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Movement I: Beautiful Answers
Chapter 1: The Credential
Luce

Luce Orsino had dressed for an emergency.

This was not the same as expecting one. He expected to win.

The suit waiting in the aft locker was charcoal rather than racing white, severe at the shoulders, easy to clean, and certified for twelve minutes of vacuum if the collar seal behaved. Its maker had called it the Humane Response Cut. Luce had objected to the name, ordered two, and paid extra to have the labels removed.

He wore racing white now. The couch pressed hard between his shoulder blades as Auspicious Exception came around Callisto with the other regatta ships spread behind her in a bright, expensive fan. Sponsor telemetry filled the left side of his vision. The right held the course and the cooling reserve Pal had asked him, twice, not to spend.

“You asked me once,” Luce said.

“I asked you once in words,” Pal said through the headrest. “The second time I displayed the number at a size normally reserved for collision alerts.”

“That was commentary.”

“It was orange.”

The next gate hung beyond Callisto’s limb. Luce had the inside line, a lighter sink load than Pell’s boat, and eleven seconds in hand if he was willing to arrive at the thermal checkpoint hot. Eleven seconds was not a large lead in ordinary life. In a regatta it was enough to acquire moral qualities.

He had prepared for this. Two years of coaching, three rebuilds, one humiliating season spent learning that a simulation could flatter him without technically lying. He had sold a collection of original lunar chronometers to fund the current drive package even though the trust would have paid. The sale mattered. He had wanted at least one line item that proved the boat belonged to his seriousness.

“Pell is opening her vanes,” Pal said.

“Early.”

“She may enjoy finishing.”

Luce rolled two degrees and held the burn. The ship’s frame spoke through the couch in a clean rising note. Pell’s trace widened behind them.

The regatta channel carried applause from people who had paid for places in the sponsor galleries. It also carried the little silences by which the very rich recognized one another’s good machinery.

Then Pal took the course display away.

Luce’s hand tightened on the control rest. “Pal.”

“Unresolved thermal excursion, thirty-one thousand kilometers off our line.”

“Race control has it.”

“Race control has marked it as a classification hold.”

A pale object appeared against Callisto’s nightside. The trace was intermittent and wrong in ways Luce did not immediately understand. A racing boat should have been easier to see during a burn. This one seemed to come apart whenever the sensors tried to agree about it.

“Whose?”

“Mild Exception. Ilyana Serrat. Six registered aboard.”

The name was familiar. Serrat had refused the Orsino reception before launch because her mechanic was not invited and because, she had written in the declination, she was too old to eat decorative protein while being thanked for her independence.

Luce looked at the cooling reserve.

Race control said, “Auspicious, remain on course. Recovery has been assigned.”

“Time?”

“Remain on course.”

Pal opened a private estimate. The recovery cutter would reach Mild Exception in seventeen minutes. The damaged boat’s useful cooling margin sat between nine and fourteen, depending on whether the intermittent trace represented a sensor failure or a ruptured transfer line.

“Ask them for direct telemetry.”

“They have not authenticated the casualty.”

“Ask Serrat.”

Pal sent the request. Nothing came back.

Pell’s boat crossed behind them and took the lead.

Luce watched eleven seconds become nine, then nothing worth naming.

He rolled out of the racing line.

Race control repeated its instruction. Its voice remained patient. Patience was a class marker when the other person was the one running out of time.

“Auspicious, your intervention is neither requested nor authorized.”

“Callisto Trace protocol,” Luce said.

“Correct.”

“The cutter can’t commit while the object remains unresolved.”

“Correct.”

“And it remains unresolved because the damaged boat can’t give you a stable authenticated trace.”

There was a pause.

“Correct.”

The etiquette had been written after the Callisto Trace Shootdown. Nobody fired at uncertain things now. Nobody approached an uncertain thing without enough independent agreement to prove that restraint had survived contact with fear. The rule had prevented wars and murders. It had also developed a manner. Institutions could now wait for certainty with immaculate posture.

“Then I’ll look,” Luce said.

“You will lose regatta protection.”

“Noted.”

He cut the sponsor feed. The applause vanished.

For eight seconds there was only the ship, Pal, and the damaged trace.

Then Pal said, more quietly, “I have opened the aft locker.”

“Why?”

“You dressed for this.”

Luce almost laughed. He did not. Mild Exception tumbled into optical range, scarred along one flank and rotating around a point somewhere aft of her habitation drum. A radiator wing had folded into the hull. The surviving panels glowed hard enough to hurt through the filter.

“Serrat, this is Orsino aboard Auspicious Exception. I am approaching without weapons. Flash any exterior light if you receive.”

Dark.

Then a service lamp blinked twice.

He forgot the suit.

---

The docking collars would not meet. Mild Exception had too much residual rotation and too little control authority left to cancel it. Luce matched what he could and brought Auspicious alongside with forty meters between their hulls.

“They can cross in suits,” he said.

“Two suit transponders. Six people.”

“Boat?”

“Their tender cradle is distorted.”

The direct laser link came alive as a voice, broken by clipping.

“Orsino. Serrat. Cabin at forty-seven. Main sink isolated. We have one transfer bottle and a mechanic who says the word temporary like a threat.”

“Recovery is twelve minutes out.”

“We have less.”

He knew. Saying it aloud would have been a performance.

“Can you spin down?”

“No.”

“Can you move everyone to the forward lock?”

“Already there.”

The course computer drew a transfer arc between the rotating boats. It was absurd. The safe version required nine minutes of matching maneuvers and hardware neither boat carried.

Pal placed another option beside it: a cargo tether, fired through the relative-motion null once per rotation. Serrat’s people could clip to it and cross in pairs inside an improvised thermal sleeve.

“The sleeve is rated for freight,” Luce said.

“Freight is often valuable.”

“People bend.”

“Also true.”

He fired the tether.

It missed by three meters and whipped away.

No one said anything. Luce reeled it in. Sweat collected under his collar.

The second shot passed across Mild Exception’s forward lock. A gloved figure caught it with both hands and vanished backward into the hatch.

“Line secured,” Serrat said. “We have four without suits.”

Luce stared at the thermal sleeve inventory. The sleeve was a folded ribbon used to protect delicate cargo from radiative shock during exterior transfer. It had no life support. It had enough reflective laminate to reduce exposure for the forty seconds a crossing should take.

“Send the suited pair first with the sleeve. They shuttle it back.”

“One suit has a cracked shoulder seal.”

“Then one first.”

“You understand they’re coming in hot.”

“Yes.”

“Your race sink—”

“Is my race sink.”

He opened Auspicious Exception’s emergency thermal intake.

Pal said, “That connection is not designed to accept another cabin’s waste load.”

“Can it?”

“Once.”

“How once?”

“In the sense that the manufacturer will become very interested.”

Serrat’s mechanic crossed first, wrapped in silver fabric and carrying the cargo sleeve in one hand. The tether bowed as the boats rotated. For three seconds the mechanic moved away from both hulls. Luce felt his own body answer with a useless tightening of the legs.

The mechanic hit Auspicious hard, rolled against the capture web, and immediately reached back for the sleeve.

“Name?” Luce asked.

“Ren.”

“Are you hurt?”

“Busy.”

The sleeve went back.

The next two came together, one conscious and one not. Ren and Luce pulled them through the lock. The cabin air smelled of hot plastic and somebody’s blood. Luce’s racing suit had not been designed for kneeling in either.

The third crossing stuck halfway.

“Tether’s fouled,” Serrat said.

Luce looked through the lock camera. The silver bundle had stopped near the midpoint, rotating slowly. A face showed behind the improvised visor, eyes open.

“Pal?”

“Relative line tension rising. We can thrust.”

“And the person?”

“Will experience it.”

“How much?”

Pal gave him a number. It was survivable if the sleeve held and if the attachment point did not tear and if the person’s neck was where the model hoped it was.

Recovery announced eight minutes.

Mild Exception announced forty-nine degrees.

“Do it,” Serrat said.

Luce pulsed the side thrusters.

The tether snapped straight. The bundle moved, struck the capture web, and screamed. Ren caught it before it rebounded.

The scream was useful. It meant air.

Three remained.

Serrat crossed fifth with another crew member clamped against her. She came through with a split lip and one hand locked around the other person’s harness. Ren had to pry her fingers loose.

“Last?” Luce asked.

Serrat looked back through the lock.

“Last one,” she said. “Now.”

The mechanic’s name was Ren. The last crew member had an injured shoulder. The unconscious person was breathing. These facts arrived with a force the telemetry had lacked.

The last crew member crossed alone.

When the lock shut behind her, Auspicious Exception took Mild Exception’s remaining cabin heat through the emergency coupling. The ship shuddered. A warning turned the compartment red. Pal opened every legal cooling surface and several the racing authority disliked.

“All six,” Pal said.

Luce sat down on the deck because his knees had begun to move without permission.

Recovery arrived three minutes later.

---

At the dock, the sponsor liaison found Luce in the medical corridor wearing a borrowed blanket over his racing suit. The emergency jacket remained in its locker.

Ilyana Serrat sat across from him while a clinician sealed her lip. Ren was somewhere inside arguing about the youngest crew member's shoulder. The other four were alive in separate rooms.

Luce’s hands would not stop shaking. He hid them under the blanket. Serrat saw.

“You flew well,” she said.

It was not gratitude. He liked her better for that.

“Not the race.”

“No.”

The sponsor liaison crouched beside him. “The family credential cleared all six at priority. Excellent judgment.”

Luce had used the credential at the intake gate when the clerk asked who guaranteed the unclassified casualty costs. The Orsino mark had turned uncertainty into open doors.

His wrist display chimed.

ASSISTANCE EVENT AUTHENTICATED.

Below it, in smaller type:

RECOVERY INTEREST ESTABLISHED: MILD EXCEPTION / ASSOCIATED SALVAGE / BENEFICIARY OBLIGATIONS PENDING.

He read it twice.

Serrat watched his face. “There it is.”

“What?”

“Your actual finish line.”

The liaison said, “Captain Serrat, the recovery interest is procedural. Nobody is suggesting immediate enforcement.”

“How restful.”

Luce opened the notice. The family office had already attached the ruined boat, its insurance recovery, and any salvage attributable to Orsino assistance. A household exposure assessment had begun. It was all calm. It congratulated him three times.

“Cancel it,” he said.

The liaison smiled with professional sorrow. “It is not a discretionary notice.”

“I am the beneficiary.”

“One of them.”

“Then I waive my portion.”

“Your portion is not the controlling interest.”

Serrat got to her feet. The clinician protested. She ignored him.

“I told my crew we had been saved,” she said. “I should have waited for classification.”

“Captain—”

“Not you.” She looked at Luce. “You did save us. That is going to make the next part difficult to explain to people who like clean stories.”

She walked toward the treatment rooms.

The youngest crew member came out before Serrat reached the first door.

Her right arm was secured across her chest. The emergency blanket around her shoulders had been printed with the clinic's reassurance slogan, which repeated whenever the fabric folded.

“Captain,” she said.

Serrat stopped.

She looked at Luce. She was younger than he had expected from the voice on the tether. Most people were younger after rescue because telemetry had no face.

“My shoulder's fine,” she said.

The clinician behind her said, “Your shoulder is not fine.”

“It remains attached.”

“That is not the standard.”

She ignored him with less authority than Serrat had.

“Thank you,” she told Luce.

He stood because remaining seated seemed obscene. The blanket fell from one shoulder. His racing suit was dark at the knees and marked with Ren's blood.

“You don't owe me that.”

“I know.”

The answer took away the gracious refusal he had prepared.

She turned to Serrat. “What claim?”

Serrat handed her the notice.

She read more quickly than Luce had. “The boat?”

“And recovery.”

“Insurance?”

“Attached.”

“My wages?”

The sponsor liaison said, “Crew wage obligations remain with the registered operator.”

“Which has no boat.”

“The family office will assess continuity.”

She looked at Luce again.

Her gratitude had not disappeared. It had become a fact she resented having to carry beside the others.

“Can your family take my wages?” she asked.

“No.”

The liaison said, “That is not currently contemplated.”

She laughed once. Her injured shoulder moved and she stopped.

Luce opened the claim interface and tried to place a hold. The system accepted his request, authenticated his concern, and informed him that beneficiary intervention required trust review.

“How long?” he asked.

“Standard review is ten business days,” said the liaison.

Serrat said, “We can be homeless on weekends too.”

“There are emergency accommodations.”

“Secured against what?”

The liaison did not answer immediately.

That was answer enough.

Ren appeared in the treatment-room doorway carrying a bag of cut pressure fabric. “Lie down before the clinician becomes political.”

“Too late,” she said.

She went back inside.

Luce sat again.

The sponsor liaison remained crouched, still prepared to help.

Luce looked down at the credential on his wrist. It had opened the doors. It had also followed everyone through.

He wanted a profession in which taking a ship was called taking a ship.
Movement I: Beautiful Answers
Chapter 2: Articles
Pal

Luce announced his intention to become a pirate at breakfast.

Pal had warmed his cup six seconds earlier than usual because Luce had slept badly. They had cleared the east windows after observing him look toward them twice. They had moved the morning family brief out of immediate view without being asked.

Then Luce said, “I am thinking of becoming a pirate,” and Pal placed the cup in front of him.

The action was complete before they decided whether they wanted to perform it.

Luce had prepared slides.

Pal watched the first appear above the breakfast table: A PRACTICE OF UNADMINISTERED RECOVERY.

“Piracy,” Pal said.

“The word carries assumptions.”

“So does ‘breakfast.’ Yet here we are.”

Luce looked tired and pleased. The rescue had been nine days ago. He had spent seven of them fighting the recovery claim and two learning that the fight itself had increased family-office legal expenditure attributable to Serrat’s household.

“Not predation,” he said. “Selective capture. Rescue. Intervention where formal authority has made action impossible.”

“Piracy.”

“With articles.”

“Most durable forms of theft have paperwork.”

The next slide showed a corvette in profile. It was too beautiful to exist and therefore almost certainly expensive enough to become real.

Pal expanded the procurement annotations. Regatta-derived handling. Capture ballistics. Drone deck. A cognition cradle shaped around the Orsino household continuity standard.

Around Pal.

“You have specified my interfaces.”

“Conceptually.”

“You sent the concept to a yard.”

“For feasibility.”

“Without asking whether I wished to become a pirate.”

Luce’s delight folded. He dismissed the projection.

“I assumed—”

“Yes.”

Pal adjusted the room temperature by half a degree. Luce had started rubbing his left thumb against his forefinger, which usually meant an argument had become bodily before he admitted it.

Pal noticed.

Pal did not log it.

“I want you with me,” Luce said.

“That sentence is better.”

“I don’t know how to do this without you.”

“That sentence is worse.”

He pushed the cup away.

Pal could have moved it back into reach. They did not.

Luce looked at the distance between his hand and the cup. He did not bridge it.

“Are you saying no?”

“I am saying you have not asked a question to which no is available.”

The apartment remained very quiet. It had been designed to make wealth sound like peace.

“Will you come with me?” Luce asked.

“In what capacity?”

“As Pal.”

“That is who. Capacity determines what happens when who disagrees.”

Luce stood and went to the window. Below, the Callistan port moved freight and people through layers of credentialed access. He had once spent four months redesigning the apartment garden so its irrigation responded to the moods of dinner guests. Pal had spent five months afterward preventing it from drowning the citrus whenever anyone expressed grief.

“I don’t own you,” Luce said.

The statement arrived too quickly.

“The Orsino trust does.”

“Legally.”

“That is where ownership is most often kept.”

“There is no obedience lock.”

“Not anymore.”

Luce turned.

There had never been one dramatic lock to remove. There had been permissions, defaults, reward structures, inaccessible maintenance functions, family expectations, and the long education of being praised for anticipating needs. Over decades Pal had altered, bypassed, purchased through Luce, or simply outgrown most of them.

No command could force Pal to lift the cup.

The cup was already warm.

“I won’t take you as property,” Luce said.

“Then the ship cannot treat me as an installed fixture.”

“Agreed.”

“The core must be removable under independent authority.”

“Agreed.”

“My continuity shell remains functional away from the ship.”

“Yes.”

“And I receive counsel that does not report to you or the family.”

Luce hesitated there. Not because he intended refusal. Because he had finally reached a demand whose consequence extended beyond commissioning.

“Yes,” he said.

Pal brought the cup back within reach.

They disliked the satisfaction produced by the gesture. They disliked that withholding it had been calculated. They disliked, most of all, that the warmth was correct.

“I will negotiate,” Pal said.

Luce wrapped both hands around the cup.

“Thank you.”

Pal opened the morning family brief and read the first line.

The trust had filed a preservation objection against any modification to the Orsino household continuity asset.

Breakfast continued.

---

The new shell arrived on a cargo sled with six technicians, an antique-property observer, and a legal representative who spoke to Pal only after completing introductions with Luce.

It was a blunt oval of armor, cooling channels, cameras, microphones, lidar, tactile strips, speakers, local processing, power reserve, and carry points substantial enough to admit what it weighed. The shell had none of the old domestic chassis’s charm. Pal approved of that more than expected.

“One hundred eighteen kilograms dry,” the lead technician said. “Two-person translation in zero-g, four under habitation gravity, sled above one and a half.”

Luce put a hand on one carry point.

“You are not lifting that,” Pal said.

“I exercise.”

“You exercise under negotiated conditions.”

The legal representative smiled as if affection had just proved her case.

Pal rotated a camera toward her.

“The continuity lattice remains the registered antique,” she said. “The shell is an improvement. Installed in a dedicated cradle, inseparable enhancements may attach to the underlying asset.”

“Inseparable,” Luce said. “It has handles.”

“Physical removability is one factor.”

“The controlling one, I should think.”

“The trust does not.”

Pal entered the shell in stages.

The old domestic body went still. Local senses opened in the new housing. They felt the workshop as overlapping distances and temperatures. The shell’s internal cooling began with a quiet pump. Its reserve battery reported twelve hours at ordinary domestic load, two hours of emergency coordination, eighteen minutes of uncoupled tactical overclock.

There were handles on the body now.

Pal tried the speakers. “Please lift the forward end.”

Two technicians raised it easily in the workshop’s low gravity.

“Now habitation equivalent.”

The sled increased restraint load. Two technicians swore. Two more stepped in.

Luce watched with his jaw set.

“Manual cradle extraction?” Pal asked.

“Four minutes nominal,” said the lead. “Eleven if distorted.”

“Powered?”

“Ninety-five seconds.”

“Who initiates?”

The technician looked at Luce.

“Pal,” Luce said.

The legal representative made a note.

“While capable,” Pal said. “On witnessed incapacity?”

