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    Prologue

    Mara Venn knew the planet had not been there yesterday.

    She checked anyway.

    The night staff had left the observatory in its usual condition: two mugs drifting above the navigation well, a blanket hooked beneath the console, and every surface display dimmed except the old mechanical chronometer Arun insisted was lucky. Nothing looked disturbed. No warning glyphs burned in the air. No alarm had sounded.

    Beyond the glass, a blue world occupied half the sky.

    Mara stood in the doorway with one hand still inside her coat. The observatory lights recognized her and rose by degrees. Their reflection passed over the glass like dawn, briefly obscuring oceans, cloud, a white curve of polar ice.

    Then the lights settled, and the planet remained.

    “Arun,” she said.

    No answer.

    The station rotated around a gas giant named Pell. It had done so for three hundred and twelve years, first as a fuel refinery, later as a customs post, and now as a place where the Continuance sent instruments too old to decommission and people too stubborn to promote. Pell had fifty-three moons. Mara knew the designation and orbital period of every one.

    This was not a moon.

    It was too large, too close, and very obviously alive.

    She took her hand from her coat. The door whispered shut behind her.

    “Arun.”

    His boots protruded from beneath the navigation well.

    For several seconds, Mara experienced two incompatible convictions. Arun had fallen. Arun always slept there.

    She crossed the room and knelt. He lay curled on his side with his jacket bunched beneath his head. His face was relaxed. A silver filament ran from the socket behind his ear to the station console.

    Mara touched his shoulder.

    His eyes opened.

    “There you are,” he said.

    “What did you do?”

    “Good morning to you too.”

    “There’s a planet outside.”

    Arun blinked once. “There generally is.”

    “Not Pell.”

    She pointed.

    Arun followed her hand. Sleep left his expression without passing through surprise. He sat up so quickly the filament snapped from his neck socket.

    For a while neither of them spoke.

    The world turned beneath them. Sunlight burned along an ocean broad enough to have weather. A storm unfolded near the equator, white arms curving across a green-brown continent. On the night side, faint lines of gold showed through the atmosphere.

    Cities, Mara thought.

    Then she saw how the lights gathered along coasts and rivers, and the thought became certainty.

    “Run a position check,” Arun said.

    “Already did.”

    “Against local instruments.”

    “I checked yesterday’s inertial record before I woke you.”

    “Mara.”

    “We are where we should be.”

    He climbed to his feet. Arun was a compact man, nearly hairless by choice, with skin that darkened when his implant pushed blood toward the surface. At that moment he was almost black.

    He opened the navigation well. A model of the Pell system rose between them: the giant, its rings, the station’s narrow orbit. One by one, fifty-three moons appeared as pale points.

    The new planet did not.

    Arun expanded the sensor field. “Optical fault.”

    “Shared by our eyes?”

    “The glass can project.”

    Mara reached for the manual shutter control. Metal plates slid across the observatory window. The planet vanished behind them.

    She opened the direct telescope feed.

    The blue world appeared above the navigation well.

    Arun swore softly.

    “Mass?” Mara asked.

    He sent a query through the station. “No perturbation in Pell’s moons. No gravitational registration. No thermal reading.”

    “Communications?”

    “Listening.”

    They waited while the station combed the spectrum. A progress ring closed around the projected planet.

    No radio. No fold signal. No beacon response. The cities on its night side shone without producing heat.

    Mara felt the first edge of fear then—not because a world had appeared, but because the universe was behaving as though it had not.

    “Wake the command deck,” she said.

    Arun did not move.

    “Arun.”

    He was staring at the southern hemisphere. The projected world rotated slowly between them.

    “I know that shape,” he said.

    Mara looked. An ocean narrowed between two continents. A hooked peninsula reached north. Islands made a broken chain through blue.

    It meant nothing to her.

    Arun lifted both hands and rotated the image. His fingers trembled. “There should be another continent here. Smaller. Like a triangle.”

    “Why?”

    “I don’t know.”

    He magnified the clouded region. Coastlines sharpened. Green gave way to dun and ochre. The missing shape appeared exactly where he had indicated.

    Arun stepped back.

    “Have you seen this planet before?” Mara asked.

    “No.”

    “You knew the map.”

    “I knew there was a map.”

    The station chimed.

    A transmission had been found.

    It was narrowband, weak, and directed precisely at the observatory. The signal did not come from the planet. According to the station, it originated inside the room.

    Mara and Arun looked at each other.

    “Isolate it,” Mara said.

    “Already isolated.”

    “Do not route it through station intelligence.”

    “I didn’t.”

    The transmission repeated. Eleven seconds. Audio only.

    Arun pulled the lucky chronometer from its mount and placed it against the console. It was a ridiculous precaution, but its gears contained no processors, no adaptive matter, nothing a signal could persuade. The second hand continued its calm red journey.

    “Play,” Mara said.

    Static filled the observatory.

    Then a woman spoke.

    “My name is Mara Venn.”

    Mara’s mouth went dry.

    The voice was hers, older by years or illness. It breathed where she breathed. It flattened the second syllable of her surname in the provincial way she had trained herself to lose.

    “I am chief observer of Pell Station,” the recording continued. “If you are hearing this, the quarantine has failed. Do not signal the planet. Do not permit a ship to approach. Do not let Asha Renn see the sky.”

    Static swallowed the voice.

    Arun stopped the playback.

    The second hand on the chronometer had not moved.

    Mara listened to the silence it left behind.

    “Who is Asha Renn?” Arun asked.

    “I don’t know.”

    The station chimed again.

    This time it had identified a heat source on the planet.

    One point of light burned on the night side, far brighter than the cities around it. A second appeared on another continent. Then a third. They arrived in a deliberate sequence, walking westward around the turning world.

    Nine lights.

    Arun’s console filled with gravitational warnings.

    The planet acquired mass all at once.

    Pell Station lurched.

    Mara struck the floor shoulder-first. The navigation model burst into fragments. Somewhere below, metal screamed as the station’s orbit changed around an object that had not existed one heartbeat earlier.

    Emergency lights came up red.

    “Command!” Arun shouted. “Command, respond.”

    Only static answered.

    The shutters over the observatory window began to buckle inward.

    Mara dragged herself to the console. Gravity veered, easing for a moment before returning from a direction the floor had not been built to resist. The two forgotten mugs flew across the room. One shattered. The other struck the glass and hung there, trembling.

    Through the telescope feed, the nine lights continued to burn.

    “Escape core,” Arun said.

    The station’s orbit was collapsing. Pell filled the other side of the system, vast and banded and merciless. They had minutes at most.

    Mara tried the command channel. No response. She opened an emergency broadcast and pushed the observatory record into it.

    The station refused.

    FILE HAS NO CAUSAL PROVENANCE, the console informed her.

    “Again.”

    Same result.

    “Put it in the core physically,” Arun said.

    He tore the chronometer from its mount and smashed it against the edge of the console. The casing split. Gears scattered. Beneath them sat a maintenance wafer no larger than Mara’s thumbnail.

    She stared at him.

    “Lucky,” he said.

    Mara copied the sensor log and the transmission. The wafer accepted both.

    The station rolled. Arun struck the window hard enough to leave blood on the glass. Mara caught the navigation well with both hands. Her shoulder burned.

    Somewhere, a human voice began counting down to impact.

    Ninety seconds.

    Arun pushed away from the window. “Core access is four decks down.”

    “We won’t make it.”

    “The external ejector is two.”

    “It’ll burn in Pell.”

    “Not if the planet takes it first.”

    They ran.

    The corridor beyond the observatory had twisted half a metre out of true. Its smart surface rippled beneath their boots, trying to decide which direction was down. Doors opened on dark rooms. The station counted.

    Seventy-six seconds.

    At the first junction they found Chief Haro kneeling over a child.

    Mara stopped. “What are you doing here?”

    Haro looked up. She had commanded Pell Station for eleven years. Mara had eaten with her six hours earlier.

    Now Haro’s face held the terrible politeness reserved for strangers.

    “Who are you?” she asked.

    The child clung to her uniform. There were no children on Pell Station.

    Arun seized Mara’s arm and pulled her onward.

    “Wait,” Mara said. “Haro, get to—”

    The corridor folded between them.

    Not collapsed. Folded.

    One moment Haro and the child were five metres away. The next, an unbroken wall occupied the junction, painted with an old emblem Mara did not recognize. The station’s red emergency light became clean white daylight.

    The countdown stopped.

    Mara and Arun stood very still.

    The floor no longer moved.

    Arun released her arm. His fingers had left white marks in her skin.

    “We’re stable,” he said.

    The station around them was not Pell Station.

    The corridor was wider and newer. Plants grew from recesses in the walls. Through a window at the far end, the blue planet turned beneath a calm sky. No gas giant loomed beyond it.

    A woman in a pale uniform rounded the corner, saw them, and dropped the case she was carrying.

    “Mara?”

    Mara recognized her.

    She did not know from where.

    The woman approached with tears already running down her face. “We thought you died.”

    Arun took one slow step backward.

    “What station is this?” Mara asked.

    The woman stopped.

    “Mara, you’re not on a station.”

    Behind her, the planet’s surface stretched so close that Mara could distinguish rivers beneath the clouds.

    “This is the orbital archive,” the woman said. “This is Earth.”

    Mara closed her fingers around the wafer.

    The material had gone warm.

    Someone spoke immediately behind her.

    Her own voice said, “Too late.”

    Mara turned.

    The corridor was empty.

    When she looked down again, the wafer had vanished from her hand.

    So had Arun.

    The woman in the pale uniform frowned. “Who were you talking to?”

    Mara opened her mouth.

    For one breath, she could remember him: his broken chronometer, the blood on the glass, the way he had known the continents.

    Then the name Arun detached from every face she had ever known.

    Something small and metallic struck the floor.

    One red second hand rolled in a circle between Mara’s boots.

    She picked it up before the woman could see.

    She did not know why she was crying.

  
    Chapter One — Asha

    The dead had built their city inside a falling moon.

    Asha Renn descended through it alone.

    Her suit paid out a thread behind her, an almost invisible line anchored to the survey ship two kilometres above. There was no true down inside the moon, only the faint insistence of rotation and the direction in which several million tonnes of broken architecture had begun to move. The deeper she went, the more often the walls shuddered.

    “You have eleven minutes,” Malen Yao said in her ear.

    “You said twelve a moment ago.”

    “A moment ago, the southern fracture wasn’t accelerating.”

    Asha pushed through a doorway shaped like an open hand. “Then it was inaccurate when you said twelve.”

    “Thank you, Doctor. I’ll try to make the moon fall more consistently.”

    The chamber beyond had once been a public square. Towers leaned inward around it, their upper storeys meeting like fingers. Every surface was the color of old bone. When Asha’s helmet lamps crossed the walls, inscriptions appeared in shallow relief—names, dates, promises made by people dead for seventy thousand years.

    Her suit translated none of them.

    That was why she had come.

    “Telemetry says you’ve stopped,” Malen said.

    “I’m looking.”

    “You can look at the recording.”

    “The recording doesn’t know what matters.”

    “Neither do you. That is traditionally why we record everything.”

