    Oran looked at the inactive household panel. “Proof that the red stutter was real. Some of us sell light. We still prefer the star not to be sick.”

    “She believed Carina was sick?”

    “She believed somebody was correcting its symptoms before anyone else saw them.”

    “Who?”

    “She said the question was larger than the person who stopped her would be.”

    “She expected to be stopped?”

    “Her words. Not mine.”

    The difference mattered. At that point Edda expected obstruction, not death. Whoever built the decoy had crossed a line Edda herself had not predicted.

    “Tell me about the second meeting,” Sarin said.

    Oran rubbed his thumb across a scar in the table. “The lens was finished. We used the theatre conduit during West Furnace's morning. The wall showed a red pulse beneath the authorised spectrum.”

    “How many?”

    “Nine.”

    Sarin felt the number settle among the others.

    “Regular?”

    “Almost. The ninth arrived late.”

    “Did the storage plates record it?”

    “Yes. Edda took one. Left the rest because removing them would show somebody the theatre mattered.”

    “Where is her plate?”

    “She said she would put it where House networks could not reach.”

    “Where?”

    “I did not ask.”

    “Why?”

    “Because people in my work survive by not converting every confidence into inventory.”

    “And now she is dead.”

    “Which makes you wish I had betrayed her earlier?”

    Sarin did not answer quickly. “It makes me wish she had more ways to survive.”

    “So did she.”

    Oran described Edda after the projection. She had been exhilarated, then frightened by her own excitement. The red pulse proved the old wall sensors were receiving a physical fluctuation removed from the public feed. She believed somebody inside the Veil was drawing or redirecting energy at a regular interval.

    “She contacted the House?” Sarin asked.

    “She said she had an authorised path for a cleaner diagnostic.”

    “Who authorised it?”

    “She did not name them.”

    “Did she trust them?”

    “She said trust was irrelevant if the corridor wrote its own physical record.”

    That was Edda's mistake or her final protection. She had trusted machinery to retain evidence even if people did not. The murderer had turned that diagnostic path against her but could not remove the energy from glass, tile and paving.

    “Why West Furnace?” Sarin asked.

    “Because new districts report what the model expects. Old districts report what reaches the wall.”

    “And because of me?”

    Oran looked at her.

    “Edda mentioned a clean-evidence auditor,” Sarin said.

    “She said West Furnace had produced two people who believed records could shame power. Your sister knew better. You had authority.”

    “Which one did Edda trust?”

    “She used both.”

    The answer was not flattering. It was more valuable than flattery.

    “Because the intended investigator would stop at illegal sunrise.”

    “Would they?”

    Sarin thought of Pell's first category.

    Illicit-light accident.

    “Many would,” she said.

    “You almost did.”

    “I came to the theatre.”

    “Because the district remembered it for you.”

    “And now I am releasing you.”

    Oran studied her face. “No. Now you are deciding whether the embarrassment of keeping me is worse than the danger of letting me go.”

    She disliked him most when he was accurate.

    Sarin ended the recording and opened the door.

    Pell stood outside with Commander Dain.

    The two ward officers remained at their posts, looking as if the corridor had become a weather system around them.

    “You were instructed not to interview without a House observer,” Pell said.

    “Your written order assigned House observation to evidence analysis. Oran is a witness.”

    “He is a suspect.”

    “Not in the homicide.”

    Dain's eyes went to the key wallet. “On what basis?”

    “The keys cannot align external stellar infrastructure.”

    “Modified—”

    “No.” Sarin held up the paper chain. “Household permission. Indoor receiver. Assembled spectrum. The murder required natural stellar light, external alignment and a pre-existing path through the district. These keys can commit a lucrative crime. They cannot commit this one.”

    Pell looked into the room. “What did he tell you?”

    “That the planted case came from property seized by House security before the ward locate.”

    Dain's face remained still. “He has no evidence.”

    “You will provide the search log.”

    “Security searches are protected.”

    “Then I will put refusal beside your name.”

    “You enjoy that phrase.”

    “People behave differently near nouns.”

    Pell stepped between them. “Oran remains held on spectrum offences.”