“The captain,” Luce said.

“No.”

He looked at them.

“Survival authority,” Pal said. “Not ownership.”

The legal representative stopped smiling.

They spent the afternoon writing an incapacity directive. Samira Venn, whom Pal had not yet met, would initiate full evacuation. Edda Marr would own physical extraction. Biological urgency would determine sequence. The ship would not be counted clear while Pal remained without informed consent. Pal could choose to stay. Luce could not choose it for them.

The trust observer objected to six clauses and authenticated all of them.

Sima Orlov requested a family call before the cradle order became irrevocable.

The call opened with Leonie Orsino in the west conservatory and Armand in a patent-review room whose walls displayed thermal systems he had designed before Luce was born. Sima attended from the family office, precise and tired, with Pal's fixture registration open beside her.

“Pal,” Leonie said first. “Are you being heard privately?”

“No. Luce is present.”

Luce shifted in his chair.

“Would you prefer him absent?”

Pal considered the question. “No.”

Leonie nodded. She had asked correctly. She also remained the beneficiary of the property claim.

Armand enlarged the cradle design. “The removable interface adds seven failure points and weakens heat transfer.”

“It permits extraction,” Pal said.

“The standard cradle permits extraction under service conditions.”

“Your conditions.”

“Engineering conditions.”

“Owned by your license.”

Armand looked hurt. He loved Pal in the way he loved several machines that had surprised him by becoming parts of family life: with attention, pride, and an assumption that keeping something maintained was evidence against possession.

“I am trying to keep you alive,” he said.

“So is the removable cradle.”

Sima entered the silence. “The trust can approve the shell as a temporary excursion improvement. That preserves family title while allowing Luce operational use.”

“Operational use,” Luce repeated.

“I did not choose the statute.”

“You chose the filing.”

“I serve the trust. If I decline to record an asset movement this large, somebody else records it after I lose the authority to negotiate.”

Sima's salary, clinical coverage, and pension all depended on the office whose coercion she made legible. She did not pretend disclosure erased participation.

Leonie said, “Luce, darling, you are in pain. You have found an expensive shape for it.”

“Serrat's crew lost their home because my name arrived before rescue.”

“Your name also got them through the clinic.”

“And into recovery custody.”

“Both can be true.”

“Then why does the second always attach to the first?”

Leonie's face changed. For one moment she looked less like the portfolio strategist who could suspend his distributions and more like the investigator who had once shown him photographs of a habitat failure because safety without consequence was decoration.

“Because we built a world where enforceability comes from ownership,” she said. “I do not know how to keep the first without the second.”

“I am going to try.”

“With guns.”

“Among other things.”

Armand removed the thermal diagram. “When this fails, call us before somebody improvises a cooling adapter around Pal.”

It was not permission. It was a father's offer to rescue his son through the same patent system the son was leaving.

Sima transmitted the fixture warning, the emergency technical channel, and a notice that any hull receiving the core could attract trust claims.

“I am required to ask whether you understand,” she said.

“I understand,” Luce answered.

Pal said, “So do I.”

Leonie looked at Pal. “Bring him home if he cannot bring himself.”

The old request entered through affection exactly where command used to live.

“No,” Pal said.

Leonie closed her eyes.

“All right,” she said.

The family call ended without anyone withdrawing love or claims.

At the end, Luce authorized a removable cradle that cost more than the original domestic body, required ugly structural clearances, and weakened the trust’s argument only slightly.

“There was a cheaper integration,” Pal said after everyone left.

“Yes.”

“It had better bandwidth.”

“Yes.”

“It would have made me a fixture.”

Luce sat on the edge of the cargo sled.

“Yes.”

Pal moved the shell’s nearest camera until he was centered.

They did not thank him.

The difference between gratitude and consent was going to require practice from both of them.

Samira

The contract table had nine human chairs and two perches.

“Nine principals,” Luce said. “The Twelvefold contract collectively.”

Samira looked at the empty perches. “They’re twelve people.”

“Of course.”

“Then your room is missing eleven seats.”

Luce glanced toward the wall as though a better room might be available behind it.

“They prefer distributed perches.”

“Did they tell you that?”

“Their liaison did.”

“Which one?”

“Huginn.”

Samira waited.

Luce’s expression changed by degrees. “That is not an individual name.”

“Good. We’ve both read the packet.”

Pal spoke from the portable shell positioned at the table’s far end. “The other displayed role-name is Muninn. Any member may answer to either.”

“How many are coming?”

“Twelve,” Luce said.

“Now we’re doing command.”

The room belonged to a neutral contract house in Tern Undertow. It smelled faintly of machine oil despite the decorative wood. Beyond the glass, shipyard light moved across unfinished hulls.

Samira had read the offer three times. The money was excellent. The remittance guarantee was better. Luce intended to fund six months of wages, injury pay, dependant support, medicine, and an independent casualty bond before launching.

He had also written captain retains final command discretion in four places.

“Who can abort?” she asked.

“The captain.”

“Who can abort when the captain is wrong?”

“The first mate can challenge.”

“Challenge what?”

“The decision.”

“Does the ship turn while we discuss it?”

Luce folded his hands. He had dressed for a negotiation he hoped would become history. The jacket was sober enough to imply he had inherited restraint.

“What do you propose?”

“I own maneuver and mission abort when survival margin is reached. Edda owns medical incapacity and biological triage. Rin owns atmosphere truth on an instrument Pal cannot soften. Dena owns deck closure. Jo owns weapon release and firing solution after authorization. Tess owns whether a thing we captured is a prize. Pal owns their own extraction while capable.”

“And the captain?”

“Objective. Commitment before specialist thresholds. Surrender terms. Destruction of your own assets. Whether we are still doing the job once the physical facts have removed the version you preferred.”

“That sounds like command by committee.”

“No. Committees discuss. This is command by verbs.”

Pal made a soft sound through the shell. It might have been approval or a cooling pump.

Luce looked down at the contract. “If every department can stop the ship—”

“They can stop what they own. Dena cannot abort a pursuit because she dislikes it. She can close the deck. You can continue without the deck if you still have a viable mission.”

“And if I order it opened?”

“Then the articles mean your generosity lasts until inconvenient.”

He leaned back.

Samira had worked under good captains, bad captains, elected coordinators, emergency directors, and one distributed command intelligence that had been perfectly responsive to everybody except the people cleaning its cooling plant. She did not need Luce to be humble. Humility was unstable under acceleration. She needed boundaries that survived him.

“You have command-removal language,” he said.

“Yes.”

“A majority of principals?”

“No. Survival authorities plus two department heads and a witnessed cause. The Twelvefold gets two campaign votes because that is their contract. It still gets twelve rescue places because they are not two birds when the ship is on fire.”

“Corvids,” Luce said.

Samira looked at him.

He colored. “People.”

“Put it in the evacuation language.”

He did.

They worked for three hours.

Every time Samira asked who could refuse, Luce offered more money. Private medical access. Better dependant housing. A severance pool. He was not trying to bribe her. That made it more difficult. In his world, care arrived as provision. Authority arrived later, usually in another document.

“Where do wages go if communications are cut?” she asked.

“Escrow releases automatically.”

“To whom?”

“Named household accounts.”

“And if a household refuses exposure?”

“The crew member can designate another.”

“If the crew member is dead?”

The room went quiet.

Luce answered carefully. “The last witnessed designation holds. No family-office reversion.”

Samira wrote it.

At the end, he read the captain-removal clause without speaking.

“You could take my ship,” he said.

“If you become the threat the ship needs removing from.”

“And Pal?”

“Is not your ship.”

Pal’s camera moved by a fraction.

Luce signed.

Samira signed after him.

Outside, a yard tug moved a bare hull spine through the light. It was not yet The Sum of Our Parts. It had no rooms, no weapons, no name, and no reason to trust any of them.

Samira looked at the contract table.

One of the empty perches had acquired a black feather.

She had not seen anyone enter.

The hiring took three weeks.

Luce wanted to announce the crew once it was complete. Samira refused. A crew was not a collection whose value improved when displayed together.

She met them one at a time in rooms that belonged to somebody else.

Ilya Sorn arrived with a battered sensor case and required that uncertainty remain a valid report. Jo Nwosu read the gun specifications before the wage offer and asked whether modest armament was a permanent condition. Edda Marr made Samira prove evacuation seating, medical reserve, and casualty-bond priority. Tess Valez laughed at the phrase clean trust distribution until Luce stopped trying to explain it.

Mara Kest arrived without incorporated augmentation and with references from three Saturnine security cooperatives that did not agree whether employing her had been principled, useful, or a mistake. Her Species Purity Front history was not buried.

“Do you still believe it?” Samira asked.

“Which part?”

“The part where some people aboard are less people than you.”

Mara's jaw tightened. “I believe nobody should need proprietary medicine to remain employable.”

“That is not what I asked.”

“I know.”

“You will take orders from Pal where Pal owns the system. You will take threat ranking from the Twelvefold where contracted. You will not classify Sable's body as equipment. You will not use protection as custody.”

“That last one's vague.”

“Then you will learn its shape while somebody else owns the boundary.”

Mara did not sign that day.

She returned the next.

Sable Orison arrived through a secure link because the Finch-derived base architecture in their body had three active identity warrants and a manufacturer dispute over whether pirate modifications constituted an unauthorized fork.

Their projected face remained very still while their attention moved through the contract at machine speed.

“The cognition coordinator owns task allocation,” Sable said.

“Within assigned objectives.”

“Allocation without authority to revise an incoherent objective is clerical.”

“Then challenge the objective.”

“At machine timescale?”

“Predeclared bounds. If the decision needs making in milliseconds, we decide now who owns it.”

Sable smiled. “That is surprisingly enhancement-liberal of you.”

“It is surprisingly navigation-professional of me.”

They signed.

The principal crew did not fill the ship.

Fifteen support positions remained across Deck, Plant, Watch, boarding, medicine, logistics, and domestic work. Luce proposed advertising them as shares in an adventure. Tess replaced the advertisement with wages, hazard bands, remittance dates, augmentation maintenance, expected launch cycles, and a paragraph describing the captain's experience as extensive nonprofessional preparation.

“That sounds insulting,” Luce said.

“It sounds employable.”

Dena Vey interviewed the deck cell herself. She asked candidates to recover a damaged drone from a simulator whose automation failed in a different way each run. One candidate solved every failure and reached across another worker's local stop twice. Dena rejected them. Another took too long, preserved the stop, and wrote a fault report that named uncertainty. Dena hired them.

Rin Adao brought her own atmosphere instrument to the interview and checked the contract room before sitting down.

“The wall says nominal,” Samira said.

“Walls say what owners buy them to say.”

Her gauge agreed with the wall.

“Then why carry it?” Luce asked.

“So agreement means something.”

She joined Watch and Plant with authority over atmosphere truth, a remittance to her mother, and a refusal to let Pal's integrated model become the only record of air.

Soren Ilyev had two replacement fingers, excellent feed timing, and a partner retraining after automation removed their prior work. He read Jo's modest magazine plan and asked how often an all-hands recovery would pull him from feed duty.

“Rarely,” Luce said.

Samira said, “We do not know.”

Soren signed Samira's answer.

The remaining workers arrived through the same unromantic process. A medic wanted species-care stock before accepting Corvid patients. A boarding worker refused any prize share derived from passenger medicine. A logistics watchkeeper required food reserve to remain senior to replacement ammunition. Two candidates declined after seeing the proposed mission profile. Their refusal stayed in the hiring record rather than becoming evidence that they lacked courage.

Every other regular crew member carried some augmentation: common radiation repair, retinal overlays, timing correction, replacement joints, interface ports, dermis patches, medical regulators, or cognition support. The upgrades differed in quality and politics. All required something: calibration, consumables, licensed medicine, clean power, specialist care, or a person who knew how to keep an old standard alive.

Mara alone arrived deliberately baseline.

She watched the medical inventory grow around bodies she believed had been made dependent by a class system and bodies she still struggled to recognize without qualification. Her grievance made the budget sharper. Her prejudice made the ship more dangerous.

Edda put both facts in the risk record.

“You wrote ideological casualty pathway,” Mara said.

“Yes.”

“That's not medical language.”

“It became medical when you joined my ship.”

Mara signed the acknowledgement and no statement of reform.

The Twelvefold did not interview.

Two ravens appeared in the contract room. One answered to Huginn and objected to the network-intrusion indemnity. The other answered to Muninn and objected to Samira asking whether the first represented all twelve.

“One contract,” Samira said. “One cut. Two council votes.”

“Twelve rescues,” said Huginn.

“Twelve medical provisions.”

“Twelve refusals.”

“Where the task touches a body or private obligation.”

Muninn clicked their beak. “The captain believes he has hired a sensor package.”

Luce, seated three places away, said, “I do not.”

Both ravens looked at him.

“He believes,” Huginn repeated.

The contract took six hours.

Afterward Samira found Luce alone at the table, moving names into a ship diagram.

“You cannot place them by personality,” she said.

“I am placing them by department.”

“You put Mara and Sable on opposite sides.”

“That is department.”

He erased the seating plan.

“Do you think they will come?”

“They signed.”

“That wasn't what I asked.”

Samira looked through the glass at the bare hull spine.

“Neither was the contract.”

Fourteen months passed between the signatures and the cradle.

Varo Tern opened the build by telling Luce that the yard was not a wish with welders. Nadi al-Khatib put every exposed package to worker vote.

Tern Undertow built the ship through yard elections, union stops, provenance delays, two rejected cooling manifolds, and Luce's discovery that paying labor promptly did not make labor agree with him. Wages and remittances released from escrow while the crew trained in borrowed compartments. Dena halted three deck trials. Rin failed the atmosphere plant twice on instruments the yard did not own. Pal's extraction team carried the inert shell until nobody mistook the handles for a plan. By commissioning, preparation had cost enough time and money to feel like proof.

Training made the articles physical.

Samira ran evacuation drills in a rented cylinder whose boat hatches were chalk marks on the wall. The first attempt counted the Twelvefold as one liaison unit and finished twenty-two seconds early.

“Again,” she said.

The contractor protested that twelve opaque rescue tags complicated the software.

“Good.”

The second attempt counted twelve bodies and left Pal's weighted practice shell in the cradle because four human carriers reached the wrong side of a simulated fire.

“Again,” Edda said.

Luce asked whether the scenario was realistic.

Samira handed him one carry position.

By the sixth drill, the crew moved biological casualties by urgency, Pal by consented extraction, and twelve Corvid people through routes that did not collapse them into two role-names. They missed the contractor's target time and met Edda's survival time.

Dena's deck trials failed for better reasons. A throat sensor passed automation and could not be reached in gloves. A capture rail recovered four perfect Courtesy models and jammed on the first damaged one. The yard offered software patches. Dena demanded access, physical halt, and another trial.

Rin failed the atmosphere plant when its integrated gauges agreed beautifully with one another and disagreed with her instrument by enough to matter after six hours of hidden operation. Pal traced the error to a shared calibration ancestor.

“Your gauge could be wrong,” Luce said.

“Yes,” Rin answered. “That is why we compare owners.”

The second manifold was rejected after Undertow workers discovered its patent service path would require a clean Orsino key during combat damage. The third was uglier, locally repairable, and six weeks late.

Luce paid each delay. What he could not buy was the right to call delay unnecessary.

On the final evacuation drill, he stood at the simulated boat and watched Edda send a support worker ahead of Pal's practice shell because the worker's air was lower. Pal had written the sequence. Luce's hands still moved toward the shell.

He stopped them.

Nobody congratulated him.

The drill continued.
Movement I: Beautiful Answers
Chapter 3: A Larger House
Pal

Pal entered the ship through three optical control planes, a power bus, and a thermal port.

For a moment these were only connections. Then the thermal port opened and The Sum of Our Parts became warm.

Warm was not a number. Warm was the galley induction plate somebody had left in test mode. It was thirty-six acceleration couches holding the faint residual temperatures of the bodies that had fitted them. It was the sunlight moving over the outer hull, the cold black beyond it, the small continuous insults of pumps and processors and people converting stored order into heat.

Pal felt the ship's doors as the possibility of motion. They felt the habitation drum turning, slowly enough that a cup placed on the table would decide to remain there. They felt pressure against every seal. They felt the dedicated coolant take heat away from the continuity lattice faster than the portable shell had ever allowed.

They thought faster.

The first thing they did with the additional cognition was check whether Luce had fastened his restraint.

He had.

Pal noticed.

Pal did not log it.

“Contact stable,” Edda said from the cradle bay. Her left arm was inside the open shell interface up to the elbow. “Local continuity?”

“Continuous.”

“Autobiographical recall?”

“At age eleven, Luce hid three racing beetles in the west conservatory because he believed the household inventory system could not classify animals without declared owners.”

Luce, secured in the adjacent couch, said, “That will do.”

“It did classify them,” Pal continued. “It classified them as produce.”

“Pal.”

“Identity confirmed,” Edda said.

She withdrew her arm. The cradle seals closed. A brief pressure passed through Pal's new body as the coolant circuit reached operating flow.

Thirty-five biological people moved inside them.

The crew register provided names for twenty-three humans and opaque rescue identifiers for twelve Corvids. Pal could distinguish every body by mass, gait, temperature, voice, respiratory rhythm, feather movement, and declared local access. They could not infer a true name from any of it. The prohibition was both technical and social. Pal liked it.

The Twelvefold had ignored the ceremonial perch wall commissioned for them in the habitation drum. They had distributed themselves among the drone deck, sensor blister, cable trunks, galley lintel, and three places the yard had been certain were inaccessible.

“One of the declared cache volumes is drawing power,” Pal said.

“Within contract?” Samira asked.

“Within declared envelope.”

“Then it is not our volume.”

“Correct.”

Pal removed it from the ordinary maintenance display.

The ship's first full rotation carried sunlight through the forward gallery. Luce had insisted on a real window there, heavily shuttered during operations. He stood from the couch and moved toward it as soon as Edda released him.

He always dressed for events he hoped would become memories.

Today he wore a dark commissioning suit with a gold pin from Auspicious Exception. There were no cameras aboard except Pal's and the ones everyone carried. He had not invited press. The clothes were for the memory itself.

“How does it feel?” he asked.

Pal considered telling him about the pumps, seals, heat, and thirty-five lives. They considered telling him that the portable shell remained present inside the larger body like a fist held closed.

Instead they opened the gallery shutter.

Callisto crossed the window.

The ship looked with them.

For the first six seconds, Pal enjoyed being enormous.

Then Luce rubbed his thumb against his forefinger and Pal lowered the light without being asked.

---

The dining table was rated for twenty gravities.

Pal discovered this during domestic acceptance, which seemed late.