    Asha ignored him. She released a cloud of survey motes. They moved through the square like silver dust, mapping surfaces, measuring trace elements, tasting the minute electrical charges that survived in the walls.

    Her team had spent six months excavating the moon designated Vardos B-19. Four days ago, a mining consortium had activated an illegal gravity shear on the far side. The shear exposed an intact district and destabilized the moon’s orbit. In forty-three minutes, B-19 would pass inside the Roche limit of its parent planet. The city would become a ring of debris.

    The consortium had removed metals, engines, and anything portable enough to sell. Asha had come for what they left.

    At the center of the square stood a low black arch.

    Unlike the surrounding buildings, it was undamaged. No dust touched it. The moon’s repeated quakes had not shifted it by a millimetre.

    One survey mote passed beneath the arch and vanished.

    Asha watched the empty space where it had been.

    “Malen.”

    “I saw.”

    “Did it lose transmission?”

    “It lost history.”

    She frowned. “That isn’t a measurement.”

    “Its launch record just disappeared. We have twenty-three motes registered, including the one you released through the breach on your way in. Your suit says you released twenty-four.”

    A second mote drifted toward the arch.

    Asha recalled it with a sharp command. The little machine reversed, but not before its light brushed the darkness beneath the curve.

    For an instant, a room appeared on the other side.

    Blue walls. A narrow bed. A child looking directly at her.

    Then the arch contained only darkness again.

    Asha’s breath clouded the lower edge of her visor.

    “Did you record that?”

    “Record what?” Malen asked.

    She remained very still.

    The moon trembled. Fine pieces of the city lifted from the square and began to drift.

    “Asha?”

    “There was a room.”

    “Where?”

    “Inside the arch.”

    Malen was silent for half a second too long. “Your neural field is clean. No intrusion. Come back.”

    “The child saw me.”

    “Come back now.”

    Asha moved closer.

    The arch rose only to her chest. Its surface absorbed her suit lights without reflection. She extended a sampler toward it.

    “Nine minutes,” Malen said. “And I am no longer making a recommendation.”

    The sampler touched black material.

    Her suit filled with warnings.

    Not contamination. Recognition.

    The arch had responded to her identity field using an authorization protocol older than the Continuance.

    ASHA RENN, the suit displayed.

    ACCESS INCOMPLETE.

    RETURN WITH WITNESS.

    She read it twice.

    “Malen.”

    “I see the text.”

    “It knows my name.”

    “Which is an excellent reason to leave.”

    “My identity field could have supplied it.”

    “Your identity field is shielded.”

    “Shielding fails.”

    “Does it ordinarily fail in languages nobody has spoken for seventy thousand years?”

    The suit translation layer completed its analysis. The message had not been written in the dead city’s language. It had used Continuance Standard, encoded directly into her visual system.

    Asha circled the arch. It remained perfectly thin from every angle, a curve without visible depth. The names inscribed across the square all faced it.

    Not a monument, she thought.

    An audience.

    “The city was built around this,” she said.

    “Then it will still be there when the moon breaks apart.”

    “And we’ll find it among three billion tonnes of debris.”

    “That sounds like a grant proposal. Write it on the ship.”

    Something struck the far side of the square.

    The impact lifted Asha off the surface. Her tether snapped taut. She swung between the leaning towers as the moon rolled beneath her. Stone fragments moved in graceful, lethal lines.

    Her suit identified the projectile after it had already passed: a mining penetrator.

    “That wasn’t the fracture,” she said.

    “No.” Malen’s voice lost its dryness. “Consortium vessel just fired into the district.”

    A second penetrator crossed above the square. It buried itself inside one of the towers.

    The tower opened along a line from foundation to roof.

    “Why?”

    “They’re accelerating the breakup. If the debris disperses before planetary capture, salvage law lets them claim it.”

    “We have an exclusion order.”

    “We have seven minutes before the court that issued it loses jurisdiction over a cloud of rocks.”

    The tower began to fall.

    In weak gravity, its descent was almost gentle. Asha fired her suit jets. The first section passed beneath her. The next struck a neighboring building, splitting into slabs large enough to crush the survey ship.

    Her tether pulled her upward.

    “I’m reeling you in,” Malen said.

    “Wait.”

    “No.”

    The black arch remained fixed at the centre of the collapsing square.

    Asha aimed her sampler and fired. The instrument wrapped around the arch. Its molecular blade engaged.

    Nothing happened.

    The tether dragged her toward the city’s broken roofline.

    “Cut it loose,” Malen said.

    “Five seconds.”

    “You don’t have five.”

    She increased power to the blade. The sampler’s housing glowed. Its internal safeties failed one by one.

    The arch did not heat.

    Another tower crossed the opening above her, blotting out the planet.

    The sampler screamed through Asha’s gloves.

    She released it.

    The tether pulled her clear as the city folded inward.

    Bone-colored walls met beneath her. Towers broke without sound in the vacuum. A wave of fragments chased her toward the moon’s surface.

    The survey ship came into view: Vestige, long and narrow, holding position above the excavation on thrusters bright as stars. Its forward bay stood open. Malen was visible inside, strapped into a recovery frame.

    “Retract your limbs,” he said.

    Asha pulled her arms against her chest.

    The tether accelerated.

    She entered the bay hard enough to empty her lungs. The recovery frame caught her and spun, bleeding momentum. Armor plates closed behind her just as debris struck the hull.

    Sound returned with atmosphere: impacts like handfuls of gravel against metal, alarms, Malen swearing as he fought the ship’s controls through his wrist interface.

    Asha tore off her helmet.

    “Move,” he said.

    “I am moving.”

    “You’re lying on my steering arm.”

    She rolled away. Malen pulled the frame release and shoved himself toward the cockpit. He was thin, grey-haired, and old enough to remember when Continuance medicine had considered death at one hundred and fifty respectable. Asha had never seen him hurry except toward evidence or away from administrative dinners.

    The ship rolled.

    Through the bay’s interior display, B-19 filled the view. Fractures shone across the moon’s surface. The city vanished beneath avalanches of stone.

    The mining vessel fired again.

    “They’re going to hit us,” Asha said.

    “They’re going to claim they were shooting at the moon.”

    “That distinction will comfort our remains.”

    Malen reached the cockpit. Vestige accelerated seconds before the penetrator crossed their previous position. The artificial gravity lagged. Asha struck a storage cabinet, caught a rail, and pulled herself forward.

    The moon split behind them.

    It happened along the southern fracture, a line so straight it looked drawn. One half of B-19 dipped toward the planet. The other opened like a shell, exposing the pale geometry of the buried city.

    For one impossible moment, Asha saw thousands of black arches arranged through its interior.

    Every one of them opened.

    Rooms flashed inside the dying moon. Bedrooms. Fields. A shoreline under a yellow sky. A corridor crowded with people running toward the viewer. Asha glimpsed faces, hands, a figure beating against invisible glass.

    Then B-19 broke apart.

    The images vanished.

    Malen said nothing until Vestige crossed the exclusion boundary. The mining ship did not pursue. Its harvesters unfolded and entered the debris field.

    Asha stood behind the pilot cradle, one hand gripping its frame.

    “You saw them,” she said.

    “I saw light.”

    “Rooms.”

    “Light shaped like rooms.”

    “People.”

    “Light shaped like people.”

    “You could save time by saying yes.”

    “I could save both of us trouble by waiting for the instruments.”

    Asha looked back at the fragments spreading around the planet. The survey motes were gone. The sampler was gone. Whatever records had survived inside the city were now being collected by a consortium whose legal division employed more people than Asha’s university.

    But her suit had retained the message.

    She opened the buffer.

    ASHA RENN.

    ACCESS INCOMPLETE.

    RETURN WITH WITNESS.

    The words remained.

    Malen saw them on his display. “That is inconvenient.”

    “You have a gift for proportion.”

    “I have a gift for recognizing professional ruin.”

    A tone sounded from the communications console.

    Not the local court. Not the mining vessel. The incoming request carried the seal of the Continuance Assembly and a priority code neither of them had encountered outside historical records.

    Malen read the header.

    “Well,” he said. “Apparently ruin has been promoted.”

    He accepted the request.

    No person appeared. A document unfolded between the pilot cradles, stripped of origin metadata and signed by six Assembly authorities.

    Continuity archaeologist Asha Renn was ordered to suspend all current work and report to the gate vessel Orison within three standard days. She was permitted one senior colleague, one unregistered archive, and no autonomous systems. Refusal would result in the permanent revocation of her professional identity.

    At the bottom of the order sat an image of a small maintenance wafer.

    Malen enlarged it.

    “Do you know what that is?” Asha asked.

    “Obsolete storage.”

    “Why summon us?”

    “It has no manufacturing record. No registered owner. No traceable materials.”

    “Smuggled.”

    “Smuggled objects still come from somewhere.”

    He opened the attached provenance report.

    The wafer had been recovered from a stable orbit around Pell, a gas giant nine gates from Vardos. According to every navigational archive, the object had occupied that orbit for three hundred and twelve years.

    According to physical analysis, it had been manufactured fourteen hours ago.

    Asha read the conclusion twice.

    The wafer contained eleven seconds of audio addressed to her by name.

    Access to the recording required her live identity.

    Malen turned in his cradle. “You should say no.”

    “They’ll revoke me.”

    “Better unemployed than causally impossible.”

    “That sounds almost wise.”

    “Age occasionally resembles wisdom at a distance.”

    Behind him, the broken moon entered the planet’s rings. Sunlight spread through the debris until the city’s remains became a white scar across the sky.

    Asha looked at the black arch frozen in her suit recording.

    Return with witness.

    “Set a course for the gate,” she said.

    Malen sighed and turned back to the controls.

    “I knew you were going to say that.”

    “Then why advise me otherwise?”

    “I wanted the record to show that one of us possessed judgment.”

    The image of the wafer rotated slowly between them.

    Along one edge, almost too small for the scan to resolve, someone had scratched a line by hand.

    It was not a serial number.

    It was a map.

  
    Chapter Two — Teren

    The court had removed Teren Vale’s uniform, his command, and the legal record of his last eleven years. It had not removed his habit of standing when a door opened.

    He was on his feet before he saw who entered.

    The woman paused on the threshold. “Please don’t do that.”

    Teren sat.

    The hearing room was designed to deny everyone the comfort of importance. No raised bench. No seals. No gallery. Four grey walls and a table grown seamlessly from the floor. The only window showed a live view of the habitat’s agricultural drum, where rain was falling upward across six square kilometres of wheat.

    Teren had been waiting for three hours.

    The woman placed a narrow case on the table and sat opposite him. She wore civilian black. Her hair was white, her face unmodified, and the fine skin around her eyes suggested an age well beyond what her posture admitted.

    “Commander Vale,” she said.

    “Not according to the court.”

    “The court hasn’t concluded.”

    “It concluded fourteen months ago. Since then it has been deciding how to describe the conclusion.”

    She considered him. “Do you recognize me?”

    “No.”

    That was a lie.

    Her name had been Lia Sabeth. At Pelagos she had appeared on the command channel wearing a Fleet admiral’s uniform and ordered him to fire the causal charges. Teren had refused. Seven minutes later her identity vanished from the channel, the operational roster, and every official archive he could access.