    “The Authority does not prosecute spectrum trade.”

    “House security does.”

    “Then the timing of their charges becomes part of the homicide record.”

    Pell lowered his voice. “Sarin, you are treating jurisdiction as evidence because you no longer trust anyone who holds it.”

    “You sent my provisional result to House security before replication.”

    “To prevent another discharge.”

    “How did Dain identify stellar characteristics at the scene?”

    Pell glanced at the commander.

    There was the omission.

    Sarin continued. “The courtyard sensors had not been analysed. My spectrum strip was unreadable. Commander Dain arrived with an emergency claim built around a source nobody had named.”

    Dain said, “House systems detected an irregular discharge.”

    “Which systems?”

    “Protected.”

    “When?”

    “Protected.”

    “Where is the automated incident record?”

    “Protected.”

    Oran laughed softly behind her.

    “You see?” he said. “Clean institutions. Dirty verbs.”

    Sarin turned on him. “You are not cleared of spectrum offences. Your keys remain seized. You will wear an Authority location tag and answer summons within ten minutes.”

    “Or House security arrests me?”

    “If House security arrests you, I will know where you are.”

    “Comforting.”

    Sarin signed the conditional release.

    Pell did not countersign.

    “Deputy,” she said.

    “You are forcing a conflict during succession.”

    “No. The murder did that.”

    He looked older under the amber corridor light. “If you are wrong, he disappears.”

    “If I am right and we keep him, the person who arranged this learns the decoy worked.”

    Pell signed.

    Before Oran could leave, Saye arrived with a sealed statement.

    It was written on paper torn from an aquarium supply ledger. No witness name appeared on the front. A ward identity seal sat beneath a folded corner, available only if a magistrate later found cause to open it.

    Saye read the visible text aloud.

    “On Day Minus One at twenty-three-forty, three people entered the residence used by Jes Oran. Two wore House security throat marks beneath ordinary coats. One carried an evidence sleeve. They removed a white spectrum case, filters, a transfer stylus and one storage wafer. One officer changed the water in a blue fish sphere before leaving. Search duration nineteen minutes.”

    Dain said, “An anonymous statement is not evidence.”

    “It is a lead under ward law,” Saye replied.

    “Reveal the witness.”

    “Obtain cause from a magistrate.”

    “House emergency jurisdiction supersedes ward privacy.”

    Pell surprised Sarin again. “Not for an event preceding the declared emergency.”

    Dain looked at him. “You are choosing technical opposition.”

    “I am choosing the calendar.”

    Saye gave the statement to Sarin. The listed objects matched the theatre scene. Whoever searched Oran's room had possessed the pieces before Sarin found them arranged around Edda's name.

    “Commander,” she said, “did your service conduct this search?”

    “Not under my office.”

    “Director Maelin Rhyse's office?”

    “All House security routes through my office.”

    “That is still not no.”

    “I have no record of the search.”

    “Will you permit a uniform audit?”

    “No.”

    “Reason?”

    “Active succession security.”

    Sarin added the refusal to the homicide record. A planted decoy required opportunity, material and knowledge of the investigators' assumptions. The statement supplied opportunity and material to people wearing House marks. The missing search record supplied either impersonation or internal concealment.

    Neither possibility made the House less relevant.

    Oran read the statement over her shoulder. “They forgot the fish feed.”

    “What?”

    “They took the case and left the feed. That is why I went to the market.”

    Sarin turned to him. “You risked arrest for an animal you inherited from someone dead.”

    “That is one way to say it.”

    “What is another?”

    He looked embarrassed for the first time. “My sister asked me to keep one thing alive without selling it.”

    The room changed around the admission. Cinder, full-spectrum broker and carefully prepared suspect, contained a promise that had nothing to do with the case and everything to do with why the chase happened where it did.

    Sarin wrote it into victim and witness context, not because it made him innocent, but because motives that looked irrational often belonged to relationships investigators had not bothered to see.

    “What was your sister's name?” she asked.

    “Not relevant.”

    “To the fish.”

    He considered. “Iri Oran.”