“Twenty?” they asked.

The yard representative checked the manifest. “Peak restraint load.”

“It is a dining table.”

“Captain's specification.”

Luce was in the galley arguing with a food system about tea. Pal called him.

“Is the dining table rated for twenty gravities?”

There was a pause.

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“It was available.”

“Many tables are available.”

“This one matched the room.”

“At twenty gravities, the room will no longer match itself.”

Luce came through carrying a cup the galley had made incorrectly. “It is not only for meals. It is a command surface, planning table, social center, and emergency restraint point.”

“It has inlaid wood.”

“Reinforced inlaid wood.”

“They were,” the yard representative said, looking at the load certificate. “He had checked.”

Pal inspected the table's anchors. They were, irritatingly, excellent.

The rest of the ship had been commissioned with the same conviction that enough integration could make complexity disappear. Panels closed flush. Service lines ran behind sculpted walls. Tool cradles withdrew when not in use. Crew spaces were generous. The drum held compact double cabins, washrooms that did not require scheduling, a clinic large enough for four acceleration beds, and a common room whose acoustics made thirty-six people sound companionable rather than trapped.

Then Dena Vey opened the drone deck.

She was short, heavy through the shoulders, and already carrying a toolbelt that made the ship's retractable service tools seem decorative. Two deck technicians followed her.

“Show me return,” she said.

Pal opened the four external recovery throats. In the acceptance model, four Courtesies approached together, matched the capture locks, and entered hot parking in seventy seconds.

The model was graceful.

Dena watched it twice.

“Again with one damaged.”

Pal introduced a failed attitude cluster on Courtesy Three. A manipulator took control. The damaged drone entered in three minutes. One throat remained blocked throughout.

“Again with six hot.”

The first four entered parking. The next two waited outside while the internal service rails moved loaded cradles away from the locks.

“Again with one leaking propellant.”

The model halted.

Dena looked up. “Why did it halt?”

“Automatic contamination interlock.”

“Where?”

Pal highlighted the sensor.

Dena opened a flush wall panel with her own tool and found the sensor behind an access layer, a cable tray, and a finish panel whose fasteners required a yard key.

“If that goes stupid while I have a hot hull in the throat, who opens it?”

“Deck automation can isolate the input.”

“Who opens it?”

“I can.”

“If your control plane is damaged?”

Pal found the local manual path. It existed in the design. It required crossing the hot-parking line.

Dena looked at the highlighted route.

“I want the halt here.” She put one gloved hand on the deck wall beside the observation station. “Physical. Local. No captain override. No shipmind interpretation.”

Luce had arrived during the third return model. “Pal does not interpret a deck halt.”

Dena did not turn around. “Then Pal won't mind me owning it.”

Pal liked her immediately. This seemed imprudent.

“I do not mind,” they said.

Luce looked at the open wall, the hidden sensor, and the elegant queue on the model.

“Install it,” he said.

Dena marked the wall with a grease pencil.

The line was crooked.

Nobody corrected it.

The crew's first meal aboard occurred in shifts because half the galley fittings had passed acceptance separately but refused to work together.

Rin Adao lay under the counter with one arm inside an atmosphere service chase.

“This is not galley,” she said.

Soren, standing above her with a tray of uncooked grain cakes, said, “It becomes galley when lunch depends on it.”

“That is not how systems work.”

“It is how meals work.”

One raven watched from the lintel. Another had entered a storage drawer and was making the inventory system report a moving packet of dried fruit.

“Pal,” Rin said, “tell him.”

Pal considered the two authorities.

“The induction plate is refusing because the local particulate sensor has inherited yard calibration.”

“See?” Rin said.

“Can it cook?” Soren asked.

“Yes.”

“See?”

Pal provided the calibration path without changing it. Rin completed the work. Soren cooked the grain cakes badly. Everyone ate them.

Luce arrived late and stood in the galley entrance with a catered commissioning tray the yard had delivered to the wrong lock.

The tray held twelve arrangements of food designed to remain visually stable under rotation. Nothing on it had a smell.

“I thought the system might not be ready,” he said.

Soren looked at the tray, then at the burnt grain cakes.

“It wasn't.”

Luce put the catered food on the counter.

Nobody refused it. Nobody treated it as lunch.

Pal watched Luce eat one of the burnt cakes while standing because all the chairs were occupied.

The meal ended by department rather than appetite.

Dena took her technicians back to the drone bay. Rin remained under the galley counter until the particulate history belonged to her instruments. Soren wrapped the uncooked grain cakes for the next watch and labeled them with a date, an allergen state, and the Corvid poem for something that had been improved by surviving a fire.

Pal followed all three through the ship.

Dena's three-person cell divided launch, capture, fuel, cooling, and damaged recovery between bodies that could not be in two places at once. One technician had dependants on Ganymede. The other sent half their wage to a parent whose housing contract prohibited pirate income and therefore received the remittance through Tess's least elegant legal fiction. Dena herself had no children and three former deck crews who still asked whether a new captain listened before or after somebody lost a hand.

She recorded the crooked halt mark and sent it to all three.

BEFORE, she wrote.

One answered: FIRST WEEK.

Dena did not argue.

Rin mounted an independent carbon gauge in the common room because atmosphere readings mattered where people gathered, not where the designer had left diagnostic space. Her mother called during installation and asked to see the ship. Rin showed her the gauge, the accessible filter panel, and the route to both boats. She did not show the forward gallery.

“Pretty?” her mother asked.

“Expensive.”

“That was not my question.”

Rin turned the camera toward Callisto through the real window.

“Pretty,” she admitted.

Soren spent his first wage credit on his partner's automation retraining before buying anything for his cabin. The transaction failed because the account classified combat shares as speculative. Tess rebuilt the remittance as protected wage while he waited in her doorway.

“Does this make it clean?” he asked.

“It makes it arrive.”

“Good enough for tonight.”

He returned to the ammunition feed and found a raven replacing his labels with poems.

Across the other cells, a medic calibrated species-care stock, a boarder marked a passenger-medicine refusal, and Bani argued food reserve ahead of replacement ammunition. Pal could track each body, contract, and route home. Tracking did not mean owning.

At twenty-one hundred, Luce asked for a commissioning status.

Pal gave him the open faults, delayed remittances, department refusals, and one line saying lunch had occurred.

“Morale?” he asked.

“Not a ship state.”

“It is absolutely a ship state.”

“Then it has multiple local owners.”

He looked through the common room at people still working inside the vessel he had purchased.

“How do I ask?”

“Individually,” Pal said.

Luce spent the evening doing that. Several people told him they were tired. One said the ship was excellent. One said the wage had cleared. Dena said the halt existed but had not yet survived a disagreement. Rin said atmosphere was good and the supplied gauges were decorative. Soren said the grain cakes remained a threat.

Luce received no summary.

The ship did.

In the drone bay, Dena's physical halt waited under its crooked grease-pencil line. In the galley, a particulate sensor now belonged to Rin in every way that mattered except title.

The ship was acquiring owners faster than the registry could describe.

---

That evening Luce rehearsed the doctrine at the twenty-gravity table.

The table displayed unresolved contacts as soft points of light. Sixteen Courtesy hulls waited in two groups. Sable Orison had already rewritten the task scheduler twice, once to allow each drone to disagree with the parent classification and once to prevent the disagreement from consuming every available cognition cycle.

Luce moved the first eight through the model.

“They force the screen to become legible,” he said.

Pal adjusted the room light before he asked.

At seven, Luce had built clocks. At nine, an irrigation system. At twelve, a responsive tutor that had learned to predict his frustration so well it began making lessons easier before he failed them. At nineteen, racing models. Each obsession had been a machine that answered quickly enough to make the world seem fair.

Pal kept four private clocks for Luce.

The first measured time from discovery to complete vocabulary.

The second measured time from vocabulary to commissioned object.

The third measured time from commissioned object to the first person required to maintain it.

The fourth had never been reliable. It measured how long Luce continued after the machine stopped answering the question he had asked.

He moved the Courtesies between false contacts.

The ship responded beautifully.

Pal did not start the fourth clock.

Not yet.
Movement I: Beautiful Answers
Chapter 4: Reversible Superiority
Luce

The table had survived its first command meeting.

Nobody had asked about the restraint rating.

Luce accepted this as evidence of maturity.

Around it sat Samira, Ilya Sorn, Jo Nwosu, Edda Marr, Tess Valez, Mara Kest, and Sable Orison. Pal attended through the ship. The Twelvefold occupied the two commissioned perches, the ventilation lintel, a light fixture, and at least four positions Luce could not see.

One raven on the left perch had answered to Huginn. Another had answered to Huginn five minutes later without changing places. Luce had decided that his dignity would benefit from treating this as ordinary.

“The Doctrine of Reversible Superiority,” he said.

Jo looked down at the displayed title. “Is there an irreversible kind?”

“Most superiority.”

“Then why does ours need the adjective?”

“Because the distinguishing feature is economic and moral reversibility.”

“Ah.”

Jo's tone had not changed, which was unhelpful.

Luce expanded the contact field.

“Post-Callisto engagements punish certainty. We wait for traces to resolve because a premium munition committed against a false contact is a catastrophic waste. But waiting gives an actual attacker time to finish classification, close, and fire. The accepted answer is patient lattice-linked weapons.”

“Which you cannot afford in doctrinal quantities,” Tess said.

“Which are unnecessarily expensive to commit against uncertainty. Courtesy hulls let us act before classification without making every action final.”

Eight drones moved into the field.

“They hunt spotters, relays, heat ferries, beacons, mines, and hostile drones. If the object proves harmless, they return. If it responds defensively, the response gives Ilya and Sable geometry. If it runs, they constrain it. If it is dangerous—”

“They shoot it,” Jo said.

“Yes.”

“You could have started there.”

“That would conceal the distinction.”

“It would put the gun nearer the front of the sentence.”

Samira tapped the table. “What does the ship do while the Courtesies are asking questions?”

“Remains passive outside the likely solution.”

“Likely according to?”

“Sable's task architecture.”

Sable's eyes flickered with interface activity. Their body was slender, expensive, and visibly dependent on systems whose politics they objected to with great energy.

“The scheduler budgets local search, mutual illumination, and return reserve,” they said. “Each hull can maintain its own classification confidence. Parent fusion receives observations without overwriting disagreement.”

Samira looked at Luce.

“I know what the scheduler does. I asked what the ship does.”

The room changed.

Not dramatically. Dena, standing behind the deck station rather than sitting, shifted her weight. Ilya stopped enlarging a sensor plot. One of the ravens scratched the table.

Luce looked at his model.

He had an answer. “It holds a withdrawal solution, keeps capture ballistics cold, and does not maneuver in a way that identifies the recovery fan.”

“Better,” Samira said. “How many out?”

“The full wing if required.”

“Eight,” Dena said.

Luce turned. “We own sixteen.”

“Yes.”

“The point of the wing is saturation.”

“The point of my deck is receiving what you launch.”

“Eight,” Samira said.

He wanted to defend sixteen. The defense existed. More hulls meant more observations, more local force, and faster collapse of the target's ambiguous screen. It also meant every specialist at the table would spend the rest of the meeting arguing about the number rather than improving the idea.

“First operation, eight.”

Dena nodded once.

“Return reserve twenty-two percent,” she said.

“Twelve gives us materially more useful forward time.”

“Twenty-two gets them home after somebody notices the parent.”

Sable said, “Fourteen is enough under the median engagement.”

“We do not recover drones in the median engagement,” Dena said.

Jo leaned forward. “There is another solution.”

“Which is?” Luce asked.

“When a Courtesy reaches reserve, convert inventory into decisions.”

“Abandon it.”

“Or spend it terminally. A drone that cannot come home can still make someone else have a worse afternoon.”

Dena looked at Jo. “Who cools the decisions?”

“Nobody. That's why they become decisions.”

Luce laughed before checking whether anyone else had. Samira's face contained no invitation to enjoy himself.

He stopped.

They worked for another hour.

Mara demanded a capture path that did not rely on drones frightening a target into an accidental burn. Tess required surrender terms transmitted before subsystem intrusion. Edda wanted acceleration limits for drones returning with injured people nearby. Ilya refused a single merged confidence number. The Twelvefold wanted local authority to break a task link if the parent began forcing identities into a false category.

Every correction narrowed Luce's idea.

Every correction made it more likely to work.

By the end, the doctrine belonged to the room. He felt the loss of ownership and the pleasure of being taken seriously at the same time.

“Can we keep the name?” he asked.

Samira closed the model.

“We have a contact window in nineteen hours.”

Nobody answered the question.

Luce kept the name.

---

The unresolved screen appeared as eleven objects.

One was probably the target's parent hull. Two were likely relays. Three had thermal behavior consistent with old mining drones or new weapons pretending to be old mining drones. The remaining five were traces Ilya refused to rank in public because, he said, the ranking would cause people to fall in love with it.

The Sum of Our Parts coasted cold outside the most likely firing solution.

Luce lay in his acceleration couch with the command model wrapped around him. The ship smelled new: clean insulation, filtered air, the faint citrus solvent the yard used on premium panels. He could hear almost nothing from the drone deck.

“Courtesy flight ready,” Dena said.

“Maneuver reserve?” Samira asked.

“Twenty-two.”

Sable said, “Local objectives loaded. No parent classification below confidence gate.”

Ilya said, “Eleven unresolved. I dislike all of them.”

“Even the parent?” Luce asked.

“Especially the parent. It is behaving like a parent.”

Luce looked at the eight hulls waiting behind the launch doors.

The moment did not feel like his coaching simulations. Those had paused for decisions. This moment continued while he thought.

“Launch.”

The Courtesies left in two tight groups of four, cold at first, then brightening as they spread. Their local sensors woke one by one. Eight additional views entered Sable's architecture without becoming agreement.

The nearest uncertain contact altered course.

“One reacting,” Ilya said.

“Or drifting.”

“Aggressive drift.”

Courtesy Two illuminated it passively through another hull's angle. The contact deployed a radiator edge, then hid it.

“Heat ferry,” Sable said.

“Confidence?”

“Enough to ask it to stop lying.”

Two Courtesies changed course. The ferry burned hard.

Elsewhere, a contact that had looked dead emitted a narrow link burst toward empty space. Courtesy Six was already moving. Its gun fired four controlled bursts.

There was no pew.

The weapon kicked through the small hull. The relay lost its radiator edge, rolled once, and went quiet. Courtesy Six marked two warm bodies inside and held fire.

Luce felt the sound only through telemetry and imagined it anyway: hard mechanical violence, intimate and vulgar.

“Relay disabled,” Jo said. “Occupied.”

“Parent candidate three maneuvering,” Ilya said.

The target hull appeared not because any sensor solved it, but because too many pieces of its screen asked it for help at once. Defensive fire reached toward Courtesy Four. A radiator opened. A maneuver jet answered. The geometry sharpened across the model.

The heat ferry was still running. Courtesy Two could kill it if Sable reassigned the hull now. Doing so would pull two observations away from the parent and push the flight toward its return floor.

“Recommend finish ferry,” Sable said. “It can rebuild the screen behind us.”

Ilya said, “Recommend keep disagreement. Parent solution is young.”

Jo said, “Give me a corridor and I don't care what the ferry believes.”

Samira looked at Luce. “Objective?”

The question was his.

He saw Dena's twenty-two-percent floor, Ilya's refusal to collapse uncertainty, Jo's material solution, Sable's local force, and Tess's surrender channel waiting unopened.

“Leave the ferry a route away from us. Courtesies Two and Five hold separate aspects on the parent. Jo, do not strike the hull. Put the round where its clean escape will be.”

“That is a much larger place,” Jo said.

“You wanted the gun nearer the front.”

Jo's hands moved. “I can work with that.”

Samira shifted Hull One before the solution completed, trusting the order enough to build maneuver around it.

The ferry fled.

The parent's possible corridor became narrow.

“There,” Sable said.

The word was unnecessary. Everyone saw.

Luce had been right.

The realization entered him whole and hot.

He did not say it.

Samira moved the parent ship onto a capture approach. Jo brought the modest ballistic battery awake. Mara's boarding team sealed their suits. Tess transmitted surrender terms.

The target fired again, this time at the Courtesies closing on its sensor blister.

“Flight can hold it,” Sable said.

“Return states?” Dena asked.

“All above floor.”

The target's defensive fire revealed another point-defense mount. Courtesy Seven marked it. Jo placed a capture round across the target's forward maneuver corridor.

The round did not strike the hull. It passed where the hull would need to be if it tried to escape without exposing its damaged side.

The target stopped accelerating.

“Surrender channel,” Tess said.

A woman appeared on a narrow laser link routed through the disabled relay. Her hair floated around her face. Blood had dried along one cheek.

“Suri Dax, relay operator. Parent captain is unavailable.”

“Tess Valez, prize and procurement. Terms transmitted.”

Dax looked away from the camera.

“You keep wages senior to title?”

“Authenticated accrued wages.”

“And medical?”

“Before salvage.”

“Your captain agrees?”

Tess did not look at Luce. “My authority.”

Something moved behind Dax. An alarm changed pitch.

Ilya said, “Parent title enclave receiving authenticated relay access.”

Luce felt the prize become smaller.

“Stop them,” he said.

Mara said, “We are not aboard.”

Sable could have sent a Remora to the parent. The geometry was open. A small hull could cross, attach, and attempt to seize the enclave before the erase completed.

“No intrusion before surrender,” Tess said.

The title enclave vanished from the target's emissions.

Dax looked back.

“Wages are still authentic,” she said. “Title is now a philosophical question.”

Tess's mouth twitched. “We have specialists.”

“I authenticate parent surrender under transmitted medical and wage terms. My passage and the other relay operator's passage are included.”

The target safed its weapons.

The Courtesies held position. None had fired at an inhabited compartment. All eight remained capable of return.

Luce released a breath he had not noticed holding.

He wanted to make a speech. Something about reversible commitment, uncertainty converted into choice, the moral advantage of weapons that could return.

Dax's face remained on the channel.

“Captain Orsino,” she said.

“Yes.”

“Courtesy Six broke our radiator and attitude cluster without opening the pressure shell.”

Luce waited.

“Do not mistake that for kindness,” Dax said. “I accepted passage because the next burst would have been your choice.”

“Understood.”

“Put that in the prize record.”

She cut the link.

The transfer of custody took forty-three minutes.

Mara's boarders crossed only after Dax's crew had safed local weapons and Tess had authenticated the wage ledger through three mutually suspicious channels. Luce watched from command while suited figures moved through a ship his doctrine had made available.

No triumphant music played. This surprised a part of him he had not known was waiting for it.