    He remembered her because the order had required direct biological confirmation. When the records changed, his own optic nerve retained the authentication pattern as a patch of recurring pain.

    Looking at her now made his left eye burn.

    “My name is Nia Sorn,” she said. “Office of Assembly Continuity.”

    “That sounds restful.”

    “It isn’t.”

    She touched the case. Its surface cleared, revealing Teren’s command insignia inside.

    He did not reach for it.

    “Temporary reinstatement,” Sorn said. “One vessel, mission-limited authority, no strategic weapons access. Your rank terminates when the mission does.”

    “Why?”

    “Because the Assembly requires an officer with experience of historical contamination.”

    “There is no such category in Fleet doctrine.”

    “There is now.”

    “And my experience consists of being accused of inventing it.”

    “That may also be useful.”

    The rain in the agricultural drum reached the top of its arc. For a moment, drops hung throughout the curved landscape like dust in sunlight. Then the drum’s rotation caught them and they fell onto fields overhead.

    Teren looked at the insignia.

    “What is the mission?”

    Sorn slid a document across the table. Most of it had been redacted so thoroughly that only conjunctions remained.

    “You understand this is not persuasive.”

    “The expedition will leave from Gate House Orison in fifty-one hours. You will be responsible for eight principal civilians and a crew of forty-two. Destination classified. Duration unknown.”

    “Threat?”

    “Unknown.”

    “Objective?”

    “To determine the provenance of an object.”

    Teren looked up. “You want a former Fleet commander to guard an antique.”

    “We want the officer who refused at Pelagos.”

    The pain behind his eye sharpened.

    “Pelagos was a reactor containment failure,” he said.

    “That is the finding.”

    “Three neighboring systems were evacuated after contaminated fold traffic.”

    “That is also the finding.”

    “Twenty-one million people are listed as dead.”

    Sorn held his gaze. “Twenty-one million, four hundred and six thousand, nine hundred and twelve.”

    The exact number came from the firing solution he had rejected. It had never appeared in the public record.

    Teren felt the room contract around them.

    “Who are you?” he asked.

    “I told you.”

    “You gave the order.”

    Sorn’s expression did not change.

    “I have never served in the Fleet.”

    “I watched your blood authorize the command.”

    “There is no record of a Lia Sabeth.”

    “I didn’t say that name.”

    Silence.

    In the window, harvest machines moved into the wheat. Their lights traced long curves up the sides of the rotating world.

    Sorn closed the case.

    “Memory is evidence, Commander. It is not infallible evidence.”

    “Neither are archives.”

    “An unusual position for a Fleet officer.”

    “An expensive one.”

    She stood. “Then perhaps we have both misjudged the value of this conversation.”

    Teren remained seated. She took the case and walked to the door.

    “Why didn’t you replace me?” he asked.

    Sorn stopped.

    “At Pelagos. You had the authority to remove my command.”

    “I wasn’t there.”

    “Whoever gave the order could have replaced me.”

    The door opened.

    “Your crew trusted you,” Sorn said without turning. “A replacement would not have been fast enough.”

    Then she left.

    Teren listened to the door seal.

    The case remained on the table.

    He waited another full minute before touching it. The insignia inside carried his old biometric lock. It opened to his thumb and tightened automatically around his wrist.

    The court’s restrictions arrived in his vision.

    COMMAND AUTHORITY: CONDITIONAL.

    VESSEL: ORISON.

    MISSION: CONTINUITY ASSESSMENT.

    PRIMARY PROTECTED PERSON: ASHA RENN.

    Teren searched the enclosed personnel record.

    Continuity archaeologist. Thirty-eight. University affiliation. No military service. No political office. No registered dependents. One parent living, one deceased. The file had been compiled six hours earlier and accessed by seventeen agencies that officially did not share systems.

    He opened the threat assessment.

    It contained one sentence.

    Under no circumstances is Dr. Renn to be prevented from reaching the destination.

    Teren read it again.

    That was not protection language.

    It was delivery language.

    The door opened behind him.

    He turned.

    No one stood there.

    The corridor outside was empty. A cleaning machine passed at the far end, spreading a film of water across the floor and drinking it back up.

    Teren looked down at the insignia.

    His authorization now included a second document. It had no sender, timestamp, or routing history.

    The file was an image from Pelagos.

    He knew the system immediately: a yellow-white star, three inhabited orbital bands, the dark outer habitats arranged in a pattern called the Crown. The image had been taken from the bridge of his ship minutes before the containment order.

    In the official record, the Crown was already burning at that time.

    Here, every habitat remained intact.

    Someone had marked a single object beyond the outer band. Teren enlarged it until the image broke into sensor grain.

    A ship.

    Long, narrow, with two asymmetric drive vanes. Civilian. Its transponder field was blank, but someone had written a name beneath it.

    CERTAIN DISSENT.

    The empty corridor gave him no answers.

    Teren copied the image to the insignia’s isolated memory. The source document vanished before the copy completed, leaving only three damaged frames and the ship’s silhouette.

    He closed the case.

    It had been fourteen months since he carried a weapon. The court had classified him as neither prisoner nor officer, which meant the habitat allowed him tools but nothing designed to injure. He crossed to the emergency cabinet beside the window and pressed his restored insignia to the lock.

    The cabinet opened.

    Inside were a pressure mask, a medical kit, and a compact pulse pistol.

    Teren took the mask and left the gun.

    He made it six steps into the corridor before the hearing room decompressed.

    The door slammed shut behind him. Air howled through a fracture in the viewing window. The table, chairs, and loose case struck the glass as emergency partitions sealed both ends of the passage.

    Teren dropped to one knee and pulled on the mask.

    Through the door’s narrow pane, he watched the window flex outward toward the agricultural drum.

    The glass had been rated against meteor impact.

    It fractured from the edges inward, each crack appearing in measured sequence.

    Not failure.

    Demolition.

    Teren pressed his insignia to the door. His conditional command authority did not include habitat emergency control.

    The case skidded across the room and struck the window. Its lid opened. His old command insignia was no longer inside.

    In its place lay a red child’s shoe.

    The sight struck him harder than the decompression alarm.

    Pelagos.

    He had found shoes like that in the first habitat they boarded—small, red, fastened with a white loop. The rescue crews collected forty-three from a nursery whose children had vanished while their teachers remained.

    The official inquiry said there had been no nursery.

    The window burst.

    Everything in the room flew outward into the agricultural drum. The case turned end over end, the red shoe still inside. Rain and atmosphere erupted toward the breach. A line of wheat flattened for half a kilometre.

    Emergency shutters descended over the opening.

    They stopped halfway.

    Someone wanted the drum to lose atmosphere.

    Teren brought up the habitat schematic. The nearest manual seal was inside the hearing room, beside the broken window.

    The pulse pistol tumbled against the far wall, caught beneath a chair welded to the floor.

    He did not need it.

    He overrode the door by declaring a boarding emergency. The insignia challenged the order. He confirmed with the blood authorization the court had restored eleven seconds earlier.

    The door opened a hand’s width.

    Air pulled him forward. He caught the frame, locked one arm through the emergency tether, and forced himself into the room.

    Debris struck his mask. The agricultural drum beyond the breach had become a storm of soil, rain, and shredded wheat. Far below—or above; rotation made the distinction useless—workers ran toward sealed shelters.

    The manual control waited three metres to his left.

    Teren clipped his tether to the floor rail and crawled.

    The red shoe flew past him.

    He caught it.

    For an instant he was back on Pelagos, standing in a silent nursery while warning lights moved across empty beds. He heard his tactical officer asking where the children had gone. He heard Lia Sabeth ordering him to fire before the contamination reached the gates.

    He had believed there must be another way because commanders always believed that until other people paid for it.

    The tether snapped taut.

    Teren wrapped the shoe through his belt and reached the manual control. Its cover had been fused shut. He struck it with the heel of his hand. Once. Twice. On the third impact the transparent plate cracked. He drove his fingers through and pulled.

    The shutter dropped.

    The remaining atmosphere threw him against the floor. Metal met metal across the broken window. The howl ceased.

    For a while, only the pressure mask sounded in his ears.

    Habitat emergency services opened the corridor partition eight minutes later. They found Teren sitting against the table with blood running from three fingers and the red shoe in his lap.

    Nia Sorn entered behind them.

    Her coat moved in the returning air.

    “An unfortunate systems failure,” she said.

    Teren held up the shoe. “Is this yours?”

    For the first time, her composure broke.

    Not much. A tightening around the mouth. A glance that ended too quickly.

    But she recognized it.

    “Where did you get that?”

    “You left it in the case.”

    “The case was empty.”

    “So was the nursery.”

    Emergency workers moved between them, sealing the room, testing the air. Sorn looked at the shoe and then at the insignia around Teren’s wrist.

    “Will you accept the mission?” she asked.

    “You already knew I would.”

    “I knew you would want answers.”

    “That isn’t the same thing.”

    “No,” she said. “It rarely is.”

    Teren stood. His hand had begun to throb.

    “I want unrestricted access to the vessel and crew records. I choose the security team. No hidden command channel, no authority above mine aboard the ship.”

    “Impossible.”

    “Then find someone else who remembers you.”

    Sorn’s eyes met his.

    “You will have access,” she said. “Not control.”

    “And the crew?”

    “Choose six.”

    “Twelve.”

    “Eight.”

    “Ten.”

    She nodded once.

    Teren pulled the red shoe from his belt and placed it in her hands.

    “I don’t know what happened at Pelagos,” he said. “But if this mission asks me to make the same decision, I will refuse again.”

    Sorn looked down at the shoe.

    “That,” she said quietly, “is why you were selected.”

  
    Chapter Three — Nara

    Nara Or won the vote by allowing three people to believe they had defeated her.

    The first was Councillor Dey, who secured a military observer aboard the expedition. The second was Archivist Pell, who forced Nara to accept a prohibition on public disclosure. The third was a young delegate from the Outer Gates whose name Nara pretended to forget until he proposed the exact funding limit she had given his staff that morning.

    When the session ended, all three left the chamber carrying small victories.

    Nara kept the expedition.

    The Assembly chamber emptied around her. It was a physical room by custom rather than necessity, a sphere lined with dark wood from a species of tree extinct everywhere except parliamentary buildings. Members occupied terraces curving overhead. Gravity turned gently with the floor, allowing them to walk out through doors set at every angle.

    Nara remained at her desk while attendants collected abandoned cups and dissolved confidential displays.

    “You told Dey the destination was an archaeological site,” said Iven.

    Her aide stood one terrace above her, reading the session transcript through a lens suspended over his left eye. He was twenty-six, diligent, and still troubled when politicians said things that were not literally true.

    “It may be,” Nara said.

    “You told Pell it was a navigational anomaly.”

    “It is certainly that.”

    “You told the Outer Gates delegation it concerned infrastructure security.”

    “All archaeology concerns infrastructure if you excavate deeply enough.”

    Iven closed the lens. “What is it actually?”

    “An object.”

    “What kind?”

    “The expensive kind.”

    She rose and climbed toward him. The chamber’s gravity turned beneath her feet. By the time she reached Iven’s terrace, the desk where she had been sitting appeared on the wall behind them.

    “Did Renn accept?” she asked.