    “Cause of death?”

    “Light-adaptation failure after an upper-tier clinic shortened her treatment. The schedule said her body had received blue. It hadn't.”

    Edda's concern about smoothed sensor readings connected to Oran long before the filter sale.

    “That is why you believed her,” Sarin said.

    “That is why I listened.”

    “Did Edda investigate Iri's treatment?”

    “She showed the clinic its reader was correcting absence into tolerance. They blamed an obsolete sensor and replaced it. Iri remained dead.”

    Oran's mockery had not vanished. Sarin saw now what it protected: the humiliating fact that accuracy could arrive after consequence and still ask to be thanked.

    “I am sorry,” she said.

    “Is that in the form?”

    “No.”

    “Then keep it.”

    He said it without cruelty. That made the refusal harder to dismiss.

    Oran stood. Saye waited at the far end of the corridor with the location tag. Before leaving the room, Oran paused beside Sarin.

    “Edda said you believed evidence could stay clean,” he murmured.

    “When did she say that?”

    “When I asked why she wanted you to find her work.”

    Sarin's hand tightened around the paper.

    “She expected to die?”

    “She expected to be stopped.”

    “By whom?”

    Oran looked at Dain and Pell.

    “She did not know which institution would arrive first.”

    He walked away.

    The corridor felt colder after the door opened. Sarin returned to the calibration vault and placed the paper chain beneath the lamp.

    Household key. Indoor light. False trail.

    She added the facts the decoy could not explain.

    External beam. Narrow entrance angle. Nine-second duration. House knowledge before forensic confirmation.

    The missing mechanism was no longer a criminal emitter.

    It was geometry.

    Sarin opened a formal evidence request addressed to the new interim Steward of House Rhyse.

    She asked for every emergency corridor crossing West Furnace.

    Then she added one sentence Alden would recognise as neither accusation nor courtesy.

    If the House cannot show how the light arrived, the absence will be treated as part of the path.

  
    Chapter 13 — Only the House

    The reconstruction chamber contained a small, harmless sun.

    It hung at the centre of the room inside a cage of black sensors: a white lamp the size of Sarin's fist, bright enough to leave heat on glass and weak enough that Mara's medical lenses reduced it to a red point.

    Around it floated a model of West Furnace.

    The Authority had built the district in light. Block Nineteen rose from the chamber floor as transparent planes. Bridges, ventilation shafts, receiver angles and household mirrors appeared where Sarin touched the controls. The courtyard waited at the centre. Edda Quill's position was marked by a human outline Sarin had ordered the technician to replace with a simple circle.

    No body needed to die twice for geometry.

    Sarin stood beneath the model with Nali Vos, Oren Saye and Deputy Auditor Pell. Commander Dain watched from the observation gallery behind sealed glass. House security had refused to provide emergency-corridor records, then invoked joint jurisdiction to observe her work.

    Alden's response to Sarin's formal request lay open on a side display.

    PUBLIC DISCHARGE SCHEDULE PROVIDED.

    PROTECTED GEOMETRY WITHHELD PENDING SUCCESSION REVIEW.

    The language was his. Calm, exact and arranged so that responsibility appeared where information should have been.

    Before beginning, Sarin made everyone state what would disprove the reconstruction.

    Vos went first. “If the glass spectrum can be produced by a local artificial source at the measured energy, stellar origin fails.”

    Saye said, “If the ventilation puncture existed before the death, the entry angle may be assumed rather than caused.”

    Pell hesitated. “If an unregistered orbital emitter can reproduce the path without House geometry, required becomes consistent with.”

    Sarin recorded each condition.

    Commander Dain refused to participate from the gallery.

    “House security is observing, not endorsing,” he said through the chamber audio.

    “Observation changes the room,” Sarin replied. “State what would change your conclusion.”

    “You have not heard my conclusion.”

    “Exactly.”

    Dain silenced his channel.

    They tested the local-source theory first.