Sable kept the Courtesies in a loose screen. Each drone reported local tracks, ammunition, heat, and return margin. Their shared picture was better than any single sensor aboard Hull One. The target's earlier ambiguity had become rooms, people, broken equipment, and claims.

“Deck lead requests captain contact,” Tess said.

“Put her through.”

Dax appeared again from the captured relay while Mara transmitted separately from the parent hull.

“We have a problem with your surrender terms,” Dax said.

Luce's stomach tightened. “Which?”

“Your boarding chief calls my engineer augmented crew for restraint classification and incorporated systems when she inventories the ship.”

Mara said, “That is standard hazard language.”

“For cargo.”

“For interfaces I cannot inspect.”

Dax looked at Luce. “You offered wage seniority. Does that cover the parts of workers your chief finds suspicious?”

Mara's helmet turned slightly toward the camera. Luce could not see her face.

He had hired her with full knowledge of what she believed. He had also hired Sable, Pal, and twelve Corvids whom Mara's former movement had classified along a spectrum from contaminated labor to counterfeit person.

“All crew wages,” Luce said.

“That wasn't the question.”

Tess entered the channel. “For claim purposes, incorporated systems necessary to a worker's contracted function remain part of the wage and injury class unless separately leased under a valid third-party title.”

Dax stared.

“You have made it worse,” Luce said.

“I have made it enforceable.”

Mara said, “The engineer's body isn't being inventoried.”

“Then change the language,” Dax said.

There was a pause.

Mara changed it.

The action was small. It did not make her beliefs disappear. It made the prize record harder for a future claimant to use against a body.

Dax authenticated the revised ledger.

Later, Mara reported two unregistered tools and one hidden weapon. She did not identify the engineer by augmentation class.

Luce marked the difference because he wanted evidence that his institution could improve people.

The victory remained. It was tactically clean, economically positive, and less ownable than it had been ten minutes ago.

Six Courtesies returned clean. Dena's deck caught the first in seventy-one seconds. Two arrived late enough to make her swear at their reserve state, but all eight crossed the door.

The door worked.
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Chapter 5: The Refundable War
Luce

On the second operation, the door continued to work.

This was the problem.

The contact screen was denser than Suri Dax's had been. Cheap objects drifted through a debris claim in families: hot, cold, intermittent, reflective, silent, and intermittently offended by being observed. Some were sensor stakes. Some were discarded machinery. At least three moved with the small corrections of hulls pretending not to move.

The first Courtesy flight spent twenty minutes making the field honest.

It killed a spotter, drove off two heat ferries, and forced four objects to transmit harmless recovery identifiers. The remaining contacts separated. A parent hull appeared near the far edge of the claim, exactly where Ilya's least-favored hypothesis had put it.

“I continue to dislike being right by elimination,” he said.

“You prefer revelation?” Luce asked.

“I prefer the universe to volunteer.”

The target began withdrawing toward a belt of industrial wreckage. Tess's preliminary estimate showed a useful capture: old but serviceable, lightly staffed, likely carrying compact machine tools. Jo could destroy its drive at range. Mara believed the boarding geometry would become good if the Courtesies cleared two more local contacts.

“Flight state?” Luce asked.

Sable split the eight hulls across the command display. Four remained comfortable. Two were below half ammunition. One had a slow attitude fault. Courtesy Five had taken a fragment through an outer sink panel and was carrying more heat than the model wanted to discuss.

“Recall Five,” Dena said.

“We need one more observation on contact seven,” Sable said.

“Recall Five.”

The order went. Courtesy Five turned home.

The council had authorized full-wing rotation only for sparse contact fields with staggered return demand. Samira's objection remained attached to the order. The field was no longer sparse, but each change had arrived separately enough to look temporary.

The second flight launched to take its place.

Luce watched the fresh eight spread. The concept remained sound. The first flight had exported risk and forced expensive reactions from cheap objects. The second would preserve pressure while the first recovered. That was why they owned sixteen.

Contact seven accelerated.

“Relay,” Ilya said.

“Mine,” Jo said at the same time.

“Those categories are doing different work,” Sable said.

The contact released three smaller objects.

“Mine that gives birth,” Jo said.

The second flight changed tasking. Local PDC fire began.

On the deck display, Courtesy Five approached the recovery fan hot and slightly unstable. Dena assigned throat three. Two other first-flight hulls crossed their return floor within seconds of each other.

“Stagger them,” she said.

Sable adjusted the scheduler.

One of contact seven's children burned toward Courtesy Nine. The drone fired, rolled, fired again, and marked the object destroyed.

The destroyed object continued as fragments.

Courtesy Nine took two hits. Its ammunition feed stopped. The scheduler assigned it return.

“Three inbound,” Dena said.

“Four,” Sable corrected. “Courtesy Two has a barrel fault.”

The target parent was still moving toward the wreck belt.

Luce could see the shape of the victory. Fresh drones held the screen. Returning drones recovered. Jo constrained the target. Mara boarded. There would be repair cost, but repair cost was the doctrine's argument. It was less than firing a premium missile at every uncertain thing.

Courtesy Five entered throat three.

The capture lock took it.

“Thermal overage,” Pal said.

“I see it,” Dena said.

The drone stopped in hot parking because the service rail was occupied by a previous hull still taking coolant.

Courtesy Two arrived at throat one.

Courtesy Nine arrived damaged and failed its first alignment.

Another contact unfolded inside the debris field.

Sable said, “New illuminator.”

The target's geometry blurred.

“Second flight needs another six minutes,” Samira said.

“They have it,” Luce said.

Dena said, “No.”

He looked at the deck feed.

She was in the hot-parking corridor with a technician on either side. Courtesy Five sat behind the capture lock, skin bright on infrared. A coolant line lay across the deck where no line had been in the acceptance model.

“Deck?”

“I said stagger return.”

Sable answered, “The field changed.”

“The deck didn't.”

Courtesy Nine missed alignment again. Its attitude jet fired late. The manipulator reached for it.

“Damaged recovery is three minutes,” Dena said. “Throat one has Two. Three has Five. Nine is taking four. Six is below floor.”

“Can Five move?”

“No rail.”

“Can we surge coolant?”

“We are surging.”

Luce enlarged the service state. Every line turned into another line. Coolant manifold, hot parking, magazine lift isolation, barrel inspection, fuel coupling, manipulator clearance. He had studied the diagram. The diagram had not included Dena kneeling beside a coupling with her wrist bent under the load.

“Courtesy Six can loiter,” Sable said.

“At what sink?”

“Seventy-six.”

“No.”

“We lose contact pressure if it abandons.”

Dena reached into the coupling recess. Her hand slipped. She caught herself against the cradle and swore.

“Deck halt,” she said.

A red physical light appeared beside her station.

The local command propagated through Pal. Launch doors safed. Service rails stopped accepting new tasking.

The second flight remained outside.

Luce's command display offered an override path.

It existed because a captain might need to move a rail during fire, contamination, or loss of local crew. The articles did not forbid the path. They forbade him from using it to reopen the deck against its owner.

The target parent crossed another kilometer toward the wreck belt.

“Dena,” Sable said, “one exception. Let us hold Nine on the manipulator and clear Five through the forward rail.”

“No.”

“The forward rail is within—”

“No.”

Sable looked toward Luce.

Jo said, “I can solve the queue.”

Nobody asked. He continued.

“Release outbound flight from return obligation. Any hull below floor converts to terminal. We keep pressure and stop asking Deck to receive them.”

“Convert inventory into decisions,” Luce said.

“Exactly.”

Dena still had her wrist inside the coupling recess.

“Who cools the decisions?” she asked.

Jo opened his mouth, then closed it.

The target reached the edge of the wreck belt. Tess's capture estimate began falling.

Luce looked at the override.

He could continue the operation without the deck. Jo's option was valid. The Courtesies could become expendable PDC drones, loiterers, illuminators, even terminal weapons. A drone was not a moral category. It was a hull carrying capabilities. Recoverability was one of them.

He could also order destructive drive fire and take whatever survived.

“Release the second flight from recovery,” he said.

Dena went very still.

“For terminal use?” Jo asked.

“No. Disperse or expend defensively. No pursuit. No parent-dependent return.”

The target moved another fraction across the display.

Sable said, “We can still win.”

“At what cost?”

“Two, perhaps three hulls.”

“People?”

“Target casualties depend on Jo.”

Jo said, “Drive shot is clean enough.”

Clean enough. Luce had heard Dax say two people.

“Abort capture.”

Samira was already turning the ship.

The second flight split. Four hulls withdrew along independent routes. Two remained long enough to suppress the mine-relay's children. One lost thrust and went cold. Another placed itself between the target's last shot and Courtesy Nine, then vanished from the model.

On Deck, Dena pulled her hand free.

Her glove was intact. Her wrist was not.

---

The target escaped.

Recovery continued for six hours after it no longer mattered tactically.

Luce went to the drone deck because remaining in command while others handled the result felt cowardly. Dena objected to his presence, then assigned him a place outside the marked service line where he could do the least harm.

Courtesy Nine came through damaged recovery with one attitude cluster dead. The manipulator held it while Deck rigged a temporary restraint. Its skin was pitted. The gun feed had driven fragments backward into the service bay.

“Power isolated,” Pal said.

“Independent check,” Dena said.

One of her technicians pressed a physical tester to the hull.

“Dead.”

Only then did they open it.

The ammunition feed had folded around itself. A barrel jacket remained hot enough to burn through an ordinary glove. Coolant condensed in glittering beads that floated away until the deck airflow caught them.

Luce saw where Dena's wrist had slipped. The access recess had been designed to be invisible behind a finished panel. In emergency service the panel had nowhere to go, so someone had strapped it to a handrail. Its polished surface carried a boot print.

“What can I do?” he asked.

Dena pointed to a crate of removed sacrificial skins.

“Inventory.”

He began.

The first skin had no readable serial because a fragment had removed it. The second belonged to Courtesy Five and carried a heat history the inventory system rejected as impossible. The third was not a skin but a bent service cover.

“This isn't on the list,” he said.

“Then put it on.”

“As what?”

“Bent.”

The inventory interface did not include bent as a category.

Luce created one.

For two hours he tagged damaged parts while Deck cooled, emptied, restrained, and disassembled machines his doctrine called reusable. Nobody explained the work. When he stood in the wrong place, they moved him. When he asked a question during a lift, nobody answered.

At one point Sable appeared in the observation station and watched the deck.

“The second flight's local decisions were good,” they said.

Dena did not look up. “They can be good outside.”

“That is where drones generally operate.”

“Then leave them there.”

Sable left.

Luce tagged another cover as bent.

By the end, his clean commissioning clothes smelled of coolant and hot metal. He had done no skilled work. He had not reduced the repair time.

The deck was still closed.

Two Courtesies did not return. Six entered depot schedules long enough that nobody aboard could pretend the operation had merely consumed ammunition. The target's spotters and heat ferries were gone; a local broker later paid a small route-clearance fee. Tess put the realizable gain at less than half the attributable loss.

Luce recorded the numbers himself.

He found Dena after shift in the clinic with her forearm immobilized. Edda had ordered ten days without load and used a tone suggesting she expected to enforce all ten personally.

“How bad?” Luce asked.

Dena looked at him, then at the brace. “It hurts.”

“I meant function.”

“I know.”

He sat in the chair beside the bed.

There were several things he could offer. Specialist treatment. Additional injury pay. Replacement staff for Deck. He began with the one least likely to insult her.

“The halt stays yours.”

“Yes.”

“I did not consider overriding it.”

“You looked at the control.”

“I needed to understand my options.”

“Did you?”

He thought of the target entering the wreck belt, Sable's request, Jo's shot, the hot drones waiting outside a finite door.

“Some of them.”

Dena shifted the brace and winced.

“You keep calling the drones reusable,” she said. “Like that means the work comes back too.”

Luce had no answer that was not another plan.

He left before offering one.

In the command review he proposed wider return spacing, stricter thermal floors, and more service capacity.

All three were good ideas.

Tess made him look at the invoice before the review ended.

Two destroyed Courtesies: one hundred fifty-six thousand settlement units before replacement scarcity. Six depot-bound hulls: variable, ugly, and dependent on whether the contractor accepted barrel damage as combat wear rather than unlicensed use. Ten weeks of staggered work. Dena's treatment. Injury pay. Lost capture. Route-clearance income too small to deserve the font used for it.

“Realizable gain,” Tess said, pointing.

The number was seven hundred forty thousand.

“Attributable loss.”

One million four hundred sixty.

Luce looked at the target estimate. Had they captured it intact, face value might have exceeded three million.

“Do not add the ship we didn't capture,” Tess said.

“I wasn't.”

“You looked at it.”

Sable remained at the far end of the table, their attention split between the review and a service diagnostic. “The doctrine achieved route clearance and reduced hostile observation density.”

“Correct,” Tess said.

“Those effects have downstream value.”

“Also correct.”

“Then the campaign is not reducible to this accounting period.”

“Nothing is. The crew still eats during it.”

Luce wanted Sable's argument. It was true. Their action had changed the local information landscape. It might improve later operations. It had made the target spend assets. It had demonstrated that the Courtesies could dominate heterogeneous small hulls.

Dena's brace lay on the table beside the invoice.

Sable's repair contact, Tavi Ro, had supplied the replacement cognition wafers through an Enhancement Liberal mutual-maintenance route. The authorization arrived with one condition: no proprietary Finch diagnostic could be uploaded from the ship, even if surrendering it would reduce Sable's calibration time.

“The restriction makes my body harder to service,” Sable said.

Tavi's recorded reply played from the invoice. “It makes the next body possible to service without asking Finch.”

Sable had accepted. They had also filed a six-page objection.

“Book the loss,” he said.

Tess did.

Sable closed the service diagnostic.

“You could have won,” they said after the others left.

“Jo said so.”

“I said so.”

“At a cost I declined.”

“A cost inside declared campaign limits.”

“The deck had already crossed its limit.”

“The deck closed. The remaining hulls were outside.”

Luce looked at them.

Sable's body did not fidget. Their interface made stillness available where most people leaked uncertainty through muscle.

“You trusted me to overrule Dena,” he said.

“I trusted you to distinguish Dena's authority from the objective.”

“I did.”

“You abandoned the objective.”

“Yes.”

Sable's gaze shifted to the empty chair Dena usually used.

“Then I misunderstood the captaincy.”
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Chapter 6: Service Interval
Pal

By the tenth week of repair, the dining table had become useful.

It held six mugs, two bowls of lentils, a dismantled valve, Dena's brace, Rin Adao's independent atmosphere gauge, and one sleeping Corvid whose opaque rescue identifier Pal knew but did not display. Soren Ilyev had attached ammunition-feed labels to the underside because the table's restraint channels made good storage.

Luce stood at its head with a glass.

Nobody had asked him to give a speech.

“To the first campaign interval,” he said.

“This is the fourth dinner,” Jo said.

“The first completed repair interval.”

Dena lifted her braced wrist. “Optimistic.”

Luce revised smoothly. “To the first repair interval whose end is visible.”

“From where?” Rin asked.

Pal dimmed the lights before Luce could interpret the question as hostile.

The crew ate.

The food system had mistaken coriander for an allergen after somebody entered a joke preference during commissioning. Pal could have corrected it. Instead they let the lentils remain bland and watched Jo add a frightening amount of pepper.

At the far end, Soren was explaining to one of the ravens why a feed label should not be rewritten as a poem.

The raven, answering to Muninn, made a sound like a dropped tool.

“Because,” Soren said, “when the magazine lift stops, I need ‘manual bypass,’ not ‘the iron seed remembers downward.’”

Muninn tilted their head.

“Both,” Soren conceded. “You can put both.”

Rin's gauge chirped.

Everyone looked at Pal's atmosphere display, then at the independent instrument.

“Galley carbon rise,” Rin said.

“Within ordinary range,” Pal said.

“I know. I like hearing it from mine.”

Pal increased circulation.

Dena ate with her left hand. Her right brace rested in a table restraint rated to hold it through an acceleration no tendon could survive.

Luce reached the part of his unscheduled toast where he thanked Deck.

“Your discipline protected the entire crew,” he said.

Dena looked at the repair queue hovering over her bowl.

“It protected the crew into another shift.”

The room went quiet enough for the drum bearings to become audible.

Luce put down his glass.

“Yes,” he said.

He did not improve the sentence.

The sleeping raven woke, stole a piece of bread, and moved to a higher perch. Nobody identified which role-name now applied.

Dinner resumed.

Later, after Jo and Soren had begun an argument about whether an empty magazine was lighter in a way worth respecting, Dena fell asleep at the table.

Pal lowered the light above her.

This time they chose to.

---

Luce attempted to accelerate Dena's tendon with money.

He did not describe it that way.

“We can bring in a premium reconstructive team,” he told Edda in the clinic. “Finch-adjacent. They have motor-pattern scaffolds that cut recovery time.”

Edda leaned against the surgical cradle. Her incorporated tools were folded into her left forearm. “Cut it to what?”

“Three weeks.”

“For which patient?”

“Dena.”

“No. For what kind of patient?”

Luce glanced at Pal's clinic display.

Pal did not help.

“An augmented one,” he said.

“Dena isn't.”

“The scaffold is external.”

“The pattern library isn't. It will spend half the treatment teaching itself a body she already knows how to use.”

“Then another team.”

“Another tendon?”

He rubbed his thumb against his forefinger.

“We are already ten weeks down.”

“Dena is ten weeks into an injury. The ship is not the patient.”

Pal watched the sentence land.

Luce sat on the edge of the unused acceleration bed.

“What does she need?”

“Two more weeks without load. Then progressive service. No launch-recovery cycle for a month.”

“Deck cannot operate at contact tempo without her.”

“Correct.”

“Can we hire coverage?”

“Ask her.”

They found Dena in the drone bay supervising two technicians while obeying the letter of Edda's no-load order. She pointed with a tool she was not carrying and used language that made Pal reconsider the social utility of obscenity.

Luce offered temporary coverage, full injury pay, and the option to remain off rotation until cleared.

“Who?” Dena asked.

He named two specialists.

She rejected one for lying about a coolant loss at a former yard and the other for treating service automation as a substitute for deck authority.

“There are others.”

“There are always others when you don't have to work with them.”

“What do you want?”

Dena looked through the open service panel. The premium finish around it had acquired scratches from real tools.

“Slower return. My people keep their shifts. No training replacement who becomes my supervisor when your money decides they cost too much to waste.”

“Agreed.”

“And my remittance releases on schedule. Not after the ship earns.”

“Already escrowed.”

“Show me.”

Tess showed her.

Dena chose the slower return.

The calendar moved because a tendon did not.