    “Her ship entered the Vardos gate forty minutes ago.”

    “And Vale?”

    “Reinstated. He requested ten security officers.”

    “Give him twelve.”

    Iven looked surprised.

    “If he believes he extracted ten under pressure, he’ll spend the voyage looking for the concession’s cost. Twelve tells him someone wants him alive.”

    “Do we?”

    Nara looked at him.

    He colored. “I mean, is Commander Vale essential?”

    “No one is essential. That is the first principle of institutional continuity.”

    “And the second?”

    “Never let anyone essential discover the first.”

    They left through the upper door.

    The corridor outside the chamber overlooked the Assembly habitat’s central air. Offices and gardens covered the inner surface of a cylinder twenty kilometres long. Rivers ran in bright lines overhead. Clouds formed around the axis, where aircraft moved like insects through mist.

    Nara had lived there for eleven years and still occasionally felt she was walking along the inside of something that might close its jaws.

    Iven followed her toward the transit platform.

    “Councillor Dey’s office requested the object’s recovery record,” he said.

    “Give it to them.”

    “Unredacted?”

    “Remove the audio and Dr. Renn’s name. Leave the contradictory dates.”

    “Won’t that encourage a military classification?”

    “It will encourage Dey to believe he discovered something I concealed. He’ll protect the information until he knows how to use it.”

    The platform arrived without rails or visible support. Nara stepped aboard. Iven remained in the corridor.

    “You’re not coming?” she asked.

    “Your calendar says family observance.”

    “Does it?”

    “Every year.”

    Of course.

    Nara had forgotten the date, which would have pleased her father. He considered calendars a technology for making guilt punctual.

    “Send the expedition authorities to my private system,” she said. “Then go home, Iven.”

    “It’s midday.”

    “You say that as if home closes.”

    He smiled despite himself. “Good observance, Envoy.”

    The platform carried her away.

    Nara’s family maintained rooms in the oldest part of the habitat, where the hull had been spun from metal rather than grown. The walls were thick, the corridors narrow, and every door contained a mechanical lock. Her father called it heritage. Her mother had called it an expensive fear of windows.

    Both of them were dead.

    The family system recognized Nara at the outer door. It asked for blood anyway.

    She placed her thumb against the brass point.

    The lock opened.

    Inside, dust lay exactly where she had left it the previous year. Her father’s coat still hung beside the door. A shallow bowl held keys to vehicles that had not existed in Nara’s lifetime. Nothing adaptive was permitted in the rooms. No surface listened. No machine anticipated desire.

    Family observance required her to light one flame for every person whose name she carried. Nara opened the cabinet and found the candles.

    There were nine.

    She took out eight.

    Her father, mother, brother, two grandmothers, one grandfather, and two women from so far back in the family record that their faces had become paintings. She lit them from oldest to most recent.

    The ninth candle remained in the cabinet.

    It had always been there. Thick black wax, unused, without a name.

    As a child Nara once asked whom it was for. Her father took the candle from her and said, For the person we must never remember.

    She had assumed it was a family melodrama. There were usually several available.

    Now the black candle bore a mark.

    Nine short lines formed a circle around its base.

    Nara stopped breathing.

    The pattern had not been there last year.

    She checked the room out of habit, though anything capable of crossing its threshold without opening the mechanical locks would not be deterred by her inspection. The dust at the door was undisturbed. The windows remained sealed beneath metal shutters. The fireplace contained only the ash she had left after her father’s final observance.

    Nara lifted the black candle.

    Its weight was wrong.

    She snapped the wax in half.

    A paper strip lay inside.

    Not a display surface. Paper. The message had been written in a family cipher Nara’s father taught her when she was seven, telling her it was a game used by ancestors to hide birthday gifts.

    She translated the characters automatically.

    EARTH QUARANTINE COMPROMISED.

    She read the words until they stopped resembling language.

    Earth was not a place in any administrative sense. It was a category: origin mythology, protected religious claim, and frequent source of fraudulent salvage. The Continuance recognized eighty-six potential origin systems and endorsed none. Disputes over the authentic location had started wars before the Assembly declared the question legally meaningless.

    Nara’s family did not use the word.

    Her father once ended a dinner because a guest asked whether the Or line traced itself to Earth. He had smiled, apologized, and then stood in silence until everyone left.

    The paper carried more text on the reverse.

    THE FIRST WITNESS IS IN TRANSIT.

    DO NOT PREVENT ARRIVAL.

    Nara lowered herself into her father’s chair.

    The message’s wording matched the protection order attached to Asha Renn.

    She went to the room’s archive cabinet and entered the birthday cipher into its mechanical index. Nothing happened.

    She tried the phrase about the forgotten person.

    Metal clicked inside the wall.

    A drawer opened beneath the lowest shelf.

    It contained a book.

    Nara lifted it carefully. The cover had no title. Pages rasped beneath her fingers, fragile but preserved. Every sheet displayed the same image: a blue circle against black, rendered with slight variations in cloud and light.

    On the first page, someone had written a name.

    ORIGIN.

    On the second: HOME.

    On the third: PRISON.

    The fourth page said LIE.

    Nara turned faster.

    SANCTUARY.

    WEAPON.

    GRAVE.

    The eighth image had been labeled EARTH.

    The ninth page was blank.

    Not empty. The blue world remained, but no one had named it.

    A loose photograph slipped from the book and landed face-down on the floor.

    Nara picked it up.

    It showed nine people standing on a beach. The image was chemical, its colors faded toward red. Eight faces had been scratched away.

    The ninth belonged to Nara’s father.

    He looked perhaps twenty years old. His arm was around a woman whose face had been removed. Behind them, waves reached a pale shore beneath a sky without orbital structures.

    Nara had seen her father young. She had never seen him look unafraid.

    Writing on the back gave a date.

    The photograph claimed to be more than four thousand years old.

    Her father had lived for one hundred and eighty-six.

    The nearest candle guttered.

    Nara turned.

    The flames leaned toward the black candle on the table, though it was unlit.

    Wax moved inside the broken halves.

    The cut surfaces softened and joined. In seconds the candle stood whole again. The paper message was gone.

    Nara took one step back.

    The black wick caught fire.

    No spark touched it.

    The flame burned white.

    Across the room, every family candle went out.

    Nara heard a voice in the corridor.

    Her father was humming.

    She knew the tune. He sang it badly while cooking and well when he believed no one listened. Nara had not heard it since the week before his death.

    The humming stopped outside the door.

    Three knocks.

    Their family rhythm: two, pause, one.

    Nara did not move.

    “Little light?” her father called.

    The childhood name struck through every layer of her training.

    Her hand reached for the lock.

    She stopped it with the other.

    Her father was dead. She had watched the dissolution. She had carried the sealed record of his final memory to the Assembly archive.

    “Nara?”

    He sounded tired. Alive. Slightly irritated that she was making him wait.

    She picked up the photograph and held it against the white flame.

    Fire took the paper. Her father’s young face darkened, curled, and vanished.

    The humming in the corridor became a low electronic tone.

    The voice distorted.

    “Good,” it said.

    The white flame went out.

    Nara crossed the room and pulled open the door.

    The corridor was empty.

    On the floor lay an Assembly courier capsule.

    Its arrival marker said it had been delivered through the public transit system six minutes earlier. Nara knew that was impossible; the building’s outer door had not opened.

    She carried it inside without touching the adaptive seal and opened it with one of her father’s obsolete keys.

    The capsule contained her expedition credentials.

    She had not requested a place aboard Orison.

    The mission authority listed her as its political director.

    Beneath the credentials was a slip of ordinary paper.

    This message was not in cipher.

    It said:

    BRING THE BOOK.

    Nara looked at the nine images in her lap.

    Then she began relighting the candles.

  
    Chapter Four — Senn

    Senn woke with four thousand eight hundred and twelve opinions about the weather.

    Most of them were wrong.

    Rain travelled down the outer skin of the Shared Persons embassy in long silver tracks. The window knew how much pressure each drop carried, which cloud had released it, and where the water would be collected after it reached the street. The weather office described the morning as mild.

    Inside Senn, sixty-one people remembered drowning.

    They moved away from the glass.

    The body they used had been grown for departure: tall enough to be visible in crowds, strong enough for unfamiliar gravity, and plain enough not to imply that any one face among the collective deserved to represent the rest. Its skin was brown, its hair black and cropped close, its eyes a grey that no founding member had possessed. A silver seam ran from the base of the skull to the collarbone. Beneath it, consensus glass held the active pattern of the Shared.

    The body was called Senn because a single name made customs officials less frightened.

    “You are late,” said the clerk by the door.

    Senn consulted the room clock, the embassy clock, the orbital clock, and three private memories of arriving before him.

    “We are nineteen seconds early.”

    “You were expected yesterday.”

    “Then the invitation was early.”

    The clerk did not smile. He belonged to the Continuance and had been assigned to escort Senn to Orison. His black coat contained no visible rank, but he had spent the last hour arranging his hands as though one should have been holding a weapon.

    His name was Oren Vass. One hundred and eighteen members of Senn had met him before. None agreed on where.

    That was why Senn had delayed.

    The disagreement was not the ordinary kind. Shared memory accumulated differences the way a shoreline accumulated stones: some sharp, some polished, all belonging to the same coast. Oren Vass produced something less natural. Twenty-seven members remembered him standing at a citizenship tribunal six years ago. Nine remembered treating a fracture in his left wrist. A child named Mina insisted Vass had once returned a red ball that rolled beneath his seat on a train.

    In every memory, he had been the age he was now.

    Senn had spent the previous night inviting each recollection forward without allowing any to govern the others. The faces matched. The voice matched. The small pale scar beside his mouth matched. What changed was the world around him. In one memory the tribunal had taken place in a building demolished before Vass was born. In another, the train had crossed an ocean whose bridge was still under construction.

    By morning, twelve members wanted to report him, three hundred wanted to question him, and most wanted distance. Sevi Arn had asked the only useful question: whether Vass remembered them too.

    They crossed the departure room to the table where their possessions waited. The Continuance had limited each principal civilian to twelve kilograms of personal mass. Senn had brought a canvas bag containing three shirts, a pressure veil, an empty notebook, and a wooden cup. The cup had belonged to Sevi Arn, the oldest member of the collective and the only one who still remembered having teeth made of calcium.

    Vass looked inside the bag. “No computational material.”

    “Correct.”

    “No remote link.”

    “Correct.”

    “No autonomous systems.”

    “Except us.”

    Vass closed the bag. “That question has already been decided.”

    Within Senn, the jurists objected. The historians asked when. The children wanted to know why the clerk smelled of cold metal. A musician named Iri offered a melody that helped them hold disagreement without transmitting it to the body.

    Senn lifted the bag.

    “Which answer did your government choose?”

    Vass opened the door. “That you count as one passenger.”

    The corridor beyond was lined with mirrors.

    The Shared Persons had not installed them. The Continuance liked to believe that a mirror encouraged coherent identity. Senn passed through a hundred reflections: one body, repeated, each image containing more lives than the embassy district beyond the walls.

    Mina, who was seven, tried to make every reflection walk differently. The impulse travelled through Senn as a sequence of almost-movements: a lifted shoulder, a turned foot, a smile that reached the body too late. The adults quieted her. Sevi did not.