    The chamber placed simulated industrial emitters on every roof within twelve kilometres. Each one strong enough to create the paving damage also created waste heat, power draw and atmospheric signatures absent from the scene. Hiding the cooling plant required moving it underground. That introduced conduit damage. Hiding the conduit required distributed cells across hundreds of rooms. That created a purchase trail and still failed to reproduce Carina's magnetic scattering.

    Pell watched each possibility disappear.

    “A military portable?” he asked.

    “Mass?” Sarin replied.

    He consulted the specification. “Forty tonnes without cooling reserve.”

    “Access route?”

    Saye brought up West Furnace's freight limits. “Eight tonnes per lift. Streets too narrow for a surface carrier. Somebody would have noticed.”

    “Covert assembly.”

    “Then somebody assembled a forty-tonne weapon to imitate an orbital corridor, used it for nine seconds and removed it before Ward Officer Saye arrived four minutes later,” Sarin said. “Possible is not the same as an explanation.”

    Next they challenged the ventilation puncture.

    Saye produced maintenance images from six months earlier. The pane had been intact. Par Sen's household archive showed it intact during a birthday gathering nine days before Edda's death. A child in the image held a cake beneath the window while adults argued about candle oxygen limits.

    Sarin watched three seconds of the recording twice. Edda appeared at the edge, alive, holding the repaired blue cup from her residence box.

    The pane shone unbroken behind her.

    “Entry damage occurred after this image,” Vos said.

    “Could be unrelated,” Pell replied.

    Sarin displayed the glass from the puncture beside the bead from Edda's spectacles. Both carried the same thermal date and spectrum. Unrelated became physically expensive.

    The unregistered-orbital theory survived longer.

    Vesper's near orbit contained thousands of licensed craft and enough unlicensed debris to make certainty foolish. A ship could carry a reflector. A smuggler could enter under another vessel's traffic identity. If aligned correctly, the reflector could direct Carina through the canopy gap.

    The model placed a hypothetical ship along the reverse beam angle.

    It collided with the receiver exclusion grid.

    They moved it outward. The reflector size increased. At the minimum safe orbit, the required surface was larger than any ship not tracked by traffic control. They folded the reflector. Deployment crossed three radar fields. They reduced its brightness. Exposure time grew beyond the courtyard evidence.

    Every solution created another visible machine.

    “Unless the reflector was already there,” Vos said.

    The room went quiet.

    Already aligned. Already accepted by orbital traffic. Already absent from the public schedule.

    An emergency corridor.

    Sarin did not accept the answer because it fit. She made the chamber fail every smaller one first.

    Only then did she say, “Begin with the public schedule.”

    Vos loaded the district's authorised light paths for the hour of the murder.

    The small sun emitted fine red lines through the model. They entered Vesper's atmospheric receivers, split across distribution mirrors and ended in empty districts whose mornings were scheduled before West Furnace. None crossed Block Nineteen.

    “Public path excluded,” Vos said.

    “Maintenance paths.”

    Pell shifted. “We have already compared those.”

    “You compared the central ledger. I want physical angle.”

    Saye placed the warped courtyard sensor tile in a reader beneath the model. Its damaged substrate retained the direction of the fatal energy as a gradient: one edge had transformed a fraction earlier than the other. The difference was smaller than a human sense could detect and large enough for geometry.

    The model drew a line backward from the tile, through the courtyard ventilation pane and into the sky.

    It missed every public receiver.

    “Neighbouring projection?” Pell asked.

    Sarin extended the line across the roofs. “A local source would diverge. The ventilation puncture and tile damage show parallel edges within measurement error.”

    “A collimated industrial beam.”

    “Would still leave atmospheric absorption for a path under twelve kilometres.” Vos displayed the glass spectrum. “This path crossed the upper atmosphere before entering the district.”

    “Orbital source,” Saye said.

    “Orbital reflection,” Sarin corrected. “The source remained Carina.”

    She inserted the bead from Edda's spectacles into a second reader. The chamber compared spectrum loss against Vesper's atmosphere, the ventilation pane and the glass itself. It estimated the beam's path length and entry angle.

    The backward line continued into orbit.

    At first it crossed nothing. Empty model space, the same kind institutions enjoyed.