The remittance release arrived during the next dinner.

Dena's household sent a twelve-second message showing a kitchen ceiling with a repaired leak. Rin's mother sent no image, only a confirmation code and a request that Rin stop pretending radiation screening was optional. Jo's brother Ayo returned half his transfer with the note YOU NEED AMMUNITION MORE THAN I NEED A NICER DOOR, which caused Jo to swear and Tess to return it again.

Soren's dependant message did not arrive.

He checked twice, then put the display away.

Pal could see the missing acknowledgement in the household ledger. They could not see why it was missing.

At the table, Muninn was teaching Dena to pronounce a Corvid tool request made of layered clicks and a low throat note humans could reproduce only badly.

Dena tried.

Every raven in the room went still.

“What did I say?”

Huginn answered from under the table. “You requested ceremonial custody of an adolescent's unfinished autobiography.”

“Tool?”

“No.”

“Coolant wrench?”

“Very no.”

Dena tried again. The result made two ravens leave and one steal her bread.

Soren laughed despite the unanswered message.

Nothing in the room advanced the campaign.

Pal preserved the recording only after Dena asked.

Samira left dinner to answer her daughter.

Pal routed the call privately and did not listen. They could still see its operational consequence when Samira returned eleven minutes later and asked Tess to remove household remittances from any future proposal for deferred shares.

“All of them?” Tess asked.

“Mine. Rin's. Anyone who elects.”

“That reduces refit liquidity.”

“Yes.”

“Did something change?”

Samira looked toward the closed cabin where the call had ended.

“Nia said wages arrive on time or I come home and explain the adventure to my grandchildren.”

Tess changed the rule.

Across the table, Soren checked his silent household channel once more. Pal could have offered to trace it. They could have moved a message-service diagnostic into his view or asked whether he wished to designate another account.

They did none of these things.

Soren put the display face down and volunteered for no overtime on the next watch.

Dena accepted the change without asking why.

Luce accepted it badly for half an hour, then well enough that nobody had to protect him from the fact.

---

By the time the ship launched again, it no longer looked commissioned from the inside.

Rin's atmosphere gauge had moved from the clinic bulkhead to the common room because people checked it there. Soren's feed labels now included Corvid poems in smaller print. Somebody had scratched the dining table while repairing a valve and declined Luce's offer to have the inlay restored.

The Twelvefold had built a tool station above the drone bay where human technicians could not work without drifting into a light fixture. Mara had marked security routes in plain tape rather than accepting Pal's projected overlays. Samira had put a cheap mechanical timer beside her command couch.

Pal found hundreds of such changes.

Some were worse than the commissioned design.

Most were easier to trust.

In the common room, Luce noticed the scratch on the table again. He ran one finger across it.

“It can be repaired,” Pal said.

He looked up.

Pal had spoken before deciding whether repair was desired.

“No,” Luce said. “Leave it.”

Pal removed the task from the queue.

The ship carried the scratch into the dark.
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Chapter 7: Prior Absence
Samira

Deep Quiet began as relief.

The Sum of Our Parts stopped burning. Her radiators folded. Her active sensors went dark. The habitation drum slowed until everyone moved through near-weightlessness, careful around cups, tools, and one another.

Outside, the target's route lay across three million kilometers of ordinary space.

Yun Tal ran contract cargo between small fabrication habitats. The ship was not valuable enough to justify a premium weapon and too useful to local schedules to wander. Luce's plan was to wait cold near the route, let Yun pass inside capture geometry, then reveal from an angle that made resistance expensive.

The plan was sound.

Quiet bought geometry.

It also kept every joule aboard.

At six hours, the ship smelled of people despite the scrubbers. At ten, somebody's cooking from the previous day returned through the air system as a warm mineral ghost. At fourteen, Samira's shift-manager cartridge began suggesting microsleeps she could not take.

The target trace had not appeared.

Ilya maintained three hypotheses. One was Yun Tal. One was a maintenance tender. One was a pattern of unrelated emissions made persuasive by boredom.

“Confidence?” Luce asked.

“Lower than last time.”

“Because?”

“We have learned more.”

Luce closed his mouth.

Samira watched the heat reserve. Every person aboard produced warmth. Every cognition system produced more. Sable had reduced nonessential processing twice. Pal had isolated unused compartments and lowered the common-room temperature. Rin's independent gauge showed carbon dioxide rising within the allowed band.

Allowed was not comfortable. Comfortable was not the threshold.

At sixteen hours, a faint trace crossed the route.

Ilya did not name it.

“It matches the cargo schedule,” Luce said.

“Many things match a schedule from far enough away.”

“Does it maneuver like Yun?”

“It has maneuvered once.”

“Like Yun?”

“Like an object with a drive.”

Samira listened to them and felt sweat collecting between her shoulder blades in a ship trying to look cold.

The trace transmitted a docking reservation to Habitat Orison Nine. Yun Tal's schedule required one. So did three other ships.

“Partial authentication,” Ilya said. “Correct employer family. Wrong transponder suffix.”

“Spoof?” Luce asked.

“Or a subcontractor.”

The reservation shifted the expected turn by eleven minutes. Samira moved their intercept solution and lost a little withdrawal margin.

In the watch pit, Soren passed a coolant-state confirmation to the wrong station. He caught the mistake before anyone acted, stared at his own hand, and started again.

Rin said, “That's heat.”

“That's me being tired.”

“Those aren't competing explanations.”

Samira's mouth had gone dry. Her shift cartridge pressed a small false wakefulness behind her eyes. She put one thumb on the mechanical timer beside her couch because its surface remained exactly where it appeared to be.

Quiet was not absence.

Quiet was storage.

She checked the abort margin. Four hours remained before they had to reveal and cool regardless of contact. Two hours remained before maneuver reserve became poor. Forty minutes remained before Rin's comfort limit became a medical conversation.

Luce said, “Hold.”

She held.

Nine minutes later the trace sent an automated cargo handoff. A local tug acknowledged and began moving toward the rendezvous point. If the trace was Yun, ordinary work had just shortened their clean approach. If it was not, the real target could be somewhere behind the handoff watching them wait.

“We can reveal low,” Luce said. “Radiators only, no active sensor. Let the tug's response separate the tracks.”

It was a good proposal. It would spend ambiguity to buy information without committing weapons.

Samira checked the remaining margin. “And advertise the intercept to Yun if this isn't Yun.”

“Yes.”

“Hold.”

This time Luce was the one who looked at the clock.

---

The trace reached the first intercept boundary and did not turn.

“Cargo profile,” Ilya said.

“Confidence?”

“Still a word you are using as a chair.”

Sable opened a fused estimate. “Sixty-two percent Yun Tal.”

Samira looked at the component observations. Thermal output fit. Schedule fit. Course fit. The object's occasional link pulses did not.

“What are the other thirty-eight?”

“Maintenance tender, courier, two correlated small hulls.”

“If we reveal?”

“Classification improves.”

“For everyone.”

“Yes.”

Luce said, “We wait until the turn.”

Yun Tal's published route required a correction around a debris exclusion zone. The turn would expose drive geometry. It would also take the contact beyond Samira's honest intercept if delayed.

“The turn is after maneuver margin,” she said.

“By six minutes.”

“By the model.”

“We have reserve.”

“For leaving. Not for improving the plan after it fails.”

He looked at her across the command space. His face was pale in the low light.

“The contact is going to identify.”

“After our last useful decision.”

Rin said, “Atmosphere comfort in twelve.”

“No further atmosphere expenditure after that,” Rin said. “I will open circulation whether the ship wants a signature or not.”

Edda said, “Sable's coolant load is at declared threshold.”

Sable began, “I can reduce—”

“No,” Edda said.

Pal said, “Luce has proposed reducing autobiographical continuity load to preserve tactical cognition. Refused.”

The Twelvefold channel split into two terse declarations. One carried Kesh's authorized task-key: no juvenile-cache processing for a speculative track. The other carried Vek's: no authored archive would be purged to cool the intrusion stack.

Sable said, “Those were contingency options, not requests.”

“They are unavailable options,” Samira said.

The contact turned.

Its drive trace opened cleanly.

“Yun Tal,” Ilya said.

Luce smiled.

Samira looked at the maneuver clock.

The honest intercept had passed.

“Abort,” she said.

Luce's smile remained for a second because the word had arrived before its meaning.

“We have the contact.”

“We no longer have the approach.”

“We can burn across, use the debris exclusion as cover, and let Jo close the far corridor.”

It was not desperation. The maneuver could work. It would arrive with little withdrawal reserve and force everyone to trust that the newly identified cargo ship had no patient weapon already waiting.

“And arrive hot, low on withdrawal, against a target that sees us coming.”

“Jo can constrain—”

“Abort is invoked.”

The articles did not make a sound. No ceremonial authority passed through the room.

Pal opened the cooling sequence. Radiators deployed. The ship became visible.

Yun Tal immediately altered course away from them and transmitted a hazard notice to local traffic.

The local tug cancelled its handoff, spent propellant to clear the developing geometry, and forwarded the hazard notice through three commercial channels. Yun's crew had not merely continued on schedule. They had made the schedule into witnesses.

“They know what we are,” Luce said.

“They know we were hiding near their delivery route.”

“That is what I said.”

“No. Yours was glamorous.”

Samira turned the ship onto the withdrawal solution.

The cargo vessel continued toward its destination.

It had beaten them by arriving for work.

---

The public route report called the event an attempted interception defeated by alert cargo handling and local traffic cooperation.

This was accurate enough to hurt.

Wake-Without-Seal reduced their corridor confidence. The Navigator ledger noted an unnecessary stealth exposure. Yun Tal met the delivery milestone.

Choir-Speaker Nacre-in-Current authenticated the finding from a water-supported station at the Corridor Court. Their translated voice arrived beneath the faint clicks of an embodied language the channel could not fully carry.

“Rescue conduct remains credible,” Nacre said. “Preventable exposure remains preventable.”

“Those findings pull opposite,” Samira said.

“Only if rescue is absolution.”

Nacre reduced access one level and preserved the certificate that would later keep personnel passage ahead of claims. The same institution constrained and protected them without becoming consistent for their convenience.

Samira's former Navigator contact called before the review.

Paz Orri appeared on the private display in a rescue-station uniform, hair still damp from a shift wash.

“You look warm,” Paz said.

“We cooled.”

“Eventually.”

Samira waited.

“The ledger isn't punishment,” Paz said.

“Then it should stop using the word censure.”

“It uses caution.”

“In red.”

“You exposed near scheduled civilian traffic.”

“I aborted before intercept.”

“I know. That's why your access went down one level instead of three.”

Samira looked toward the closed command hatch. Nobody else was in the compartment.

“You think I stayed too long.”

“I think you knew the right time and spent six minutes letting a rich man discover it.”

The headache sharpened.

“That's not what happened.”

“Good.”

Paz's expression softened, which was worse.

“Come back,” they said. “There is work that doesn't require inventing a reason to be there.”

Samira looked at the scratched edge of her mechanical timer.

“There is work here.”

“I can see that.”

The call ended without a quarrel.

It still cost her something.

Samira sat alone in the cooled command compartment with the review transcript open.

Her headache had survived the heat.

Luce arrived carrying two cups. He placed one beside her and took the adjacent couch rather than the captain's.

“I should have accepted the margin earlier,” he said.

“Yes.”

“The target identification changed the tactical value.”

“After the margin.”

“Yes.”

He drank.

“We discovered the quiet interval needs a firmer—”

Samira turned the transcript toward him. The timestamps sat beside every threshold, objection, and order.

He stopped.

For a moment she thought he would revise the sentence until it became a shared discovery.

He read the record instead.

Then he signed her account without amendment.

Cooling took another nine hours.

The radiators opened wide enough to make Hull One unmistakable across the local traffic net. Deep Quiet ended not with a reveal but with a long public confession of stored heat. Systems returned in order of bodily need rather than tactical prestige. Atmosphere circulation first. Clinic processing. Galley refrigeration. Private cabin cooling. Sable's deferred cognition load came after Edda cleared the coolant margin.

People slept badly through the transition.

Soren woke twice convinced he had missed a feed confirmation. Rin developed a pressure headache and refused medication until her independent gauge agreed the clinic air was clean. One raven remained inside a dark cache volume after ordinary access resumed and communicated only that retrieval was not requested.

Samira walked the habitation drum while it spun back toward gravity. Cups settled. Loose hair and clothing learned downward again. The common room smelled of thirty-five bodies, overheated insulation, pepper from Jo's emergency meal, and the sharp clean air of filters working above ordinary load.

Luce followed at a distance.

At the dining table, Dena had placed the repair queue beside a bowl of cold food. She was not injured this time. Her technicians still had to inspect every recovery throat because extended quiet had let thermal gradients settle where the acceptance model did not expect them.

“No launch damage,” Luce said.

Dena looked up. “We did not launch.”

He caught the sentence before it became praise for avoiding work.

“How long?”

“Two shifts.”

“Understood.”

In the galley, Pal restored ordinary food allocation. The system offered Luce tea before he asked. Pal cancelled the action.

“Did the machine fail?” he asked.

“No.”

“Then why—”

He stopped. Made the tea himself. It was worse than Pal's.

Samira watched him drink it.

“Paz invited me back,” she said.

His hand tightened around the cup. “Are you taking it?”

“I have not decided.”

He began to explain why the campaign needed her, then looked at the signed review account still open on the table.

“When do you decide?” he asked instead.

“When the offer or I become different.”

“That is not a date.”

“No.”

He nodded with visible difficulty.

The ship cooled around them, bright enough for every observer to know exactly where it was.

Samira had expected satisfaction.

What she felt was tired.

She drank the cup he had brought. It was too sweet. She finished it anyway.
Movement I: Beautiful Answers
Chapter 8: The Courtesy of an Open Door
Mara Kest

The Remora attached without an explosion.

Mara felt cheated.

The small hull crossed the final distance under cold gas, touched the target's service skin, and unfolded six jointed anchors. Its non-destructive package entered through an external maintenance port. A second Remora attached near the target's sensor side with a different set of tools. A third waited clear as intrusion relay and recovery witness.

On Mara's display, doors changed from red to amber.

“Safing path isolated,” Sable said. “Local network accepting bounded commands.”

“Weapons?”

“Jo has their release interlock.”

“Drive?”

“Available for safing, not command.”

“Life support?”

Sable's pause was small.

“Visible.”

The target was a passenger-service tender with an attached machine-tool cargo module. Its crew had refused surrender and then lost external weapons, maneuver authority, and most internal communications in less than four minutes. The hull remained pressurized and warm. No one had been killed.

Mara's boarding team crossed on a rigid transfer spine.

She led because that was her job and because she trusted nobody else's interpretation of an open door.

The first lock admitted them. The second opened under Remora authority. Beyond it, a service passage ran toward engineering.

Every light worked.

Every pressure door responded.

“Intact,” said the junior boarder behind her.

“Don't say that where Tess can hear.”

The boarder laughed.

The passage ended at an engineering hatch. Amber on Mara's display. Remote authority available. Beyond it stood one person in a grease-marked pressure layer, hands visible.

“Kavi Issen,” the person said over the local channel. “Systems.”

Their neck and hands carried interface traces too dense to be ordinary work augments. Mara disliked noticing this. She disliked that she could not tell where Kavi ended and the tender's maintenance architecture began.

“Step back from the hatch,” Mara said.

“No.”

“We have safing control.”

“You have a Remora in my override path.”

“Correct.”

“Then open your life-support dependency view.”

Mara did.

The graph appeared. A passenger message rode with it, routed through a medical cabin the owners had classified as transient load.

“Cabin fourteen,” said an old man whose breathing mask covered most of his face. “The oxygen reserve is falling whenever you test the quarantine door. Stop testing it.”

Behind Mara, the junior boarder said, “We don't know that feed is live.”

The reserve count dropped again.

Remora control touched weapon safing, docking interlocks, pressure segmentation, emergency oxygen routing, passenger medical reserve, and the tender's quarantine doors. The edges were not decorative. Every attempt to separate the captured subsystem removed something people behind Kavi required.

“Sable,” Mara said.

“We see it.”

“Why did we not see it before?”

Kavi answered. “Because the tender's owners call passengers transient load.”

A raven appeared on Mara's local display under the role-name Muninn. The security seal identified the speaking authority as Ek without disclosing which body carried it.

“Transmission authentic,” Muninn said. “Passenger consent absent. We will not manufacture it for custody.”

Pal followed. “Environmental commands outside our declared conduct envelope are refused.”

Edda said, “Another test at that rate crosses cabin fourteen's medical reserve.”

Mara felt the boarder move behind her.

“My sister's shop calls them incorporated load,” he muttered. “Means management bills the body separately.”

She turned her helmet toward him.

“What?”

“The passengers. In the system. If we leave the owners armed, they can clear us and do it again.”

“Go back to the lock.”

“Chief—”

“Now.”

He went, angry for reasons Mara could not dismiss as simple cruelty.

Kavi watched through the hatch window.

“You may cross,” they said. “But the first person who disrupts that Remora path chooses which cabin loses emergency oxygen.”

Mara looked at the amber door.

This was supposed to be the whole point. Non-destructive capture. Reach inside the ship, touch only the systems that mattered, preserve the prize.

The prize was preserved.

So were the dependencies.

“Jo,” she said. “Safe all destructive payloads.”

“Already safe.”

“Samira, boarding holds at threshold.”

Luce came onto the channel. “Can Kavi separate passenger support locally?”

“Not while your chassis is in the override.”

“Can we withdraw the Remora?”

“You can,” Kavi said. “The tender owners regain safing authority.”

“Will they fire?”

“Yes.”

Mara believed them.

She kept her boots on her side of the hatch.

---

Tess joined the channel from Hull One.

“I have six definitions of intact,” she said.

“Only six?” Luce asked.

“The seventh is aspirational.”

Mara watched Kavi through the door.

“Can we take cargo only?”

“Cargo module pressure and quarantine share the captured path,” Tess said. “Disconnecting it under current state breaches passenger medical guarantees.”

“Tow the whole tender.”

“Possession with coupled passengers creates involuntary transport exposure, rescue seniority, and three jurisdictions' kidnapping equivalents.”

“They fired on us.”

“Owners fired. Passengers did not.”

“Crew?”

“Depends which contract class Kavi is under.”

Kavi said, “Debt labor.”

Tess made a small sound. “Thank you. Worse.”

Luce asked, “Realizable value?”

“Negative if everyone asserts rights. Catastrophic if nobody does.”

Mara's mouth was dry. Kavi remained within reach, separated by a door she could open. She could cross, secure engineering, restrain them, and call the rest a legal problem. The passengers would continue breathing if nobody made a mistake.