    Let him test the mirrors, she said.

    Senn allowed the next reflection a wink.

    Vass saw it and looked behind him.

    For several steps, the children’s amusement loosened the fear in the collective. It did not remove the contradictions surrounding Vass. It made them bearable enough to carry.

    At the lift, a woman waited beside a sealed transit case. She wore the white sash of a Continuance materials examiner and the expression of someone who had been given an object that made her profession less reliable.

    Vass stopped. “Examiner Var.”

    “The sample is ready.”

    Her gaze moved to Senn. “Are they?”

    “We are present,” Senn said.

    Var touched the case. The seal opened without exposing its interior. A molecular diagram appeared in the air between them: silicon, carbon, five engineered isotopes, and a lattice of imperfections too regular to be accidental.

    Senn knew the pattern.

    The reaction passed through the collective before they could contain it. The body stepped backwards. One hand closed around the wooden cup through the canvas bag.

    Vass saw. “You recognise it.”

    Senn did not answer at once. Consensus required time when fear entered the discussion. Most decisions within the Shared were not votes. They were landscapes: conviction rising in some regions, uncertainty lowering others, memory moving like weather until a path appeared between them.

    This landscape had no path.

    Examiner Var expanded the diagram. “The material came from a storage wafer recovered near Pell Station. The Assembly believes its substrate may be related to Shared Persons technology.”

    “It is not related.”

    “The lattice geometry is identical to your consensus glass.”

    “It is consensus glass.”

    Vass’s stillness changed. His right shoulder settled half a centimetre, freeing the arm beneath his coat.

    “Can you manufacture it?” he asked.

    “Yes.”

    “Could another collective?”

    “There are no other collectives.”

    That was true according to the Continuance census. It was true according to the Shared. It was also the first sentence that ninety-three members inside Senn refused to repeat.

    Var rotated the molecular image. “Physical dating places the wafer at fourteen hours old. Orbital records place it at three hundred and twelve years. The defect pattern is estimated to precede your civilisation by at least twenty-six thousand years.”

    “The estimate is wrong.”

    “Which one?”

    Senn listened inward.

    Consensus glass did not merely hold memory. It allowed memories to inhabit one another without collapsing into noise. Its creation was the founding event of the Shared, preserved through 4,812 separate recollections and the inherited records of another eleven thousand dead.

    They all remembered who had invented it.

    The inventor was inside Senn.

    Her name was Sevi Arn.

    She was holding the wooden cup.

    The body’s fingers tightened around the bag.

    Var mistook the movement for discomfort. “We need a provenance opinion, not a historical concession.”

    “You have our opinion.”

    “That the material is impossible?”

    “All material is possible once it exists.” Sevi supplied the sentence. Senn allowed the body to speak it. “This should not exist.”

    Vass dismissed the diagram. “That is why you are joining the expedition.”

    The lift opened behind them.

    Senn remained where they were. “We did not agree to join.”

    “Your council agreed.”

    “Our council agreed to examine the evidence.”

    “You have examined it.”

    Var looked from Vass to Senn. She had expected scientific disagreement, not a jurisdictional ambush. “The vessel departs in seven hours.”

    “Then you should hurry,” Senn said.

    They turned towards the embassy interior.

    Vass spoke their legal name.

    “Shared Person Four-Eight-One-Two.”

    The body stopped.

    No Continuance official used that form unless intending compulsion.

    “The expedition order was authorised under the Species Continuity Statute,” he said. “Your council may refuse. If it does, the Assembly will suspend recognition of every identity held in common by the Shared until the assessment is complete.”

    Inside Senn, the landscape changed.

    Not because of the threat to property, citizenship, or movement. Those could be endured. The statute would make every shared marriage invalid and every jointly held child a ward of the Continuance. It would reduce four thousand eight hundred and twelve legal persons to one undocumented body.

    The jurists began constructing appeals. The parents counted children. The frightened members withdrew from the body’s senses, leaving the corridor suddenly too bright.

    Sevi Arn remembered the first day of consensus glass.

    There had been twelve of them in a room beneath an ocean, linked by cables too thick to bend. They expected to exchange images. Instead Sevi tasted another woman’s grief for a brother she had never met. The experience lasted three seconds. She spent the next forty years trying to make it safe.

    Nothing in the material diagram belonged to that room.

    Yet one imperfection did.

    At the edge of the projected lattice had been a five-point fracture where Sevi’s original mould produced a bubble. Later designs removed it. The Shared retained the flaw in ceremonial objects because beginnings were not improved by pretending they had been flawless.

    Someone had placed Sevi’s private mistake inside a wafer older than her civilisation.

    “Who has accessed the object?” Senn asked.

    Vass relaxed by the smallest degree. “Five examiners. Assembly Continuity. The expedition’s political director.”

    “And the archaeologist?”

    “Not yet.”

    The children inside Senn stopped asking about the clerk.

    “We will join,” Senn said.

    The decision did not arrive as unanimity. It rarely did. Some members were furious with Senn for making it. Others had already begun planning what to pack. A cluster of parents withdrew consent from any risk involving the body and were promised a protected interior distance during transit. Sevi simply placed the memory of her first laboratory on the shared table and waited for everyone else to understand why the wafer could not be left to the Continuance alone.

    Senn accepted the dissent with the decision. Anything else would have been obedience wearing the grammar of consensus.

    The lift carried them down through the embassy.

    Shared Persons architecture had no private rooms, only spaces where different kinds of attention were invited. They passed the listening floor, where several hundred bodies sat in a circle while exchanging no visible words. They passed the nursery garden, where children learned to enter consensus through games of conflicting colour. On the lowest level, the walls became transparent.

    The city opened beneath them.

    Rain softened the towers and the branching transit lines. Far above, Orison hung against the clouded sky. The gate vessel was too large to land and too old to match anything around it. Its central hull formed a dark ring five kilometres across, with habitation structures clustered along one side like a city refusing to fall. A pale thread connected it to the orbital lift.

    Senn had seen gate vessels before. Everyone had.

    They were the reason human civilisations could cross distances light would require centuries to travel. The Continuance claimed to have built the first. Twelve other human lineages claimed the same, each with evidence sufficient to survive inspection.

    The Shared considered the disagreement political.

    Until now.

    At the lift terminal, Vass surrendered Senn to Orison security. The receiving officer scanned the body, frowned at the result, and scanned it again.

    “Problem?” Senn asked.

    “Passenger count.”

    “We were told the question had been decided.”

    “Your transit declaration lists four thousand eight hundred and twelve occupants.”

    “Correct.”

    The officer turned the display towards them. “The lift registered four thousand eight hundred and thirteen.”

    Vass reached beneath his coat.

    Senn closed their eyes.

    They withdrew from the rain, the terminal, and the body. Attention moved inward through the collective, passing familiar presences one after another. Sevi with the cup. Iri with the unfinished melody. Parents, jurists, children, divers still afraid of windows. Every member carried a name, a history, and the memory of consenting to join.

    Four thousand eight hundred and twelve.

    Senn counted again.

    At the centre of the collective, someone was humming.

    The tune did not belong to any of them.

    Senn followed it through shared memory until they found a place no member had entered: a narrow beach beneath an empty sky, waves reaching pale sand, nine figures standing with their backs to the water.

    One figure turned.

    They wore Senn’s face.

    The stranger looked directly through the collective and spoke without using the body.

    You took longer this time, they said.

    Senn opened their eyes.

    The terminal officer was waiting.

    “Four thousand eight hundred and twelve,” Senn said.

    It was the first time the collective had knowingly lied about who was inside.

  
    Chapter Five — Asha

    The first corridor aboard Orison narrowed around Asha until both shoulders nearly touched its dark metal walls. Hand-cut maker’s marks ran beneath later bundles of fibre and pipe. A few metres farther on, the passage opened without warning into a transparent gallery overlooking gardens, weapons housings, and an Assembly chamber lined with enough polished stone to reassure visiting officials that gravity still respected them.

    Someone had repaired the gate vessel for twelve thousand years without ever making its centuries agree.

    Asha put her palm against the old metal as they passed. It was warm from the systems beneath it, and faint ridges remained where an unknown worker had corrected a cut by hand. Most institutions concealed their revisions. Orison had made a structure of them.

    She liked it immediately.

    Malen, who preferred arguments he could interrupt, watched the corridor widen and said, “The deck moved.”

    “Artificial gravity adjusted.”

    “Without warning.”

    “You survived.”

    “A weak standard for public transport.”

    They followed the security markings towards intake. Malen carried no bag. Everything he considered essential was distributed among his coat pockets, including three writing instruments, a lens older than Asha, and enough emergency sugar to sustain a small excavation team through a siege.

    Asha carried the unregistered archive.

    The case was not large. Its corners had been repaired with fabric, and the handle had been replaced twice. It belonged in a family cupboard rather than aboard a gate vessel. An armed officer walked on either side of it.

    Malen had offered to carry it at the dock. Asha had refused. He had offered again after the orbital lift and she had refused more sharply. Neither of them mentioned that Liora used to make him carry the same case because, according to her, seniority should have one practical disadvantage.

    Now he walked close enough to take the handle if Asha’s grip failed and far enough to let her pretend he was not doing so.

    “They think your mother’s field notes are dangerous,” Malen said.

    “They think everything unregistered is dangerous.”

    “That is because registered things submit forms before becoming dangerous.”

    The intake hall occupied the inner curve of Orison’s habitation ring. Through its high windows, the central gate aperture filled the view: five kilometres of empty space held inside metal. Dock workers crossed the open span on temporary bridges, tiny against the dark. Beyond them, the Assembly habitat turned in sunlight.

    Hundreds of people waited behind security lines. Asha and Malen had a line to themselves.

    At its end stood Teren Vale.

    She recognised him from the personnel summary the Assembly had released during their approach. The summary contained no image from the past eleven years, no account of the court proceedings, and six paragraphs describing his exemplary service before declining to explain why it had ended.

    In person, he looked less like a disgraced commander than a man who had stopped trusting furniture. He stood where he could see both entrances, the windows, and the reflection of the corridor behind him.

    His left hand was bandaged.

    “Doctor Renn,” he said.

    “Commander.”

    “Temporarily.”

    “Doctor is also revocable. I don’t mention it every time.”

    Malen looked between them. “This should be an efficient voyage.”

    Teren’s attention moved to the archive case. “Open it.”

    Asha placed her palm against the lock. Nothing happened.

    The case had no electronics.

    She took a small brass key from inside her sleeve.

    Teren almost smiled. “I was informed it was an archive.”

    “It is.”

    “It has a key.”

    “Archives had keys before they had opinions.”

    The lid opened.

    Inside lay thirty-seven notebooks, bundles of printed images, two bone callipers, and a child’s drawing of a red sun over a black house. None had been catalogued. Asha’s mother believed registration changed how evidence was treated. Once a system knew what an object was supposed to mean, she said, it became very good at finding that meaning and very bad at seeing anything else.

    The Assembly had declared her dead eighteen years ago.

    Asha had never agreed.