    Sarin added historical House infrastructure from public safety filings. Old receiver corridors appeared in grey, most decommissioned. One passed within a degree of the beam.

    “There,” Saye said.

    “Near is not through,” Sarin replied.

    She magnified the corridor. It had been built after the Burn Years for emergency heat delivery if Vesper's primary receiver ring failed. Modern mirrors no longer used it. Its planetary opening remained because removing a gap through protected orbital traffic cost more than leaving one officially closed.

    The murder line and emergency corridor were separated by two point seven kilometres at the upper atmosphere.

    Too far.

    Pell exhaled. “Then it proves nothing.”

    “It proves public records do not contain the path.”

    “That is not the same as proving the House.”

    Sarin knew. Absence was pressure, not proof. She needed the missing object to leave a shape.

    She looked at Edda's sensor tile.

    The tile had not belonged to the courtyard. Edda had carried it. Its storage lattice was mostly destroyed, but the ridged black coating beneath her nails matched the old shadow-theatre lens cradle. She had installed a physical diagnostic filter over the tile, then scratched at it while dying.

    The filter was missing.

    “Run the residue as a filter opening,” Sarin said.

    Vos frowned. “We do not have the complete curve.”

    “We have the cradle grooves and thermal deformation on the receipt.”

    “That's not enough for spectrum.”

    “It may be enough for angle.”

    They rebuilt the filter from its absences: the width implied by the cradle, the curve described on the receipt, the contact marks on the tile, the fragments beneath Edda's nails. A translucent shape formed over the sensor.

    The fatal light passed through it.

    Most wavelengths scattered. A narrow red band remained.

    The line did not point exactly back toward the fatal source. The filter had been angled to measure a different reflection, one arriving from the old emergency corridor.

    Edda had come to the courtyard expecting light.

    The murderer had changed where it landed.

    “Two beams?” Saye asked.

    “One planned diagnostic path,” Sarin said. “One final destination.”

    “Same source?”

    “Same corridor before the last alignment.”

    Pell looked toward the observation gallery. Dain stood motionless behind the glass.

    “Can a criminal broker redirect it?” Pell asked.

    “No.”

    “Can you prove that?”

    Sarin opened House Rhyse's public safety specification for emergency corridors. The language was dense because opacity often disguised itself as precision. She reduced it to the minimum rule.

    A corridor required pre-aligned orbital elements.

    Its activation required House root approval, security confirmation and local mechanical acceptance.

    Its final receiver targeting could be changed only from a House geometry station or by crew physically present at the mirror.

    “Cinder's keys reach household equipment,” she said. “The theatre filter measured the beam. Neither can align it. The corridor existed before the murder, and its final path changed after Edda entered the courtyard.”

    Pell said, “A compromised maintainer could provide local acceptance.”

    “With House approval and security confirmation still required.”

    “Credentials can be stolen.”

    “Then the House must show the theft.”

    “You are reversing burden.”

    “The House owns the only record capable of resolving it.”

    Sarin moved the small sun through the reconstructed corridor. The lamp's weak beam entered the old orbital path, crossed the model atmosphere and reached West Furnace. At the final alignment, she shifted the target from Edda's intended sensor position to the place where her body was found.

    The line matched the ventilation puncture.

    It matched the glass.

    It matched the sensor tile.

    It matched the nine-second thermal basin in the paving.

    The chamber turned silent around a fact simple enough for anyone to understand.

    Someone had opened an official path from Carina to a woman and moved the last mirror until the light struck her body.

    Sarin did not trust the phrase simple enough until someone outside the speciality could say it back.

    “Officer Saye,” she said, “explain what happened without using corridor, alignment or spectrum.”

    He looked alarmed. “Why me?”

    “Because you are the first person who entered the court and the least technical person permitted inside this chamber.”

    “Deputy Pell is here.”

    Pell almost smiled.

    Saye studied the model. “The House keeps mirrors ready for emergencies. One of those ready-made paths crossed West Furnace. Dr. Quill expected a small test. Someone changed the final direction and sent the star through her window instead.”

    “Ventilation pane,” Vos corrected.

    “That word isn't helping anyone.”