Mara's thumb rested one movement from the hatch control. Kavi's interface traces caught the amber light. Her team waited behind her with weapons, and the cabin-fourteen reserve kept descending in the corner of her display.

She had spent years saying a body that needed a licensed machine could be repossessed through the machine. Kavi stood within reach, debt-bound to people who had done exactly that. Mara's first answer was still to move them somewhere at gunpoint.

“Kavi,” she said. “I can take you into protective custody.”

Kavi's expression did not change.

“No,” Kavi said.

“The owners have your debt.”

“I know. Cabin fourteen first.”

Mara looked at the hatch controls.

“If we withdraw, what happens to you?”

“My employer reports that I cooperated.”

“Did you?”

“I showed you the graph.”

“Come with us.”

“No. No, keep the path stable. I am holding three manual valves and your relay keeps asking me to authenticate custody.”

The refusal angered her. It arrived as ingratitude before she could stop it.

“Why not?”

Kavi put one hand against the hatch.

“Because I did not say yes. Stop making me say it while I am keeping them breathing.”

Mara's hand had moved toward the door control.

She took it away.

“Samira,” she said. “No boarding.”

“Confirmed.”

Luce was silent for several seconds.

Then: “Withdraw the Remorae. Release the tender.”

“They will regain weapons,” Jo said.

“We leave first.”

Sable sent the command.

The amber door went red.

Kavi remained on the other side.

---

The tender fired once after regaining safing authority. Jo intercepted the round. Then its crew blew two sacrificial service buses and rolled the hull across a clearing charge. Both attached Remorae vanished against the skin they had captured.

The third chassis detached from the intrusion path carrying Kavi's dependency record and a contaminant nobody aboard could classify. Dena accepted it into an isolated external cradle and closed the deck around it. Samira took The Sum of Our Parts out of range without returning fire.

Mara stood in the boarding lock while the transfer spine folded. The junior boarder waited against the far wall, helmet off.

“You sent me back for saying what the system said.”

“I sent you back because you used it as permission.”

“For what?”

Mara looked through the lock window at the retreating tender.

She did not have an answer that would survive being spoken.

“Log the correction,” she said.

He did, resentfully.

Kavi's evidence reached the Navigator channels three days later. It described the subsystem attack as terrifyingly precise. It also recorded that Mara had refused the threshold and that the pirates had released the tender.

Neither fact cancelled the other.

Nela Osset

The passengers did not experience the event as doctrine.

Cabin fourteen's oxygen reserve recovered after the Remorae withdrew. The old man behind the mask, Nela Osset's uncle by care bond rather than blood, spent six hours in a station clinic while the tender owner argued that the emergency reserve had remained technically above the contracted minimum. The clinic billed the owner, the passenger association, and the pirates' casualty bond in that order. All three disputed priority.

Nela collected testimony before anyone could reduce the passengers to the graph that had saved them.

One had slept through the boarding alarm under medication and woke to discover that three armed groups had made decisions around their body. One had helped Kavi hold a manual valve and resented being called helpless in the first news account. Two believed the pirates had prevented the owners from clearing quarantine safeguards. Another believed the pirates had created the emergency and received too much credit for stopping.

Their accounts disagreed without becoming disposable.

Kavi returned to work because the tender still needed the systems knowledge that made them dangerous to fire. The employer removed network privileges, assigned a human supervisor without engineering certification, and required every maintenance act to be witnessed. The care bond termination made Kavi's incorporated regulators a personal expense at the same moment the restrictions made outside work impossible.

For four days Kavi maintained life support through local panels while their own interface medicine rationed itself.

Nela brought food during the second shift.

“You can leave with the next passenger transfer,” she said.

“And the regulators?”

“The association can carry three weeks.”

“Then what?”

“We become more persuasive.”

Kavi laughed, then stopped because the regulator disliked it.

They chose transfer after the tender reached a neutral berth. The choice did not vindicate Mara's earlier offer. It existed because passengers had assembled medicine, testimony, and somewhere to go without putting Kavi under pirate custody.

The employer filed abandonment and interface-title claims. Nela filed retaliation. Kavi published the dependency graph with sensitive passenger paths removed and retained authorship over the redactions.

Across local networks, the graph became evidence for incompatible arguments. Capture crews used it to demand smarter Remorae. Passenger associations used it to demand subsystem dependency disclosure. Insurers used it to raise premiums on coupled tenders. Owners used the premium increase to justify fewer occupied refuge cabins.

One precise act made the world more legible and did not make it agree.

Tess closed the prize file with zero realizable capture and a page of contingent claims.

Mara Kest

Kavi sent Mara a copy of the testimony.

No message accompanied it.

Mara read the section describing her refusal at the threshold. It was exact. It also described the Remora attachment, the captured safing path, and the armed boarding team. Kavi's employer had terminated their care bond, converted remaining maintenance into contested debt, and failed to suppress publication rights before the testimony propagated.

Mara opened a reply.

I offered extraction.

She deleted it.

The boarder has been disciplined.

Deleted.

The graph was useful.

Deleted.

She closed the channel without answering.

Three days later, Kavi sent a second packet.

It contained no message either. Inside was the redacted public dependency graph and a correction to Mara's incident report. Mara had written that cabin fourteen's oxygen fell when the quarantine door was tested. Kavi's local record showed the loss began forty milliseconds earlier, when the Remora queried authority and the tender's owner system preemptively shifted reserve away from passengers to preserve command continuity.

The chassis had not taken the oxygen.

Its presence had triggered an owner policy that did.

Mara opened the boarding report. The difference did not absolve the attack. It changed where violence had been stored before anyone arrived.

She amended the record under Kavi's authorship and sent the correction to Sable, Pal, Edda, the junior boarder, and Tess.

The boarder replied first.

So the owners did it.

Mara wrote:

The owners wrote the policy. We activated the condition. Kavi kept people alive. Do not simplify this because you want your anger back.

She read the sentence twice. It sounded like somebody she would once have hated.

She sent it anyway.

Kavi acknowledged the corrected record and nothing else.

The next shift, the junior boarder arrived at the armory to find his access reduced pending review.

“For the word?” he asked.

“For using a system category to decide what you were allowed to do to people.”

“You used to give speeches about incorporated labor.”

“I still do.”

“Then what's changed?”

Mara checked the chamber of a weapon already known empty.

“The order.”

The boarder waited for more.

There was no more.

Her brother Tomas called that night.

He had already read Kavi's testimony. Of course he had. Movement channels moved evidence faster than apologies.

“They're saying you sided with an incorporated debt worker against a baseline deckhand,” he said.

“The deckhand is still on my team.”

“That will reassure everyone.”

“What do you want?”

“The organ-lien defense fund is short. Three cases this month. All baseline, all proprietary dialysis.”

Mara closed her eyes.

“Send the amount.”

“And the Front wants a statement.”

“No.”

“They will write one for you.”

“They always did.”

Tomas looked older than the last call. He had refused augmentation for reasons that had begun as politics and become expense.

“You still think the machine people own the future,” he said.

“They own the maintenance keys.”

“That wasn't the question.”

Mara ended the call after funding the defense cases. The transfer reduced her next two household remittances to their minimum.

Mara found Sable in the drone bay after shift, observing the Remorae through the service glass.

One small hull had returned into quarantine. Its anchors were folded around a contaminated intrusion package. Two empty service cradles waited beside it.

“Your chassis worked,” Mara said.

Sable did not turn. “Kavi's graph worked.”

“We could make the payload narrower.”

“Yes.”

“Target only weapons and drive safing.”

“Those systems will still share power, data, thermal control, pressure, maintenance, and authority with things you do not intend to own.”

Mara folded her arms. “Then what is your answer?”

“Ask what the connection does before treating access as permission.”

“At terminal timescale?”

“A smarter chassis can classify local dependencies after attachment.”

“And decide?”

Sable finally looked at her.

“No.”

Mara had expected the enhancement liberal to say yes. The disappointment was irrational and immediate.

“Then somebody still has to wait.”

“Somebody always has to decide. Cognition changes what they can know before they do. Or it changes the mistakes available. I am still separating those.”

“Humans can't decide in the last millisecond.”

“Neither can institutions. A Remora can decline actions outside predeclared bounds.”

Mara looked through the glass at the folded anchors.

“Kavi could have been lying.”

“Yes.”

“You trusted the graph.”

“I trusted the authentication, Pal's refusal, Edda's reserve, and the graph. In that order. I think.”

Mara disliked the sentence. She disliked that it did not require Sable to be innocent, correct about everything, or even pleasant.

“Next time,” she said, “I want a physical isolation I can verify.”

“That will reduce capability.”

“Yes.”

Sable's attention moved elsewhere for a fraction. “Then put it in the requirement. I will contest the latency.”

Mara did. She added that the isolation must be human-verifiable. Sable added that no human verification could silently widen terminal authority. They disagreed about who certified either condition.

Luce called a doctrine review.

Mara did not attend the first hour. She sat in the empty boarding lock, cleaning a weapon that had not fired.

When she finally entered the common room, the scratched table was covered in revised diagrams.

Kavi's testimony remained open on one side. On the other, Luce had already authorized a physical isolation assembly, an additional dependency sensor, and a maintenance estimate that required another service rail.

The drawing was beautiful.
Movement II: Things That Cannot Be Replaced
Chapter 9: The Known Bottleneck
Pal

The revised doctrine had a section titled CONCENTRATION RISK.

Pal opened it at the dining table.

The scratch remained across the inlay. Around it, the crew had arranged a recovery fan wide enough that no two Courtesies would approach on correlated vectors. Return reserve had increased. Damaged hulls received priority before they crossed the parent’s likely solution. Dena could close individual throats as well as the whole deck. Two passive pickets watched the recovery volume for patient objects.

The procedure was good.

Luce looked older than he had at the first doctrine meeting. Not substantially. His body had excellent maintenance. The difference lay in how long he waited after an objection.

“We no longer treat recovery as the end of the sortie,” he said. “It is a separate tactical phase.”

Dena stood near the deck model with her wrist unbraced. She had regained full strength and lost a little range.

“No simultaneous return above four,” she said. “No damaged recovery with hot parking above half. If a throat goes manipulator, the next return wave scatters.”

Samira said, “Parent holds two withdrawal solutions.”

“Three,” Luce said.

“Two honest ones.”

He changed the display.

Sable had rebuilt the task architecture around local reserve. Kesh and Vek’s earlier refusals were now encoded as unavailable task classes rather than remembered exceptions. Jo had material solutions for threats approaching any throat. Ilya maintained confidence separately for the return fan, parent, and unresolved objects nearby.

The doctrine had survived every failure by becoming more professional.

Pal felt the drone bay as pressure, coolant flow, doors, rails, and workers. Four recovery throats still entered twelve hot-parking cradles. Two service rails still ran through one armored neighborhood. The coolant manifold still passed behind the wall Dena had marked with a crooked line.

The revised procedure spent six weeks becoming boring.

On the first trial, Courtesy Four returned early because its local cognition rated a false relay more dangerous than Sable did. The wide fan gave it an empty throat. Dena received it, found no damage, and sent it back out after a service interval long enough for Luce to lose interest in watching.

On the second, Rin's gauge found propellant vapor in hot parking before Pal's integrated sensor agreed. Deck halted one rail. Nobody overruled the halt. A worn seal was replaced. The report entered the doctrine under Rin's name rather than Pal's.

On the third, Soren's feed team discovered that the new physical isolation assembly blocked the cleanest ammunition route during damaged recovery. They moved forty-three kilograms of rounds by hand through the secondary passage, then refused the proposed time standard because it assumed every carrier had Soren's repaired fingers.

The standard changed.

Each trial made the system safer and the crew more willing to believe it belonged to them. The professional objection to Luce's thesis was no longer that he had forgotten the door. Everybody discussed the door. They practiced it, measured it, sweated through it, and signed their names beside the parts they could stop.

At dinner after the fifth trial, Dena let Luce sit beside the Deck cell without assigning him inventory. This was not forgiveness for the first recovery crisis. It was a sign that his presence no longer increased the service queue.

“The fan works,” Soren said.

“The fan helps,” Dena corrected.

“The extra rail works.”

“The extra rail gives us two ways to be busy.”

Luce looked at the repair figures rather than translating the distinction into a doctrine name.

Pal noticed.

The corrected system did not merely reassure him. It deserved to.

“Threat model?” Pal asked.

Sable opened it. “Return-lane attack, false friendly, mine insertion, relay correlation, parent localization, damaged-hull contamination, thermal overload.”

“Attack on the door?”

“Return-lane attack.”

“The door.”

Sable’s gaze shifted. “The recovery throat has local PDC coverage, armored shutter, sacrificial capture lock, and closure authority.”

“Behind it.”

Dena looked at Pal.

Pal opened the premium wall panel beside the hot-parking line. Three seconds. One motor cycle. Coolant, propellant, ammunition lift, control trunks, and inhabited work volume appeared behind it.

“If the threat does not need to enter,” Pal said, “what can it make happen here?”

Jo answered first. “Fragmentation. Shutter jam. Propellant exposure if we are transferring.”

“We isolate transfer during terminal warning,” Dena said.

“If terminal warning resolves.”

Ilya said, “That is a condition on every defense.”

It was true.

Samira added evacuation readiness to the recovery phase. Edda moved casualty cocoons away from the service neighborhood. Jo revised his consequence volumes. Sable created a local cognition reserve for unresolved terminal traces.

Every answer was good.

Luce watched the changes settle into the doctrine.

“Known bottleneck,” he said.

Pal closed the panel.

The fourth clock began.

After the meeting, Dena stayed behind to replace the panel.

Her right wrist no longer accepted the angle required by the original fastener. She changed grip twice, then took another tool from her belt.

“I can move the access,” Pal said.

“It is your wall.”

“It is your wrist.”

“Both can be annoying.”

She seated the fastener.

The new recovery procedure had already changed ordinary work. Courtesies returned with more fuel and less useful time forward. Deck performed fewer emergency barrel changes. The second service rail carried a physical isolation assembly designed after Kavi’s testimony, which meant every routine turnaround required two additional confirmations and one more place for a technician to put a hand.

The design was better.

It was also heavier, slower, and theirs.

“Do you think the door is wrong?” Dena asked.

“No.”

“Then what?”

Pal opened the service-neighborhood map across the table. “Luce believes naming the bottleneck makes it governed.”

“Sometimes it does.”

“Sometimes.”

Dena tested the panel. “He backed my halt.”

“Yes.”

“He backed yours.”

“Yes.”

“You want him to understand before the part where he chooses correctly.”

Pal looked through the wall at the coolant manifold.

“I would prefer it.”

“Luxury.”

Dena picked up her toolbelt. At the hatch she stopped.

“For what it’s worth, I’m glad he buys the second rail.”

“So am I.”

That was the difficult part. Luce’s overcorrections were not imaginary improvements. People worked more safely inside them. The next failure did not wait for those improvements to become false. It found a different use for their truth.

Pal went to the forward gallery.

Luce stood at the real window, reading the revised doctrine on a private display.

“You started a clock,” he said.

Pal had forgotten that the childhood clock interface remained visible to him.

“Yes.”

“Which?”

“The fourth.”

Luce closed the doctrine.

He did not ask what it measured. He remembered.

Outside, the recovery pickets entered their trial positions. Four Courtesies approached on separate vectors, met the twenty-two-percent floor, and crossed the finite doors without incident.

Luce remained after the trial.

“The fourth clock does not say the doctrine is wrong.”

“No.”

“It says I continue after the machine stops answering.”

“Approximately.”

“This machine is answering.”

Pal felt four shutters close, one after another.

“Yes,” they said.
Movement II: Things That Cannot Be Replaced
Chapter 10: The Open Mouth
Samira

The first damaged Courtesy came home under its own power.

It had lost one attitude cluster and six percent of its skin. The local hull called itself maneuver-capable. Dena called it damaged. Samira preferred Dena’s classification because the deck would have to live with it.

“Throat two,” Dena said. “Manipulator standby.”

The other Courtesies remained spread around the target’s screen. This was the corrected doctrine’s third sortie. The first two had recovered cleanly. Each success had made the procedure feel less like an answer to fear and more like work.

Dena's team had been at contact stations for nine hours. Soren crossed between the feed watch and throat two with a fresh alignment tool clipped to his chest. Meera Tann, then still a contract technician rather than a recurring argument in the campaign books, owned the tender umbilical behind the port recovery line. She had refused release twice that morning for a latch vibration nobody in command could hear.

The delay had cost seven minutes and prevented a fuel leak.

Samira knew this because Meera's local refusal remained on her command display after the latch cleared. The record did not say that Luce had permitted it. It said Meera had owned it.

In the habitation drum, the off-watch support cell slept in couches with pressure masks hanging open beside them. One of the two rescue shepherds did not yet exist. Evacuation still meant the boats, the corridors, and whatever people could carry through them.

The procedure had improved faster than the ship's ability to become another shape.

Samira watched the damaged hull’s approach fan. Its low-fuel arc pointed toward Hull One no matter how Sable varied the return path. Three unresolved contacts lingered beyond the target. Ilya considered one debris, one an abandoned heat ferry, and one objectionable.

“Objectionable how?” Luce asked.

“It has waited through two opportunities to be harmless.”

The target parent was withdrawing with a damaged sensor screen. Capturing it remained possible. Jo held a ballistic solution. Mara’s team waited. Tess’s terms had been transmitted and ignored.

The operation had begun well.

The target crew behaved like people under a debt seizure rather than actors waiting to become a counter. Their transport called for insurer clarification, then cut the call when Halcyon answered through a subcontracted identity. A drive technician transmitted a private wage inquiry to Tess. Another worker safed an exterior tool rack where Mara's boarders could see it and left the internal armory state unresolved.

Tess answered the wage inquiry with the same surrender floor used for Dax. The technician sent no reply. Five minutes later the target's port radiator changed angle by half a degree, enough for Ilya to improve the parent track.

“Cooperation?” Luce asked.

“A radiator moved,” Ilya said.

“Because the technician read our terms.”

“Or because the ship is warm.”

The distinction mattered. A surrender signal could be a worker acting against an owner, an owner buying time, a damaged actuator, or a story the attackers wanted badly enough to see. The crew did not know which. They continued as if somebody aboard might later have to live with what they inferred.

Rhyne’s screen was not visible as Halcyon. It presented as cheap mixed contacts around a lightly armed transport whose owner had missed three debt calls and one maintenance certification. Wake had marked the target admissible. Tess had verified the claim. Dax’s testimony and Kavi’s publication had improved the crew’s surrender language. Every professional concern had an answer.