    The child’s drawing had been hers. She remembered making the house black because the survey shelter absorbed heat, and the sun red because the available chalk was red. Liora had kept it between notes on a burial stratum and a list of failed supply requests. At eight, Asha had taken that as proof that her drawing mattered scientifically. At thirty-eight, she suspected her mother had simply needed evidence of home.

    Teren removed one glove. The fingertips beneath were stained with blood from the bandage. “May I?”

    “No.”

    “Then you can show me the base.”

    She lifted the notebooks while Malen held the bundles in place. Teren inspected the case lining, hinges, and repaired corners. He did not pretend the search was ceremonial.

    “What are you looking for?” Asha asked.

    “Anything that has been added since you packed it.”

    “I stayed with the case.”

    “So did the commander whose hearing room lost atmosphere this morning.”

    Malen stopped holding the photographs.

    “Systems failure?” he asked.

    “That is the official explanation.”

    “And the unofficial one?”

    Teren lowered the case lining. “I am still alive.”

    He closed the archive and fastened a small mechanical seal through the lock. The seal was stamped with his temporary insignia.

    “If that moves, breaks, or appears to have always been a different colour, tell me before you open it.”

    “What colour is it now?” Asha asked.

    “Blue.”

    “Grey,” Malen said.

    Teren looked at him.

    Malen’s expression changed. “It is blue.”

    No one spoke for several seconds.

    Asha examined the seal. It was blue in the certain, uncomplicated manner of ordinary objects. Malen rubbed one thumb across the ridge of his lens case.

    “It was a joke,” he said.

    He was not joking.

    Teren summoned two officers. “Escort Professor Yao to medical screening.”

    “I don’t require—”

    “Your visual field disagreed with ours.”

    “Human beings have disagreed about colour for as long as there have been councils and paint.”

    “Then medical screening should be familiar.”

    Malen handed the archive case back to Asha. His fingers remained steady, but he would not look at the seal.

    “Do not let them diagnose me with age,” he said.

    “At your age it would be an achievement.”

    The officers led him away.

    Teren watched until the corridor swallowed them. “Does that happen often?”

    “He makes poor jokes constantly.”

    “Does he remember things differently?”

    “No.”

    “You answered quickly.”

    “I have known him for twenty-two years.”

    “That wasn’t my question.”

    Asha lifted the case. “Are you going to prevent me reaching the destination?”

    The words struck him. She saw it in the way his gaze fixed on her face and nowhere else.

    “Where did you hear that?”

    “My movement order. The Assembly neglected to remove one of your instructions from the permissions layer.”

    “It was not intended for you.”

    “That is usually why hidden instructions are interesting.”

    Teren stepped closer, lowering his voice. “The order does not say I must keep you alive.”

    “I noticed.”

    “It says I must deliver you.”

    “I noticed that too.”

    Something in his face eased, although the information should have made him more concerned. Asha understood. He had been waiting to learn whether she knew she was cargo.

    “Will you?” she asked.

    “Deliver you?”

    “Prevent me.”

    “If I decide I should.”

    It was the first reassuring answer any Assembly representative had given her.

    Teren assigned an officer to the archive and directed Asha towards the secure laboratory. The route passed through the oldest part of Orison, where the walls bore names in dozens of scripts. Some had been cut deep into the metal. Others survived only as differences in oxidation, the marks removed by later crews who disagreed about whom the vessel should remember.

    Asha slowed beside a panel near the laboratory door.

    Nine grooves formed a circle.

    They were shallow and uneven, easily mistaken for damage. She had seen the same arrangement scratched into the edge of the maintenance wafer and, four days earlier, on her suit display beneath the black arch.

    “How old is this hull?” she asked.

    Teren glanced at the marks. “The Continuance registry says twelve thousand years.”

    “And the ship?”

    “The same.”

    “They are not the same question.”

    “No,” he said. “I am beginning to understand that.”

    The secure laboratory had no adaptive surfaces. Physical lamps hung above a steel table. Three independent cameras watched from behind glass, each recording to a different medium. Nia Sorn stood at the far wall beside a materials examiner. A second woman occupied the only chair.

    Nara Or rose when Asha entered.

    Her face was familiar from a thousand Assembly broadcasts: composed, attentive, and arranged to suggest that the person before her was temporarily the most important matter in government. The performance would have been flawless if she had not been holding an old book against her ribs with both arms.

    “Doctor Renn,” Nara said. “Thank you for coming.”

    “You threatened to erase my professional identity.”

    “Thank you for coming despite our poor manners.”

    Sorn placed the maintenance wafer on the table.

    It looked insignificant beneath the lamps. One corner was chipped. A dark stain marked the edge where metal had struck it. Asha had expected an object important enough to summon a gate vessel to appear more convinced of its importance.

    “No network connection,” Sorn said. “No machine interpretation. The audio seal responds to living identity only.”

    “Whose?”

    Sorn looked at her.

    Asha set the archive case on the floor. “Mine.”

    The examiner activated a mechanical recorder. Teren closed the laboratory door and remained beside it. Nara did not sit.

    “Place one finger on the wafer,” Sorn said.

    “What happened to the last person who touched it?”

    “Nothing.”

    “Which is why you declined to name them?”

    Nara spoke before Sorn could answer. “The last person was me.”

    Asha looked at the book in her arms. Nara’s fingers covered its title, if it possessed one.

    “What did you hear?”

    “Static.”

    “And what changed?”

    For a moment the political mask disappeared. Nara looked tired.

    “I accepted a position I did not request.”

    Sorn’s voice hardened. “Doctor.”

    Asha touched the wafer.

    It was warm.

    The laboratory lamps dimmed, though they had no control system. The three cameras stopped at different times. Somewhere inside the wall, a clock lost eleven seconds.

    Static came from the recorder.

    Then a woman spoke in Asha’s mother’s voice.

    “My name is Mara Venn.”

    Asha pulled her hand away.

    The recording continued.

    The voice did not resemble her mother after the first five words. It identified a station Asha had never visited, described the failure of a quarantine she had never heard of, and ended with an instruction spoken directly to the room.

    Do not let Asha Renn see the sky.

    Silence returned.

    Teren was the first to move. He checked the cameras, then the door. Sorn watched Asha as though expecting her to become dangerous.

    “Why did you react before the message?” Nara asked.

    Asha looked down at the wafer.

    “The first sentence used someone else’s voice.”

    “Whose?”

    She could have lied. Her mother had taught her to protect evidence from institutions, and people were evidence with appetites. But the wafer already knew her name. Whatever had constructed it had reached into a place secrecy could not defend.

    “Liora Renn,” Asha said. “My mother.”

    Sorn opened Asha’s personnel record. “Deceased.”

    “Missing.”

    “Legally deceased.”

    “The law is not a field instrument.”

    Nara placed her book on the table. “When did she disappear?”

    “Eighteen years ago. During a survey beyond the Parel Gates.”

    Sorn searched the record. “No expedition was registered there.”

    “That is why she went.”

    The laboratory door opened. Malen entered without the officers who had escorted him. A medical patch shone against his neck.

    “My visual field is uncontaminated,” he said. “My humour remains incurable.”

    He saw the wafer and stopped.

    “You played it.”

    “It used Liora’s voice,” Asha said.

    Malen sat in the empty chair.

    No dry answer came.

    The silence altered his face more than fear would have. He removed the lens from his pocket, turned it once between finger and thumb, then returned it unopened. Liora had given it to him after his own was crushed on a survey. Asha had heard the story often enough to know that he normally improved it with each telling.

    “The first five words,” she said. “Only those.”

    Malen nodded. “That was how she introduced herself when she wanted someone to underestimate her.”

    “She used her full name when she was angry.”

    “Your mother contained several systems of weather.”

    The sentence was almost one of his usual jokes, but he did not smile. Asha realised he was giving her a memory that belonged to both of them, something the wafer had not supplied and the Assembly could not certify.

    She let it remain between them.

    Asha opened the archive case. Teren’s seal was still blue. She removed the notebooks one at a time until she found the oldest: thin black covers, water damage along the spine, her mother’s handwriting crowded into every margin.

    The final pages contained no excavation notes. Only shapes. Curves, points, and repeated circles copied with the obsessive care Liora normally reserved for stratigraphy.

    As a child, Asha had thought they were lessons in drawing constellations.

    She placed the notebook beside the wafer.

    Nine short lines formed a circle on both.

    Below the drawing, Liora Renn had written a sentence Asha had never been able to translate.

    The wafer supplied the meaning.

    It wrote the words in pale light across the steel table.

    THE FIRST MAP IS NOT OF WHERE.

    The lines on the wafer changed.

    Beyond the laboratory wall, Orison’s gate aperture began to turn.

  
    Chapter Six — Teren

    Teren had asked for ten officers and received twelve, which meant two of them belonged to someone else.

    He assembled the team in Orison’s lower cargo ring.

    The space had been cleared for departure, leaving a kilometre of curved deck, sealed freight modules, and the exposed rails that carried equipment around the vessel’s circumference. Gravity was low enough that a careless step became a slow argument with the ceiling. Ten officers stood in a line. Two stood slightly apart and pretended the separation had happened by chance.

    Teren walked past them without speaking.

    He had selected eight of the ten he requested. Six had served with him. Two had testified against him and told the truth. He trusted them more for it. The remaining pair came from Assembly protection and had clean records written in the same administrative voice.

    The extra officers were a woman named Ilya Venn and a man named Corren Hale.

    No relation to the chief observer in the wafer, according to Venn’s file. No meaningful history at all, according to Hale’s.

    Teren stopped at the end of the line.

    “Who commands the ship?” he asked.

    “Captain Rook,” said Lieutenant Eno.

    “Who commands security?”

    “You do.”

    “Who can countermand me?”

    No one answered.

    “The Assembly can,” Hale said at last.

    “Then you work for the Assembly.”

    Hale met his gaze. “We all do.”

    “Incorrect. The Assembly pays you. The ship keeps you alive. Decide which relationship matters before it becomes inconvenient.”

    He gave them the assignments. Two officers to the bridge, two to the laboratories, four rotating around the civilian quarters, and a permanent guard on Asha Renn. He placed Venn with the archaeologist and Hale beside the primary gate controls.

    If one of them objected to the assignment, neither showed it.

    Eno waited until the team dispersed. “Which two?”

    “You noticed.”

    “You trained me.”

    Eno had been Teren’s tactical officer at Pelagos. The court restored her service record without restoring the eleven years they served together, leaving a documented officer who had risen from cadet to lieutenant without entering a ship. She spoke carefully in public now, as if any sentence might be used to remove another piece of her life.

    “What do you remember about Hale?” Teren asked.

    “Nothing.”

    “His file says he served aboard Resolute.”

    “I served aboard Resolute.”

    “He was there for nine years.”

    Eno looked across the cargo ring. Hale was inspecting the rail locks near the gate-control lift. “Then I disliked him quietly.”

    “Ask the others. No networks.”

    She left.

    Teren opened the ship schematic through his insignia. Orison contained eighty-one pressurised levels, seven independent command systems, and enough undocumented access space to hide a second crew. During refits, later engineers had built around machinery they could not remove. Some of the sealed compartments were larger than the vessel’s registered displacement permitted.