    “Good,” Sarin said. “Again. What could Cinder do?”

    “Open illegal lamps indoors with copied keys.”

    “What couldn't he do?”

    “Move the House mirrors.”

    “What remains unknown?”

    “Whose authority was used and who changed the target.”

    The case fit in three answers. That did not make the underlying machinery small. It made the next question clear.

    Sarin recorded Saye's explanation as the public-language summary.

    Pell said, “You are preparing release before jurisdiction is settled.”

    “I am preparing comprehension. If the finding cannot survive ordinary words, it should not survive technical ones.”

    “Ordinary words remove uncertainty.”

    “Then put it back where it belongs. Say what remains unknown.”

    Vos asked the chamber to estimate the other end of the corridor. The model extended the reverse path through Vesper's receiver plane and into the orbital traffic map. It intersected a band of House mirrors positioned days earlier for a hypothetical planetary emergency.

    “Could the path have been prepared for legitimate use?” Saye asked.

    “Yes,” Sarin said.

    “Then opening it wasn't necessarily part of the murder.”

    “Correct.”

    “Changing the last direction was.”

    “If the original diagnostic was authorised, yes.”

    They had reached the line between mechanism and intent. House infrastructure made the act possible. It did not identify which person crossed from test to murder.

    Sarin added that distinction to the summary.

    Commander Dain reactivated his gallery channel. “The path may have been compromised by stolen credentials.”

    “Then state the required credentials,” Sarin said.

    “Protected.”

    “Could household spectrum keys provide them?”

    “No.”

    “Could the theatre equipment?”

    “No.”

    “Could a remote criminal device create local mechanical acceptance?”

    Dain paused. “Not without compromised House hardware.”

    Pell turned toward the gallery. “That is the finding.”

    Dain's own answers had completed it.

    Sarin added his name to the technical confirmation and sent the line for signature. He declined. The refusal remained attached beside the recorded audio.

    “Why nine seconds?” Saye asked.

    “Long enough for the sensor test?” Vos suggested.

    “Or the emergency corridor's minimum stable interval,” Sarin said.

    They checked the public specification. Minimum safe opening: nine seconds. A shorter activation risked leaving the final mirror oscillating across uncontrolled targets.

    The murderer had used the smallest authorised unit of stellar exposure.

    Not a rage. Not an improvised weapon. A procedural minimum.

    Sarin looked at Edda's circle in the model. Somewhere, a person had selected a standard duration and allowed policy to determine how long she burned.

    “Add the interval rule,” she said.

    Saye read it and shook his head. “Nine seconds because the machine doesn't offer eight.”

    “Perhaps.”

    “That sounds worse.”

    “It is more specific.”

    Specificity did not lessen horror. It moved horror out of the fog, where responsibility preferred to live.

    Sarin called Mara before dictating the finding.

    The connection remained audio only; the chamber model was protected evidence.

    “I need a witness to one fact,” Sarin said.

    “You usually bring forms when you say that.”

    “Was Edda invited into the courtyard on the morning she died?”

    Mara's silence changed the room even though only Sarin heard it through the private earpiece.

    “She asked to use the old sensor wall before dawn,” Mara said. “Par gave her the courtyard key.”

    “Did she expect light?”

    “She said there might be a red flicker. Nothing dangerous.”

    “Did she say who authorised it?”

    “No. She said somebody finally agreed to answer her question.”

    “Exact words?”

    “As close as I remember.”

    Sarin looked at the simulated corridor ending on the white circle that marked Edda.

    She had not been lured by a criminal broker. She had entered the courtyard to conduct an authorised diagnostic. The person who killed her had used the test itself as access.

    “Mara, the case may be sealed within minutes.”

    “Then why are you calling?”

    “Because the mechanism is clear.”

    “Who?”

    “Not yet.”

    “Sarin—”

    “The light came through House infrastructure.”

    Mara breathed out.

    In the background, Teo asked whether it was Sarin. Mara told him to finish his school work. A paper charm crackled near the recorder.

    “Are you safe?” Mara asked.

    “At present.”

    “That is an institutional answer.”