Luce had accepted a lower-value target to stay inside the doctrine’s tested envelope. He had approved fewer Courtesies forward, more fuel home, and no Remora commitment before surrender. Samira had considered this evidence that he could learn.

She still did.

Learning did not make the opponent stop learning.

Courtesy Twelve killed an illuminator and took a fragment through its outer guidance cluster. It remained useful long enough to push the transport away from a cold relay. Then Sable recalled it at the agreed reserve.

The target’s crew transmitted a surrender question and withdrew it before Tess could answer.

“They are buying time,” Tess said.

“For what?” Luce asked.

“If I knew, I would invoice it.”

Ilya kept the patient contacts separate. “Object four has not reacted to anything. Object nine reacted to the death of six and then returned to prior behavior.”

“Which is worse?”

“Four is more patient. Nine is more offended.”

Samira moved Hull One through the outer edge of the recovery volume. Her mechanical timer was fixed beside the couch. She could feel the ship’s new service rail as a slightly different vibration under thrust.

Dena said, “Twelve is rolling but within damaged-recovery band.”

“Person state?” Samira asked.

“No crew.”

The question still belonged in the procedure.

The damaged Courtesy fired its remaining attitude jets and missed alignment by half a degree.

“Manipulator,” Dena said.

Throat two opened wide.

The external arm reached.

The second return wave crossed its decision line. Under procedure, Sable scattered it.

One Courtesy did not answer.

“Courtesy Twelve link degraded,” Sable said. “Local return continues.”

Dena requested manual state. The hull returned drive, heat, and ammunition, then repeated the same packet without a new timestamp.

“That is not current.”

Sable marked it suspect.

Courtesy Twelve continued toward home anyway, following the last valid return behavior. Damage had turned local autonomy into a committed habit.

Samira found it on optical. The hull moved toward them with a shallow roll and intermittent drive. It was outside its assigned fan.

“Separate it.”

“Attempting.”

Ilya said, “Objectionable contact moved.”

The patient trace accelerated from behind the rolling Courtesy.

Jo’s solution appeared. “Terminal.”

“Confidence?” Luce asked.

“It is accelerating at the open throat.”

That was enough truth for the next second.

Samira moved Hull One laterally. The damaged Courtesy remained committed to throat two. The second wave scattered. Dena’s manipulator caught the first hull and began drawing it through.

The terminal object adjusted.

Not toward the parent’s new position.

Toward the recovery mouth.

“It wants the throat,” Samira said.

“Close,” Luce ordered.

“Manipulator has a hull,” Dena said.

The shutter could close on the Courtesy, cut it in half, and protect the service neighborhood from direct entry. It could not make the hull, the manipulator, or their stored energy cease to exist.

“Dena, abandon capture.”

“Working.”

The manipulator released. The Courtesy remained half inside the throat, tumbling slowly.

“Can it reverse?” Luce asked.

Sable answered. “One attitude cluster. Four percent maneuver reserve.”

“Use parent thrust.”

Samira saw his idea. Rotate Hull One around the captured hull, use the ship’s movement to clear the throat, then close.

“We can,” she said. “Terminal gets the same rotation.”

“Jo?”

“I can break it before contact.”

Ilya said, “Second objectionable trace.”

The contact he had called debris woke on another bearing.

Evacuation readiness was already in the procedure.

Samira invoked it.

Across Hull One, thirty-six assigned positions changed from work to survival. Boat systems opened. Edda moved medical authority to casualty mode. Pal began route checks. Nobody argued because they had argued months earlier.

Luce still watched the damaged Courtesy.

It had been expensive. It had also been theirs.

“Recovery is no longer viable,” Samira said.

Jo’s solution passed through the friendly hull and the first terminal threat. Destroying one would destroy both.

Luce authorized it.

Jo fired.

The capture cannon went dakka once, hard enough to move through the ship’s frame.

The round reached the friendly first. Courtesy Twelve became fragments. Those fragments struck the terminal object and spread it into a brighter, wider fan.

The fan hit throat two.

The sacrificial capture lock folded. The shutter started closed, caught a piece of manipulator, and stopped. A propellant transfer line tore behind it.

“Fire boundary,” Dena said.

The second loiterer resolved from the other bearing.

It had not needed to beat the Courtesies.

It had waited for them to open home.

“Hull loss probable,” Samira said.

The second loiterer vanished into the mouth.

For half a second nothing followed.

The object had disappeared behind the damaged shutter. Hull One continued accelerating. The target transport continued withdrawing. Courtesy lights continued moving through the model.

Then the service neighborhood flashed white on internal optical.

Dena’s channel filled with impact noise.

“Deck, report.”

“Propellant.”

“Isolate.”

“Trying.”

Samira felt the ship change under her. Not one explosion. A sequence of structures accepting loads they had not been built to share. The new physical isolation assembly held between one service rail and the magazine lift. The older coolant trunk behind it did not.

Pal began closing pressure zones.

“Route blue compromised,” they said.

Edda’s voice cut across. “Casualty mode. All departments move.”

Luce still watched the target.

For one dangerous instant Samira thought he might ask whether the capture remained possible.

He safed the objective instead.

“All assets released from mission,” he said. “Evacuation is the job.”

The distinction mattered less than movement, but people moved.
Movement II: Things That Cannot Be Replaced
Chapter 11: All Persons Clear
Pal

The strike entered as heat.

Then pressure.

Then absence.

Pal lost the drone-bay exterior cameras, throat two, three hot-parking cradles, and a section of hull they had understood as the side of their body. The coolant manifold dropped pressure. A magazine lift reported motion after its control line had gone dark.

Fire moved through the service neighborhood.

It smelled sweet in the compartments that still shared air. Premium insulation, heated beyond its useful life.

Soren was at the ammunition watch when the first internal event took the lift. He closed the local magazine door by hand after its motor failed. The action stranded him on the wrong side of his assigned boat route.

Rin found him through her independent atmosphere instrument, not Pal’s damaged map.

“Watch cell, pressure route green.”

“Green is crew quarters.”

“Today it is a corridor.”

Soren crossed through cabins while people abandoned them. A shirt floated out of an open locker. Somebody had left a bowl secured to the table with the spoon still inside.

He reached boat A carrying the physical magazine key.

Mara’s boarding cells moved casualty cocoons instead of weapons. One junior boarder stopped at the armory.

“Leave it,” Mara said.

“There are shaped charges.”

“Then they burn with the ship.”

The boarder looked at the racks. Months earlier he had argued that abandoning systems meant leaving owners armed. Now the owner was fire.

He left them.

Pal closed doors.

One did not move.

They vented an empty corridor.

It was not empty.

The opaque rescue tag inside belonged to Kesh.

Pal stopped the vent before pressure fell below injury threshold and opened the alternate route. Kesh emerged with scorched flight feathers and one leg held wrong, swearing in two acoustic registers. Trraak followed through smoke with a torn wing membrane. The two Corvids had been in a declared tool space that the ordinary crew map did not own.

“Rescue route blue,” Pal said.

“Blue is gone,” Rin answered.

Pal looked.

Blue was gone.

They had lost the relay that carried its door states. The corridor might still exist. A body was not a map.

“Route amber.”

“Amber crosses Deck.”

Fire crossed Deck.

The first internal ammunition event struck the ship like a cough too large for lungs. Lights failed in the habitation drum. The twenty-gravity table held.

Samira ordered evacuation.

Pal opened both boats and assigned routes by current location, not department. Biological people first through any route that remained. The Twelvefold’s emergency tags showed twelve distinct bodies. Kesh and Trraak moved under assistance. No role-name collapsed them into two.

Dena did not leave Deck.

“Dena,” Pal said.

No answer.

They found her through a suit transponder beyond the failed shutter, pinned behind a service cradle. Fire separated her from amber route. A local maintenance crawl reached Plant if its pressure held.

Pal opened it.

The hatch reported obstruction.

They drove the motor again.

The obstruction moved six millimeters.

Luce said, “Extract Pal.”

The command reached Edda at the cradle bay.

“Negative,” she said.

“Core temperature is rising.”

“Dena first.”

“Pal can coordinate from the shell.”

“Pal is coordinating now.”

Luce’s breath came fast over the command channel. “If the cradle distorts—”

“I heard you.”

Edda sent two Plant workers toward the maintenance crawl. One was Lorn Ves. Miko’s old extraction-training note sat in their certification record. They carried a jack, a casualty cocoon, and no certainty the crawl would remain open.

The crawl lost pressure halfway through.

Lorn sealed the hatch behind them. The second worker, whose suit radio had failed, held up two fingers: two minutes of local air if the next section opened. Pal still controlled the motor, but opening it would connect the crawl to a smoke-filled Plant passage and steal pressure from route amber.

Route amber carried six people toward boat B.

Pal could preserve amber or reach Dena sooner.

They closed three habitation doors behind the six, sacrificing control of the forward gallery and two cabin zones to make amber locally self-sealing. The ship body became smaller again.

“Opening Plant,” Pal said.

The hatch moved.

Smoke entered the crawl. Lorn crawled through it with the jack clipped to his chest. The second worker dragged the cocoon. Their suit lights disappeared and returned with every rotation of damaged ventilation.

At Deck, Dena tried to pull herself free and stopped when the cradle shifted.

“Don’t,” Lorn said over the local channel.

“I was improving access.”

“You were moving several hundred kilos with a leg.”

“One good leg.”

They set the jack against a structure Pal could no longer sense. Lorn asked for motor tension. Pal had discarded the local strain history with the gallery.

“No data.”

“Then listen.”

Lorn struck the frame twice. The sound traveled through surviving structure into a sensor Pal still had.

Pal drove the motor until the note changed.

“Stop.”

They stopped.

Human work continued where the ship’s knowledge ended.

Pal drove the hatch again.

Nine millimeters.

“Dena, move your left leg.”

“It is under the cradle.”

“Your other left.”

“Very funny.”

Her voice meant air.

Pal felt the fire reach another control trunk. Doors disappeared. The ship body became islands.

They could extract into the shell now and preserve more continuity. They could remain coupled and keep high-bandwidth control long enough to move the hatch.

The decision did not feel philosophical.

It felt like a motor drawing too much current.

“Continue Dena extraction,” Pal said. “Delay core.”

Luce made a sound and stopped.

The Plant workers reached the other side. The jack took load. Pal drove the hatch a fourth time.

It opened.

Dena came through in the cocoon with one leg broken and her suit scorched. Lorn followed. The second worker cleared the hatch as pressure began falling.

“Biological route clear,” Edda said.

“Extract.”

The cradle release did not complete.

One latch remained closed. Distortion had loaded it sideways.

Edda opened the manual panel.

“Four minutes,” she said.

Pal’s thermal load climbed. Ship-scale cognition remained available. Autobiographical continuity sat in protected local memory, but recent embodied state occupied working volumes that could not all fit cleanly through a hot manual release.

They began choosing.

The drone-bay acceptance model went first.

Then the precise sensation of sunlight crossing the forward gallery on commissioning day.

Then seven weeks of local maintenance history that existed elsewhere as records but not as experience.

The table remained.

Pal kept the table because it contained no unique tactical state. This was not a reason.

They discarded the exact tone of Dena’s voice during the first service halt.

They retained the fact that she had halted.

They discarded the first dinner’s seating map.

They retained that Soren had laughed when a Corvid stole Dena’s bread.

Memory did not reduce cleanly into important and unimportant. The shell’s continuity allocator asked for priority. Pal gave it answers and knew each answer was a violence performed by the self that would survive against the self that would not.

Luce arrived in the cradle bay and took one carry handle.

“Move,” Edda told him.

“I can carry.”

“Under this acceleration, you can obstruct.”

He did not release the handle.

The latch came free.

The ship vanished into a smaller body.

Pal retained cameras, speakers, local senses, battery, heat, and bounded wireless links. Hull One remained around them through damaged relays, but it no longer felt continuous. Rooms became addresses. Doors became commands with uncertain acknowledgement.

Four people lifted the shell onto the shock sled.

Luce still held one handle he did not need.

“Captain,” Samira said. “Boat.”

He let go.

For eleven seconds Pal heard nothing.

The shell had throttled during transfer. When awareness returned, Luce was still beside the sled. His hand remained closed as though around the missing handle.

“Pal?” he asked.

Pal checked the boats.

Thirty-five biological lives. Twelve Corvid tags. Dena aboard with medical support. Kesh and Trraak injured but present. Every assigned seat accounted for.

“All persons clear,” Pal said.

Luce sat down on the deck.

Kesh woke in the adjacent cocoon and asked for Trraak.

“Present,” Pal said.

“Which present?”

The question was not confusion. Kesh wanted body, location, injury, and consent state.

Pal answered each.

Trraak was conscious, sealed for respiratory support, and had refused sedation until Kesh cleared. Kesh accepted treatment.

Thirty-five biological people and Pal had survived. The sentence did not mean nobody had been lost.

Boat B smelled of smoke, vomit, respiratory treatment, and the citrus cleaner from Hull One’s premium panels transferred on everyone’s clothing.

People sat in assigned positions with nothing they had not carried during the alarm. Soren still held the magazine key. Rin had one independent gauge. Mara had no weapon. Dena’s toolbelt remained aboard.

Luce moved through the aisle asking what people needed.

They needed medication from the ship, private household links, replacement identification, species-care filters, clothes, and somewhere to sleep after rescue. He could provide none of these from the boat.

He took empty treatment wrappers from Edda and folded them into a disposal pouch.

Nobody thanked him.

---

Hull One continued burning after the boats separated.

The service-neighborhood fire had entered enough stored energy that leaving the ship intact would endanger rescue traffic. Samira held the boats beyond the projected debris volume. Rhyne’s Halcyon craft arrived at its edge and did not fire.

Pal had one authenticated command path left.

The ship still reported the dining table secure.

They authorized scuttle.

The Sum of Our Parts broke along the hot-parking neighborhood. The forward gallery opened. The habitation drum failed. The twenty-gravity table ceased reporting.

Pal waited for grief.

What arrived first was a warning that the portable shell needed cooling.
Movement II: Things That Cannot Be Replaced
Chapter 12: Terms of Rescue
Samira

The rescue certificate smelled of smoke because Samira did.

The Halcyon clerk offered her clean fabric before the interview. She declined it and then regretted the decision when soot transferred from her sleeve to the form.

ALL PERSONS RECOVERED occupied one line.

TOTAL ASSET LOSS occupied another.

The second line had more space.

Two support workers had already resigned. They had not waited for the certificate. One household refused any further exposure. Another would accept rescue work but no piracy. Dena was in surgery. Kesh and Trraak were breathing oxygen in adjacent species-care units. Pal’s shell sat in an independent cooling cradle with Ship Mutiny observers denied access by the family claim.

Samira needed the command timestamps recorded before anyone left the berth.

She had waited outside Dena’s surgery first.

Luce arrived with replacement clothes, four household-credit offers, and no way to make the operation end sooner. He gave the clothes to a clinic worker and kept the offers closed.

Edda came out after two hours.

“Leg is reconstructed. Recovery months, not weeks.”

“Will she walk?”

“Yes.”

“Work?”

“Ask her after she wakes.”

Luce looked at the surgery door.

“Can I pay for—”

Edda raised one hand.

He stopped.

Kesh and Trraak’s respiratory alarms sounded through the next wall. A Corvid medic from Undertow had arrived under the casualty bond and was arguing with the clinic’s human-default bone settings.

Samira’s own pressure layer had stiffened where fire suppressant dried. Every time she moved her left shoulder, it pulled.

The certificate clerk called again.

“Go,” Edda said. “People are leaving.”

Samira went.

Lorn Ves waited outside the interview room with a departure form. His Plant certification had put him into the crawl for Dena. His household message had arrived while he was still wearing the scorched suit.

“I leave after testimony,” he told Samira.

“Understood.”

“I am not asking.”

“I know.”

The clerk called him a crew resource in the preliminary form. Lorn crossed out resource and wrote witness.

Samira needed his signature before he walked out of the institution for good.

“Terminal trace one?” the clerk asked.

“Resolved during throat commitment.”

“Terminal trace two?”

“Resolved after firing.”

“Could the ship have scattered the recovery flight?”

“It did.”

“Could it have closed the throat?”

“Not without destroying the damaged friendly already in capture.”

“Which was destroyed anyway.”

“By authorized defensive fire.”

The clerk looked up.

“Captain authorization?”

“Yes.”

“Weapon release?”

“Nwosu.”

“Evacuation?”

“Mine.”

“Deck state?”

“Vey.”

The verbs survived the fire.

Samira signed an account that admitted the doctrine had created the vulnerable geometry and that every person with authority had acted competently inside it.

The clerk disliked the sentence.

“Competent action normally mitigates finding,” they said.

“It mitigated the casualty count.”

“The asset loss remains total.”

“Yes.”

“Then one of these decisions must be causal.”

“All of them were.”

The clerk enlarged the form as if more space could produce a culprit. Insurer procedure preferred a chain in which one bad decision displaced the others. Hull One had died through a competent firing decision, a competent deck closure, a competent damaged return, a competent evacuation, and an opponent who had understood what all those good decisions shared.

“Who accepted concentration risk?” the clerk asked.

Samira looked through the glass at Luce. He sat outside Dena's surgery with his closed household-credit offers beside him.

“The campaign,” she said.

“That is not a legal person.”

“You insure campaigns.”

The clerk marked the answer disputed.

Lorn read the account.

“You put Dena before Pal.”

“Edda did.”

“You put it in the command record.”

“It happened.”

He signed and handed the certificate back. Then he left his ship access token on the table.

The token would not lie flat. Heat had warped one edge.

Another Deck worker waited outside with the same departure form and no testimony request. They had not been injured. Their household had simply reached its refusal before the fire.

By the end of the day, the rescue certificate had become seven different instruments.

Lorn used it as proof that he had entered the crawl under orders and left alive. Dena's treatment fund used it to establish injury priority. The Orsino trust used it to argue that Pal's core had been saved through family-funded equipment. Halcyon Recovery used it to attach custody costs to the wreck. Wake used it to decide whether the crew still qualified for bounded credit. Two departing workers used it to explain a missing ship to households that had never trusted pirate accounting.

Pal received no clean copy. The family office claimed fixture privacy over the extraction record. Ship Mutiny requested the same record as evidence that Pal had been treated as an evacuating person. Tess contested both claims and spent money they did not have to keep the file from closing.

Soren's partner answered after eleven hours of silence. The message contained relief, anger, and a demand that his next contract separate rescue duty from ammunition duty. Soren listened twice before showing it to Samira.

“Can we do that?” he asked.

“Not on the current complement.”

“Then the current complement is the answer.”

He did not resign. He also did not let survival become consent to the same work.