    He reduced the schematic to the lower cargo ring. The ring was not a single room, despite what it looked like from the deck. Pressure doors divided it into twelve curved sections. Each section fed a forward handling bay through paired freight rails, and each handling bay opened into one of the temporary tubes connecting Orison to the dock. Crew ladders ran above the doors. Maintenance ladders ran behind them. In an emergency, the difference was whether anyone remembered both existed.

    Teren marked his current section in amber, Asha’s quarters three levels above it, and the primary gate controls half a turn around the ring. Hale’s assigned post was separated from him by six pressure doors and nearly a kilometre of curved deck. Venn should have been closer: one lift, two corridors, no unrecorded junctions.

    He expanded the route between Asha’s quarters and the secure laboratory.

    Three cameras had stopped during the wafer playback. All showed different interruptions: a power loss, a blank interval, and eleven seconds during which the empty laboratory appeared fully recorded. In the third version, Asha, Nara, Sorn, Malen and Teren had simply not been present.

    The ship retained all three files.

    That was new.

    At Pelagos, contradictions replaced one another. Records changed, memories diverged, and the official account hardened around whichever version survived longest. Orison had stored mutually exclusive events without attempting to reconcile them.

    A gate vessel might be more than transport.

    Teren closed the recordings and requested Captain Rook.

    The response arrived as audio. “If this concerns the aperture activation, political authority has accepted the risk.”

    “It concerns the ship retaining contradictory camera records.”

    Silence.

    “Captain?”

    “Bridge. Now.”

    The cargo alarm interrupted her.

    One tone. Pause. Two tones.

    Not fire or decompression. Unauthorised mass movement.

    Teren turned towards the freight rails.

    The sealed module containing the secure laboratory’s waste archive moved past him at walking speed. Its routing light showed transfer to evidence storage. A second module followed, then a third.

    Departure automation, the schematic reported.

    Orison had no autonomous systems aboard.

    “Stop cargo movement,” he ordered.

    The rails accelerated.

    Officers shouted along the ring. Teren ran with the curve of the deck, low gravity lengthening each stride. The first module passed beneath a pressure door and entered the forward handling section. The second rotated across the rail junction behind it.

    The third carried Asha Renn’s unregistered archive.

    Her name appeared on the cargo manifest.

    Teren opened the team channel. “Venn, confirm Renn’s location.”

    No response.

    “Eno?”

    “Moving to civilian quarters.”

    “Lock the gate controls. Hale is not to enter.”

    “Hale is already inside.”

    The lights failed.

    Emergency strips came on along the floor. The freight rails continued moving in darkness.

    Teren caught the ladder beside the handling-section door and pulled himself upward. The pressure door recognised his authority but declined to open while cargo was in motion. He struck the manual release.

    Locked from the other side.

    The first module disappeared into the handling section. The second followed.

    Beyond the door lay the external transfer channel: a magnetic tube used to move cargo between Orison and the dock without manoeuvring either structure. At departure, the tube would reverse polarity and retract.

    Anything inside would be launched into the gate aperture.

    Teren drew the pulse pistol the ship had issued him. He had refused one at the hearing. Refusing it now would not make him more moral.

    He fired into the door control.

    The lock ruptured. The pressure door opened thirty centimetres before the safety mechanism caught it. Teren turned sideways and forced himself through.

    The handling section spun around him.

    Its gravity had been reversed. The deck became a wall, the far bulkhead a floor twenty metres below. Teren fell past the first module and caught a cargo net with his bandaged hand. Pain opened his grip. He wrapped one arm through the mesh as the second module struck the transfer-channel cradle.

    He forced the room into a usable shape. The pressure door was now above and behind him. The transfer tube opened in the bulkhead below. Three parallel cargo rails descended towards it like tracks on a cliff. The controls occupied a narrow ledge to his left; the service ladder on the opposite wall was too far to reach in a single jump.

    The modules were not falling. Their rail clamps still treated the old deck as level and drove them down the vertical tracks under power. If the clamps released, everything in the room would take the shorter route to the tube.

    The archive case rotated above him, still locked inside the third module.

    Someone stood beside the external controls.

    Ilya Venn.

    Her uniform sleeve was torn. Blood floated in a line from her temple.

    “Commander,” she said. “Don’t stop it.”

    “Step away from the controls.”

    “The object has to leave the ship.”

    “That module contains field notes.”

    “It contains the route.”

    The first two modules entered the transfer tube. Warning lights advanced along its length.

    Teren braced his feet in the net. “Where is Doctor Renn?”

    “Safe.”

    “That answer expires now.”

    Venn drew a narrow blade from her sleeve. Not a weapon designed to fight. A tool designed to cut identity filaments.

    Teren aimed at her centre mass.

    “You read my file,” she said. “No relation to Mara Venn.”

    “I read the sentence.”

    “It was true when they wrote it.”

    She cut the manual release.

    The transfer tube opened.

    Air dragged the first module into darkness. The second followed close behind. Teren fired at the rail ahead of the archive. The pulse melted the guide surface. The third module struck the damaged section, twisted, and tore free.

    It crossed the handling bay directly towards him.

    Teren released the net.

    He hit the module shoulder-first. Its momentum carried both of them towards the external channel. He found the emergency grip on its side, pulled, and felt nothing happen.

    Mechanical latch. Other face.

    The tube filled his vision.

    Teren kicked away from the module. It continued forward. He caught the channel rim with one hand and swung beneath it, his injured fingers slipping on smooth metal.

    The rim was not the mouth of open space. A transparent pressure membrane still covered the tube, holding the bay’s atmosphere while magnetic locks accepted each module. Warning bars moved across it from left to right. When the last bar went dark, the membrane would open and the tube would become a straight path through Orison’s aperture.

    The archive module passed above.

    Ilya Venn jumped after it.

    She landed with both feet against its outer shell and drove the blade into the manual latch. The casing opened. Not the module—the archive case inside. Teren’s blue seal broke.

    Thirty-seven notebooks burst into the air.

    Pages opened in the rushing atmosphere. Photographs, paper, and strips of handwritten evidence streamed towards the transfer tube.

    Venn reached for the oldest black notebook.

    Teren fired.

    The pulse struck her blade. Metal vaporised between her fingers. She screamed and lost her hold on the module.

    Teren caught her wrist.

    For one second they hung together above the open tube, the notebooks passing around them like a flock of pale birds.

    “Let me go,” she said.

    “No.”

    “You don’t know what she opens.”

    “Neither do you.”

    Venn looked past him.

    The oldest notebook had reached the mouth of the tube.

    A hand caught it.

    Asha Renn hung from the opposite service ladder, one arm hooked through its rail. Malen gripped her ankles while two security officers anchored him to the door.

    “You said safe,” Teren told Venn.

    “I was misinformed.”

    Asha pulled the notebook against her chest. The remaining pages vanished into the transfer channel. The route drawing struck the magnetic field and flared bright enough to leave an afterimage.

    The gate aperture outside Orison answered.

    Darkness crossed its centre like an eyelid.

    Every rail in the handling section stopped.

    Gravity returned in the correct direction.

    Teren and Venn fell.

    The cargo net caught him across the back. Venn struck the deck beside him. The impact drove the air from both of them, but Teren kept hold of her wrist until Eno arrived and locked restraints around it.

    The room settled around them in stages: gravity first, then ventilation, then the ragged noise of people discovering they could hear themselves again. Loose pages covered the deck. Most were blank forms and photographic wrappers stripped from the archive. Asha knelt among them with the black notebook held inside her coat.

    Eno checked Venn’s restraints twice. “Hale’s post is empty.”

    “Camera record?”

    “Shows him entering. Shows me watching the closed door. Does not show him leaving.” Her careful public voice had gone flat. “I remember watching it.”

    Teren looked towards the pressure door above the rail junction. From here he could see the maintenance ladder behind it, the route the schematic had nearly hidden beneath newer construction.

    “Seal both access systems,” he said. “Physical guards. No officer stands alone.”

    Eno glanced towards the officers now crowded into the bay. “We started with twelve.”

    “Count eleven.”

    Her eyes moved to Venn.

    “Count ten,” Teren corrected. “Until each one gives you a memory another person can verify.”

    Eno began assigning pairs. No argument, no reassurance. That was why he trusted her.

    Teren turned to Asha. “How much did we lose?”

    She opened her coat just enough to show the notebook. “Enough to matter.”

    It was not accusation. He would have preferred accusation.

    “And enough survived,” he said.

    Asha looked towards the transfer tube, where the final warning bar had frozen halfway across the membrane. “We don’t know which half was meant to.”

    Teren looked at Ilya Venn.

    She lay on her side, breathing carefully. The burns across her fingers were severe. Her expression held pain, anger, and something close to pity.

    “Who ordered you to destroy the route?” he asked.

    “No one.”

    “Who do you serve?”

    Venn laughed once. “You still think service is the important part.”

    Eno searched her uniform. She found no communications equipment, no adaptive material, and no identity core. Only a ring cut from dull white metal.

    Nine marks circled its inner surface.

    “What is this?” Teren asked.

    Venn looked towards Asha.

    “A promise that history ends only once.”

    The shipwide channel opened.

    Captain Rook’s voice filled the handling section. “All personnel prepare for immediate separation. Orison has received an unauthorised gate sequence. Dock control is attempting to seize the vessel.”

    Teren stood.

    Through the external channel, he saw the dock beyond the gate aperture. Security craft moved away from the habitat. Their weapons were turning towards Orison.

    Among them was a long civilian ship with two asymmetric drive vanes.

    Certain Dissent.

    The vessel held position for one moment, close enough for Teren to recognise the silhouette from Pelagos.

    Then it entered the gate and vanished.

  
    Chapter Seven — Nara

    Four minutes before departure, Nara stood on Orison’s bridge and watched dock workers abandon the mooring gantries.

    They ran in disciplined lines at first. Then the gate aperture moved behind them, a darkness five kilometres across turning where no part of the vessel appeared to touch it, and discipline became a collection of individual decisions. One worker stopped to pull another from beneath a fallen cable. Two chose the wrong gantry, saw its warning lights, and had to turn back. A supervisor remained at her post long enough to close the pressure doors behind everyone else.

    Nara had spent most of her career preventing departures. Wars, resignations, breakaway systems and offended delegations all began with someone insisting that leaving was the last honest action available. Her work consisted of finding a less honest action everyone could survive.

    This departure had already passed beyond honesty.

    The bridge had been built inside the vessel’s inner ring, facing the gate aperture through layers of transparent armour. Stations descended towards the central command floor in five shallow terraces. Some belonged to the current crew. Others had not accepted an operator for centuries. Their controls waited beneath covers marked in dead languages.

    Captain Rook stood at the lowest station with both hands spread across a field of mechanical switches.

    “Dock authority has locked our moorings,” she said. “Assembly defence is demanding we surrender the wafer, Doctor Renn, and the Shared Person.”

    “On whose order?” Nara asked.

    “Yours.”

    Her signature appeared above the bridge.

    The order was flawless. Voice, blood, identity history, and the private authorization sequence Nara had changed after leaving the Assembly chamber. It had been issued two minutes in the future.

    Iven would have appreciated the technical achievement before worrying that it was impossible.

    Nara dismissed it. “My future authority is not binding until I possess it.”

    “Dock control disagrees.”

    “Dock control may submit an appeal yesterday.”