    “It is an exact one.”

    “Send me whatever you can.”

    “I will.”

    The promise changed where Sarin could safely place the evidence. She understood that before ending the call and made it anyway.

    Then she began dictating the finding.

    “The fatal exposure travelled through a pre-aligned emergency corridor absent from the public discharge ledger. The corridor required House Rhyse stellar infrastructure. No recovered criminal equipment could create, authorise or redirect it.”

    Pell said, “Use consistent with instead of required.”

    “No.”

    “Sarin, there are credential-theft scenarios.”

    “They still require House infrastructure.”

    “Infrastructure is not intent.”

    “I did not say House Rhyse intended murder. I said the murder required what it owns.”

    “That distinction will not survive publication.”

    “Then the House should publish the records that create another one.”

    Pell looked exhausted. “You are writing an accusation.”

    “I am writing a mechanism.”

    “In language nobody can soften.”

    Sarin met his eyes. “Yes.”

    She completed the finding.

    Commander Dain entered the chamber before her physical seal cooled.

    The observation door had not opened. One moment he stood behind the glass. The next, House emergency authority overrode the lock and admitted him with two security officers.

    “This analysis is sealed under succession emergency law,” he said.

    Pell turned. “The Authority has not accepted House jurisdiction.”

    “The event involved protected stellar geometry. Interim Steward Rhyse has been notified.”

    Sarin watched Pell. He disliked losing jurisdiction only after using it to transfer her findings.

    “On whose order?” she asked Dain.

    “Director Maelin Rhyse.”

    “The interim Steward is Alden Rhyse.”

    “Director Rhyse retains security command.”

    “Then say security ordered it. Do not borrow the Steward.”

    Dain held out a seal case. “Transfer all physical evidence.”

    “No.”

    “Emergency law—”

    “Allows protection of geometry records. It does not move a civilian body or local evidence into House custody.”

    “The finding is now a threat to system continuity.”

    “Facts often are.”

    The security officers moved to either side of the reconstruction controls. Saye stepped between one officer and the physical samples.

    He wore his ward uniform today. It did not make him larger, but it made the conflict visible.

    “Those are under district death seal,” he said. “You'll need the ward magistrate.”

    Dain looked almost disappointed. “Officer Saye, move.”

    “Put the order beside your name.”

    Sarin glanced at him.

    “It's a good phrase,” Saye said.

    The chamber network shut down.

    The floating model vanished. The small sun remained, a white point inside black sensors. House security had sealed the case electronically.

    Sarin's signed finding still existed on the local reconstruction wafer.

    She removed it from the console.

    Dain saw the movement. “Give me the wafer.”

    “It belongs to the Authority.”

    “The Authority network is sealed.”

    “This is not the network.”

    For several seconds, nobody moved.

    Sarin thought of Mara at the Dawn Table telling her official evidence was not automatically safer than neighbourhood memory. She thought of the copy hidden in the medical pack. She thought of Alden's careful denial and Edda's final faith in old instruments.

    Evidence could remain exact.

    It could not remain innocent of where she placed it.

    Sarin set the wafer into the physical recorder. The machine made three authenticated copies.

    One for the Authority safe.

    One for the House seal, because refusing it would let Dain call the chain compromised.

    One she inserted into Saye's ward recorder under the district-death provision.

    “Officer Saye,” she said, “deliver the ward copy to the nearest listed family contact for Edda Quill.”

    Saye understood at once. Edda had no family listed. West Furnace had recorded Mara Jale as the local death contact.

    Dain took one step forward.

    Saye closed his hand over the recorder. “Ward evidence transfer is protected until receipt.”

    “You will be detained.”

    “Then the receipt will show delay.”

    Pell spoke from behind them. “Commander, if House security detains a ward officer carrying an authenticated civilian death record, I will notify the city magistrate.”

    Dain turned to him. “You released the natural-source finding to us.”

    “For prevention, not ownership.”

    People often discovered principles when consequences reached their own desks. Sarin accepted the help without mistaking its source.

    Dain looked from Pell to Saye to Sarin. “The case remains sealed. None of you may disclose protected geometry.”