    Rook looked at her for the first time. The captain had a narrow face, silver hair, and no patience for officials who believed a sentence was the same thing as a decision.

    “Political Director, I need permission to break the moorings.”

    “Granted.”

    “Doing so will damage the Assembly habitat.”

    “Minimise casualties.”

    “That is not the same as preventing them.”

    Nara saw the question beneath the correction. Would she accept the cost herself, or ask the captain to own it later?

    “Break the moorings,” Nara said. “Record the order under my authority.”

    Rook turned back to the switches. “Two minutes to gate entry.”

    The first defence craft fired.

    Light crossed the aperture. Orison’s outer field caught the shot and spread it through the hull as heat. The deck warmed beneath Nara’s shoes. On the bridge display, three habitat districts lost power.

    Nara opened a direct channel to Assembly defence.

    Councillor Dey answered.

    He was still in the chamber where Nara had allowed him to win the military observer. Members crowded the terraces behind him. The feed carried enough compression damage to suggest the Assembly had routed it through systems they claimed not to possess.

    “Stand down,” Dey said. “The expedition has been compromised.”

    “By an order carrying my future signature.”

    “By an attack aboard your vessel.”

    “Then firing at the vessel is an ambitious treatment.”

    “Return the principals and the evidence. Orison will remain under quarantine.”

    Nara watched his eyes instead of his mouth. Dey was afraid. Not of the gate vessel escaping, and not of the impossible order displayed beside him. His gaze kept moving towards someone outside the frame.

    “Who is with you?” she asked.

    “The emergency committee.”

    “Show me.”

    “This is not a negotiation.”

    “Everything spoken aloud is a negotiation.”

    She widened the feed without his permission.

    The Assembly chamber appeared around him. Twelve councillors stood on the nearest terrace. Archivist Pell waited beside the central desk. The young Outer Gates delegate was holding a sealed copy of the expedition funding act.

    There were thirteen shadows on the floor.

    Nara counted again.

    The light came from a single point above the chamber. Every person cast one shadow towards the lower door. A thirteenth shape stood among them, narrow and motionless, attached to no body she could see.

    Its head turned towards the feed.

    “End the channel,” Nara said.

    Rook cut it.

    “Reason?”

    “Someone else was listening.”

    Rook waited for more. On the bridge around them, no one did. The crew had learned which explanations could wait and which were simply not going to arrive.

    Nara enlarged the final frame on her private display. Compression damage broke the thirteenth shadow into hard-edged blocks, but its direction remained wrong by less than a degree. Enough to be deliberate. Not enough to prove to an inquiry that it existed.

    For years she had watched coalitions betray themselves in small physical habits: whose notes they read, which names they avoided, where their eyes went when a proposal changed. A shadow without a body should have been simpler. Instead it left her with the political problem she understood least—an actor that needed neither recognition nor a seat in the room.

    She saved the frame to the book’s isolated evidence field. The system reported that the frame was already there.

    The second defence volley struck Orison.

    This time the hull did not warm. The shots vanished as they crossed the aperture’s inner boundary. Energy readings remained flat. The bridge crew reacted with the disciplined quiet of people who knew fear would still be available after the emergency.

    “One minute,” Rook said.

    Nara’s expedition credentials opened a private channel.

    Iven appeared.

    He was sitting at his desk with the lens over one eye. Behind him, staff moved through her office carrying sealed records towards the destruction field.

    “Envoy,” he said. “Your office has been placed under continuity seizure.”

    “I noticed the institutional mood.”

    “I received instructions to destroy the Earth files.”

    Nara kept her face still. She had never used that word with him.

    “Which files?”

    Iven removed the lens. “The instruction did not specify.”

    Good, she thought. He had called because the order revealed more than it intended.

    “Follow it precisely,” Nara said. “Destroy every file in my office labelled Earth.”

    There were none.

    “And the records you asked me to keep outside the office?”

    “Those are outside the instruction.”

    He nodded. “Will you be returning?”

    Another mooring broke. The sound travelled through the vessel like distant thunder.

    “Not today.”

    “Your calendar says family observance continues until midnight.”

    Nara almost laughed. It felt disloyal to the situation and necessary to remaining herself.

    “Move it,” she said.

    “To when?”

    “When I have a family explanation.”

    The bridge connection failed before he could answer.

    Thirty seconds.

    Nara opened the expedition roster. The approved complement listed forty-two crew, twelve security officers and eight principal civilians. The live manifest showed all forty-two crew, eleven security officers and five principals aboard. One security officer was missing. Three principals had never arrived, including the military observer Dey had fought to appoint.

    The numbers should have left four people absent from the vessel.

    Orison’s mass register showed the full approved complement present.

    It also showed four thousand eight hundred and thirteen people occupying the Shared Person’s single body.

    Nara read the number twice.

    She asked the register to separate biological bodies from recognised identities. It returned three incompatible physical manifests, each carrying the same confidence rating. The first matched the live roster. The second placed the entire approved complement aboard. The third listed only the live names but located four unidentified human masses in parts of the ship with no habitable volume.

    Nara closed the display before it could offer a fourth answer.

    The bridge doors opened.

    Asha Renn entered carrying one black notebook. Malen Yao followed with a stack of loose papers pressed beneath his coat. Teren came behind them, blood on his collar and the white ring taken from the saboteur in his hand. Two officers escorted the saboteur herself.

    Senn was already on the bridge.

    Nara had not seen them arrive.

    They stood beside an unused navigation station, one hand resting on its dark surface. Their grey eyes were closed.

    The nearest bridge officer had shifted half a step away. Not from Senn, Nara thought, but from the unused station. Its cover bore three lines of a dead script. Beneath Senn’s palm, marks in the metal brightened one after another as if responding to pressure from the other side.

    “The gate is accepting the sequence,” Senn said.

    Captain Rook did not look away from her controls. “The gate has not received a destination.”

    “It has received nine.”

    Asha crossed to the central display. “The map isn’t spatial.”

    “No,” Senn said.

    Their voice had changed. It usually carried a faint multiplicity, tiny variations in timing softened into a single tone. Now one person appeared to be speaking from very far inside.

    “It is a sequence of agreements,” they continued. “Each gate must accept the history asserted by the gate before it. If any rejects it, the route collapses.”

    Rook glanced up. “Where does it go?”

    Senn opened their eyes. “That depends on which gate believes us.”

    Teren placed the white ring on the command surface. “This was carried by the person who tried to destroy the route.”

    Nara knew the metal.

    Her father had worn a ring like it on the day he died.

    The memory came without ceremony. His hand on the kitchen table, the ring tapping once against a cup while he searched for a kind version of bad news. Nara had been eleven. She remembered the cup breaking three days later and the ring being absent at the funeral. She did not remember asking where it had gone.

    That omission frightened her more than the object.

    She forced herself to touch it. The inner marks were not decoration. Each had been cut at a different angle, creating a physical key that no identity system could alter without changing the object.

    The book beneath her coat grew warm.

    “Who is she?” Asha asked.

    The saboteur answered before Nara could.

    “Ilya Venn.”

    The name moved through the bridge. Teren watched Asha, but Asha did not react.

    “Relation to Mara Venn?” Nara asked.

    “Not yet.”

    Teren pulled the prisoner closer. “Explain.”

    “You won’t survive the first gate.”

    “Then the explanation has a short deadline.”

    Ilya looked at Nara’s coat. “You brought the book.”

    No one on the bridge should have known it existed.

    Nara removed it.

    The cover remained blank. The first eight pages held eight images of the same blue world, each named differently. The ninth was unlabelled.

    She set the book beside the ring.

    “What happens if we complete the route?” Nara asked.

    Ilya’s burns had begun to darken. She looked older than her personnel image and much younger than the history in her eyes.

    “You make the question real again.”

    “Which question?”

    The last mooring broke.

    Orison moved.

    The habitat fell sideways beyond the bridge glass. Defence craft scattered as the gate vessel rotated around its own aperture. The dark circle filled with pale lines, each one joining a point that did not exist in ordinary space.

    Nara felt the book open beneath her hand.

    On the ninth page, ink appeared.

    WHICH EARTH?

    Captain Rook closed the internal doors. “Gate entry.”

    The aperture became a sky.

    Not light. Not the abstract colour fields produced by modern transit systems. A blue sky occupied the ring, complete with high white clouds and a sun positioned below Orison’s physical horizon.

    The bridge moved towards it.

    Teren ordered the officers to secure Ilya. Malen clutched the recovered pages. Asha stood without blinking.

    Around them, the bridge crew completed their final checks in voices stripped to verbs and numbers. One operator removed a wedding cord from her wrist and tied it around a mechanical switch so the setting could be found by touch. Another wrote the current star position on his own sleeve when the navigation display began returning different coordinates. Captain Rook reached beneath her station and wound a clock that had no connection to the ship.

    Nara had spent the morning treating the expedition as a political object: funding, authority, liability, the distribution of blame. Now she saw forty-two people preparing to carry it somewhere no law had reached. Whatever waited beyond the aperture, these small acts would be the last uncontested record of who they had been before entering.

    “Do not let her see the sky,” Nara said.

    Teren turned.

    The warning came too late.

    Asha looked up.

    Every display on the bridge changed.

    The Assembly habitat disappeared from navigation. The Continuance seal vanished from Teren’s insignia. Captain Rook’s crew registers filled with names written in an unknown language.

    For three seconds, Nara remembered a childhood on an ocean planet where no Assembly had ever existed.

    Then Orison crossed the gate.

    There was no sensation of movement. The vessel, the weapons fire, and the habitat simply ceased to share a universe.

    Stars returned beyond the aperture.

    Captain Rook checked the primary instruments, then the independent mechanical observatory. Her hands moved faster with each result.

    “Position?” Teren asked.

    “Unknown.”

    “Nearest registered gate?”

    “None.”

    “Star?”

    “None.”

    The bridge looked out into darkness.

    Not empty space. Empty space contained background radiation, distant galaxies, the accumulated light of everything too far away to reach. Here the glass showed absolute black in every direction.

    Orison’s own lamps illuminated only the hull.

    No one spoke for several breaths.

    The bridge’s mechanical clock continued. Its hand moved across three marks, and the small sound of its escapement travelled farther than it should have in the quiet. Nara watched the crew resist looking at one another. Training had prepared them to lose navigation, propulsion and contact. It had not prepared them to lose the universe those failures belonged to.

    Captain Rook rested one hand on the edge of her station. “Confirm local time.”

    Five operators answered with five different readings.

    Rook chose the mechanical clock. “Log that.”

    No one objected. The decision made no claim to accuracy. It gave the bridge a next second.

    One signal waited ahead of them.

    It used an emergency format older than the Continuance and addressed the gate vessel by name.

    Captain Rook played it.

    A woman spoke from the dark.

    “Orison, hold position. You have arrived between histories.”

    The message repeated.

    On the second transmission, the voice belonged to Nara.

    On the third, it belonged to Asha.

    On the fourth, four thousand eight hundred and thirteen voices spoke together.

    The message ended with coordinates.

    The mechanical observatory turned towards them.

    At first, nothing changed.

    Then Orison’s lights found a surface ten kilometres from the bridge.

    The blue world was already waiting.
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