    “The ward copy contains a mechanism, not coordinates,” Sarin said.

    “It identifies House infrastructure.”

    “So does the sky.”

    Dain accepted the House wafer. “You have made this political.”

    “A dead woman made it physical.”

    Saye left through the ward exit before security changed its mind.

    The officers sealed the physical samples in place rather than attempt removal. Edda's glass, tile and residue remained inside the Authority chamber under dual lock. The body stayed in the morgue. The model was gone, but its measurements existed on paper, physical wafer and the old sensor itself.

    Sarin signed the final custody line.

    Her lenses displayed a delivery notice thirty-one minutes later.

    WARD COPY RECEIVED — MARA JALE.

    A second notice followed.

    HOUSE FINDING RECEIVED — INTERIM STEWARD ALDEN RHYSE.

    No message came from Alden. None was required.

    The case status changed across her display:

    LOCKED — SUCCESSION EMERGENCY.

    The lock generated its own instructions.

    No further interviews without House observer.

    No travel to orbital infrastructure.

    No public reference to an emergency corridor.

    All new evidence to receive joint encryption.

    Sarin read the list aloud while Pell listened.

    “Joint encryption gives House security veto over access,” she said.

    “It also prevents unilateral alteration,” Pell replied.

    “The House owns one of the keys and controls the event records. That is not joint. It is a lock with a witness.”

    “Challenge it through the magistrate.”

    “During succession emergency?”

    “Law does not become useless because it becomes slow.”

    “Ask Edda.”

    Pell flinched.

    Sarin regretted the sentence. Regret did not make it false, but truth was not permission to choose the cruelest delivery.

    “I am sorry,” she said. “That was aimed, not necessary.”

    Pell took off his spectacles and cleaned them with the edge of his sleeve. “I trained Edda. Thirty years ago, before she decided the Authority preferred readings it could bill.”

    Sarin had not known.

    “Why didn't you say?”

    “Because the first fact in a victim file should not be which official knew her.”

    “Did she contact you?”

    “Twice this year. Asked for uncorrected wall-sensor archives. I denied the request because the storage contract classified them as redundant.”

    “Did she tell you why?”

    “She said corrected data was eating the event.”

    The phrase sounded like Edda.

    Pell looked at the locked model controls. “I thought she was still fighting old arguments. She collected them.”

    “Or they remained old because nobody answered.”

    “Yes.”

    For once, he did not defend the institution or himself.

    “Give me the denial records,” Sarin said.

    “The case is locked.”

    “The denials predate the case.”

    Pell almost smiled. “Choosing the calendar.”

    He transferred the records to a physical wafer and signed them as administrative history rather than new homicide evidence. The distinction was legal, narrow and exactly the kind of opening Sarin usually distrusted when other people used it.

    She accepted the wafer.

    “Why now?” she asked.

    “Because I sent your result to House security and told myself prevention made the sequence harmless.”

    “Did it?”

    “No.”

    The answer did not absolve him. It changed what he might do next.

    Saye returned from delivering the ward copy. “Mara signed receipt. So did Par Sen, Nima Vale and every adult at the Dawn Table.”

    “Why?” Sarin asked.

    “One recipient can be pressured. Twenty-three become a public event.”

    “The copy is protected evidence. They cannot distribute it.”

    “They haven't. They witnessed where it is.”

    Neighbourhood memory had become a custody system.

    Sarin added the twenty-three witness seals to the Authority record. House security could still lock the case. It could not later claim no copy had left the room.

    “Mara sent something back,” Saye said.

    He gave Sarin one of Teo's mirror-paper birds. A sentence was written inside the fold.

    OLD THINGS REMEMBER THE ANGLE.

    Sarin placed it beside Edda's sealed glass. The charm was not evidence. It remained in the chamber anyway.

    Sarin looked at the small artificial sun in its cage. It was a laboratory object, harmless because its limits were visible. Everyone in the room could see the wire that powered it, the cage that contained it and the switch that turned it off.

    Carina had no switch.

    It had owners.

    And one of them had killed Edda Quill.
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