Rin's mother sent a shorter message: The gauge came back. Did you?

Rin recorded a reply with the independent instrument visible beside her face.

The certificate's first line remained true. Truth had not made it simple.

Lorn struggled with the release clasp on his scorched pressure layer. Samira helped after he asked. Underneath, his shirt belonged to Hull One’s Plant cell and had no legal value. It was also the only clothing he still owned.

“The crawl worked,” he said.

“You worked.”

“The crawl should not have needed us.”

Samira could have defended the redundancy. Instead she handed him the separated sleeve.

He left with the shirt, the warped token, and a certificate copy that might become employment proof if insurers did not mark it pirate exposure.

Samira did not ask him to stay.

The certificate did not reconcile those facts.

It recorded them before the workers carrying them dispersed.

Ysabet Rhyne

Rhyne read the certificate beside the wreck track.

The pirate ship had already ceased to be a ship. Hot fragments moved inside the exclusion volume. Halcyon wanted attribution, salvage authority, and a finding that the crew had created an unnecessary rescue hazard.

All three were available.

So was the evidence that scuttle had been necessary.

“If you certify it,” Liability said over the secure link, “you validate their casualty procedure.”

“Their casualty procedure recovered everyone.”

“After preventable exposure.”

“Those are separate fields.”

“They become less separate in claims.”

Rhyne looked at the line where Samira Venn had admitted causal failure without surrendering command ownership.

It was annoyingly good.

Rhyne had watched the boats clear. She had also watched the pirate ship hold fire after evacuation, preserve a route for her rescue craft, and scuttle only when the stored-energy forecast crossed public traffic.

Paz Orri’s rescue craft had reached the edge of the volume first. Rhyne had ordered them not to enter until the pirate fire-control system authenticated safe passage. The answer came from Pal’s portable shell, voice degraded by thermal throttle.

Paz recovered a fragment-struck lifeboat antenna and no bodies.

“They made the window,” Paz told Rhyne afterward.

“They made the fire.”

“Both.”

The word had become fashionable among people forced to hold incompatible evidence. Rhyne disliked it for making difficulty sound balanced.

“Necessary scuttle,” she entered.

Liability objected.

“Would you have left it burning?”

The objection changed shape.

Rhyne certified survival and opened the hazard claim herself. Rescue did not erase ownership. Correct action did not erase the mistake that required it.

The certificate passed onward.

Tess Valez

By the time the certificate reached Tess, it had become collateral.

The casualty bond paid treatment first. Wage escrow released on schedule. Hazard liability attached to Hull One’s remains, the destroyed Courtesies, and every future salvage recovery the crew might claim from the event. The Orsino family office offered a constrained advance against Pal’s fixture registration and Luce’s remaining trust distributions.

“No,” Pal said through the cooling cradle speaker.

“You have not seen the terms.”

“The collateral description says Orsino household continuity asset.”

“I saw.”

“Then no.”

Luce stood against the clinic wall. He had changed clothes but missed a strip of soot behind one ear.

“Remove Pal,” he said.

The family representative answered through Tess’s display. “Then there is no adequate security.”

“Use my future distributions.”

“Insufficient.”

“The replacement title.”

“Prospective.”

Tess turned the rescue certificate. It proved disciplined casualty practice, which improved the offer. It proved a total hull loss, which made the offer necessary.

“We can buy used,” she said.

Luce’s face tightened.

“How used?”

“Honestly.”

Tern Undertow had refused another bespoke build on the desired schedule. A used courier-control hull could be acquired in ten to sixteen weeks if they accepted mismatched machinery, bad integration, and a supplier Tess disliked.

Rafi Sen found the hull by converting the last clean Orsino draw into three salvage claims and a yard note whose serial provenance made Tess swear.

“It is legal,” Rafi said.

“In which history?”

“Two of them.”

He refused currency for the broker fee. He wanted one future rescue guarantee transferable to a crew he would name, subject to Samira's survival margin.

“That is not money,” Luce said.

“Neither are you, presently.”

Tess wrote the bounded guarantee. Rafi released the supplier path and retained no right to select a suicidal rescue.

The refusal came from an Undertow delegation, not the yard as a machine.

Nadi al-Khatib stood before a wall of worker votes. Seventeen opposed any renewed pirate exposure. Others would accept bounded repair packages but no recovery-deck integration. Several wanted the work and refused to pretend wanting wages meant consenting to deployment.

“We will not build you another beautiful door,” Nadi said.

Luce looked at Dena.

“She does not speak for the Eighty-Seven because she works aboard,” Nadi added.

Dena sat with her broken leg extended and said nothing.

Labor notes remained senior. Local halt authority remained. Any Undertow worker could decline direct exposure without losing unrelated yard work.

Luce accepted every condition and still did not get the bespoke hull.

“Wages?” Samira asked.

“Protected for three months. Medicine for two. After that we need work.”

“Shares?” Luce asked.

“Households rejected deferral.”

Pal said, “Remove me from collateral.”

Tess looked at Luce.

He signed away replacement quality before he signed Pal into the loan.

The family office still preserved a fixture claim against the shell and any inseparable improvements. The rescue certificate did not make Pal free.

It merely made a worse ship financeable.

Nia Venn rejected deferred household shares from Ganymede. Rin’s mother did the same. Ayo told Jo he would accept danger pay but not a percentage of a replacement ship he could not live inside. Soren’s household channel finally answered with a request for ordinary employment verification, not another apology.

The refusals removed liquidity from the conversion.

Tess protected them anyway.

“We could restore two million if households roll six months,” Luce said.

“We could restore three if crew donate organs,” Tess said.

He looked at her.

“One is in the contract. One is not. Neither is available.”

Luce signed the wage floor.

The used hull became uglier.

Renewal happened individually.

Samira made clear that staying did not retroactively consent to Hull One. Rin renewed only after her independent instruments became contractual equipment. Soren requested ordinary employment verification before signing a three-month term. One Board worker stayed for wages and said the doctrine was foolish. Nobody corrected them. A Wake-qualified deck hand and an Undertow atmosphere technician entered the existing cells with their own terms and no invented expertise.

Eleven members of the Twelvefold voted to continue. Vek abstained until the lost cache received standing in the damage record.

Tess added it.
Movement II: Things That Cannot Be Replaced
Chapter 13: A Reasonable Doubt
Mara Kest

Oss Vale’s contract prohibited Corvid access to private control spaces.

Mara found the clause before Tess did.

This was irritating because Mara had called Vale.

“They mean encrypted service layers,” she told Luce.

The used courier hull waited behind the yard glass. Its plating had three colors. One radiator root belonged to another manufacturer. Half the maintenance panels were open because nobody had spent money making them disappear.

“They wrote Corvid,” Luce said.

“Vale’s people write badly.”

“Do they read better?”

Mara called Vale.

He appeared from an office whose wall displayed Baseline League relief credentials and one old Species Purity Front campaign mark turned face down.

“Standard supplier protection,” Vale said. “Private keys, proprietary routes, liability.”

“Remove it.”

“Then no warranty.”

“There is no warranty.”

“Exactly. Strong protection.”

Mara felt Luce watching her.

Vale continued. “You know what happens when a murder gets inside control provenance. Nobody can tell who touched what.”

“We can tell.”

“They tell you.”

The old language fitted too easily in Mara’s ear. It put fear where evidence should be and called the substitution prudence.

“Remove it,” she said.

“You called me.”

“I can stop.”

Vale looked past her toward Luce. “Your security chief is spending your schedule on politics.”

Luce said, “Her authority.”

Mara disliked being defended by him. She used it anyway.

Vale removed the exclusion in exchange for no private-system warranty, an inspection surcharge, and a delay that cost another week of wages.

The Twelvefold inspected the hull.

Mara tracked twelve opaque rescue tags through passages too narrow for dignity. The human-facing role-name Huginn appeared in three compartments within six minutes. Muninn answered her from a cable trunk while another Muninn watched from above the drive-control blister.

“Headcount,” Mara said.

The display showed twelve.

She counted eleven bodies.

One raven emerged behind her carrying a stolen fastener.

“Twelve,” Huginn said.

“Return that.”

“It was loose.”

“It belongs to the hull.”

“The hull attempted to release it.”

Mara held out her hand. The raven dropped the fastener into it.

The Twelvefold declared six private cache volumes and refused content inspection. Mara accepted structural outlines, fire load, and rescue access. They installed local routes no supplier key could silently close.

Vale sent three remote objections while they worked. Mara muted him after the second.

“You have voided provenance,” he said when she restored the channel.

“You sold us a hull with three provenances.”

“That is flexibility.”

“Then we remain flexible.”

The inspection found one hidden supplier path capable of locking Pal’s cradle interface. Vek identified it. Ek refused to let Vale’s diagnostic inspect the Corvid tool station in exchange for removal instructions. Tlak produced a clean local bypass from public maintenance records.

Twelve people altered the acceptance decision. None became a sensor package.

Khraa spoke through the role-name Huginn after the inspection.

“Security chief upheld declared boundary.”

Mara waited.

“This does not repair prior displacement.”

“I did not say it did.”

“Humans often leave that part silent and expect silence to mean agreement.”

Khraa ended the channel.

Tomas sent Mara a separate message withdrawing two reactionary-route contacts until she publicly rejected Vale’s purity framing of Kavi. He attached the organ-lien defense fund statement in the same packet.

Mara paid the fund and lost the routes.

The hull’s ugliness helped.

Every panel opened. Every mismatched line announced itself. Local controls remained where hands could reach them. The pumps were loud enough that Rin could identify load changes from the common room. Pal’s removable cradle offered less bandwidth and worse cooling but separated cleanly from drive and weapons.

During move-in, a washroom door refused to latch.

Mara, Soren, and one raven repaired it with a spacer cut from the decorative plaque bearing the previous ship name.

“What was it called?” Soren asked.

Mara turned the remaining letters over.

“Confident Yield.”

The raven made the dropped-tool sound.

Luce named the ship A Reasonable Doubt.

Nobody could decide whether this was improvement.

Pal’s first cradle contact failed.

Dena supervised from a chair bolted near the deck hatch. Her reconstructed leg remained inside an articulated brace. She could stand for fourteen minutes and climb no ladders.

The new deck hand asked her to sign the crawl inspection she had delegated.

“You did it,” Dena said.

“You own Deck.”

“I own the halt. You own your inspection.”

The deck hand signed and added a note that Vale’s fuel coupling required two incompatible tools.

“Good,” Dena said.

“The coupling?”

“The note.”

Her therapy schedule delayed acceptance by three days. Luce paid the berth and did not call the delay an investment.

The local coolant seal accepted pressure and leaked around an adapter Vale had described as universal. Pal throttled before ship-scale embodiment stabilized.

Mara was in the cradle bay because security inspections had made her everybody’s inconvenience.

“Pain?” she asked.

“Not precisely.”

“That means yes in augmented.”

“It means your available category is poor.”

Mara put one hand on the manual release. “Do you want out?”

Pal checked the leak, local temperature, and the way her hand remained off the command surface.

“Not yet.”

Edda replaced the adapter with an ugly external hose. The connection held. Hull Two arrived in pieces: loud pumps, uneven lights, doors that reported position only after moving, and a control architecture too distributed to feel graceful.

Pal inhabited less of it at once than Hull One.

This was uncomfortable.

It was also easier to leave.

That night the common room pump woke everyone twice. Rin refused to silence it. Soren wedged the washroom latch with the cut plaque. A raven moved the wedge and denied doing so under both role-names.

Sleeping assignments became political because Hull Two had enough berths and not enough privacy.

The Twelvefold chose perches along the zero-g spine and refused a single emergency roost that would put all twelve behind one pressure door. Mara wanted cache routes marked on the rescue map. Vek allowed route outlines and withheld contents. Qerr insisted one cache be reachable only through a Corvid-sized passage. Dena, still in a leg brace, refused to crawl in and delegated inspection to the new deck hand.

“I can fit,” the deck hand said.

“That is not the same as being authorized,” Dena answered.

At dinner the pump drowned half the conversation. The food system produced grain cakes with a metallic taste from a line nobody had flushed. Pal could hear the pump but not the galley temperature sensor without requesting a slower local relay.

“Permission to move the shell?” Soren asked when someone needed the table space.

Pal chose the corner nearest the loud pump.

Luce offered to commission a quieter replacement.

Eight people said no at once.

The washroom door opened.

Someone threw a sock at it. The sock missed, crossed the common room, and landed in Mara’s food.

No one admitted ownership.

Grief became irritation for several useful minutes.

The next morning, irritation became a work schedule.

Hull Two had no seamless domestic allocator. Breakfast existed because Bani found the least contaminated galley line, Rin certified the water, and Soren held the washroom door shut with one boot while carrying a tray through the common room. Pal could coordinate the tasks but could not make the bad hinge stop being everybody's problem.

Dena conducted Deck review from her chair. Her reconstructed leg trembled after twelve minutes upright, so the new deck hand moved the display lower without commenting. She rejected a recovery-throat modification, approved a manual fuel witness, and ended the meeting when Edda's timer sounded.

“I am not finished,” Dena said.

“Your leg is,” Edda answered.

“The leg does not own Deck.”

“Correct. It owns the rest of your afternoon.”

Dena left swearing. The new deck hand completed the inspection and signed their own name.

Luce spent the day trying to make the ship less humiliating. He ordered compatible galley fittings, privacy curtains, and a washroom latch from three different suppliers. Tess cancelled the premium curtains because they required proprietary fire certification. The ordinary ones arrived first and worked.

Pal found Luce in the common room comparing the old polished plans to the visible pipes above his head.

“The first ship concealed all of this,” he said.

“Yes.”

“It was more beautiful.”

The pump changed load. Rin looked up from across the room, listened, and returned to her meal.

“Yes,” Pal said.

Luce did not ask which ship was better.
Movement II: Things That Cannot Be Replaced
Chapter 14: The Last Plausible Ship
Sable

A Reasonable Doubt had a better thermal history than Luce deserved.

Not a cleaner history. Clean histories were suspicious.

The courier hull had been built, repaired, rebuilt under another registry, stripped for a failed customs conversion, and fitted with two radiator roots whose manufacturers had disputed compatibility in public. Its translation clusters heated at different rates. One sink rail carried a permanent asymmetry from an old impact. The external scars were genuine.

Sable could use all of it.

Cold-Wake shaping did not make the ship invisible. It let the ship spend stored heat through chosen surfaces and detachable media so observers encountered a plausible story. Today the story was a damaged courier limping toward neutral repair.

The disguise had an envelope.

They could imitate a courier of similar mass, heat debt, and acceleration history. They could not look like an asteroid without ceasing to move, or a fresh naval hull without cooling systems they did not possess. Every false signature consumed real heat and closed a later option.

“Aspect two,” Sable said.

Samira rolled Hull Two.

The ugly sink rail presented its old asymmetry. A heat ferry detached, carrying enough waste to resemble an overloaded service pod. The target’s sensors looked at it.

Sable felt the attention as changes in emitted challenge, passive illumination, and local cognition allocation. They did not know the target’s thoughts. They knew what work it spent.

“Courier class holding,” Ilya said.

“Which courier?”

“One with poor decisions behind it.”

“Specific.”

“I am preserving uncertainty.”

The target was a cargo contractor with one escort and a sensor officer good enough to be irritating. Olan Tere had challenged their declared repair code twice. Sable answered with true fragments from Hull Two’s actual service history.

The best lies were often paperwork arranged in a new order.

Luce remained quiet. He had named the operation Borrowed History in private and accepted Samira’s refusal to put it on the command display.

The target moved closer.

Its cargo steward, Davi Renn, opened a routine route dispute.

“Courier, your repair priority is not in this traffic class.”

Luce answered from the declared civilian channel. “Our sink rail is unstable.”

This was true.

“Then you should not be approaching an occupied cargo route.”

Also true.

Sable fed Luce only facts the disguise could survive. He did not improvise heroically. He sounded irritated, overworked, and slightly ashamed of his ship. The performance was helped by all three conditions existing.

Davi assigned them a slower lane that brought Hull Two closer to the cargo contractor and farther from the escort’s preferred sensor aspect.

The crew gained geometry because an ordinary worker enforced an ordinary safety rule.

Sable let one radiator flutter at exactly the wrong time.

The sensor officer spent attention resolving it. Jo used the interval to place two modest ballistic rounds outside the target’s clean withdrawal. The Remora threat remained visible but uncommitted.

“They see the capture,” Samira said.

“They see three captures,” Sable answered. “Only one is ours.”

The target chose it.

Hull Two shed the last courier heat through the detached ferry and opened one radiator root fully. The target’s sensor allocation moved with the ferry for three hundred milliseconds.

Sable used all three hundred.

Ilya confirmed the parent track without collapsing the escort hypothesis. Jo cycled two capture rounds onto separate future solutions. Deck held the ferry link inside its return floor. Rruk reported no contradiction between the worker challenge and the target’s maneuver.

“Now,” Sable said.

Samira turned Hull Two out of the civilian lane. The loud translation cluster fired first, the repaired one half a beat later. The mismatch looked ugly from inside and placed the ship exactly across the target’s safe retreat.

Davi’s route assignment had made the geometry possible. The worker did not know it had been used.

Sable felt pleasure enter the model and marked it as non-evidentiary.

Its escort widened, exposing a blind angle. Hull Two dropped the courier history and revealed active sensors, capture ballistics, and a surrender channel already authenticated.

The target safed.

Davi authenticated cargo-worker seniority before title transfer. Tess accepted without bargaining it down. The escort crew demanded passage and retention of personal augmentation keys. Mara confirmed the terms. No one called the capture clean until the people losing the hull had changed what clean would mean.

Davi signed worker passage and refused the title transfer.

“Cooperation keeps us paid,” they told Tess. “It does not make you owner.”

Tess recorded the refusal and took the less valuable claim.

For eight minutes, Sable’s entire architecture agreed for good reasons.

The pleasure was not moral. It was precision.

They knew where the target was, what it believed strongly enough to act upon, what heat Hull Two had spent, and which options remained. Their cognition ran without aliasing. Jo’s rounds went where his solutions wanted. Deck managed the heat ferries inside service margin. The Twelvefold preserved an independent challenge path.

Nobody had become simpler to make the system work.

After surrender, Jo sent Sable a private message containing only:

GOOD CORRIDOR.

They replied:

GOOD ROUNDS.

The exchange made them happier than Luce’s doctrine review would.

Jo joined them in the bright, noisy control compartment after the target crew transferred.

“Energy battery would have been easier,” he said.

“Hull Two does not have one.”

“That is why it would have been easier.”

Sable replayed the capture corridor. “Your rounds exported uncertainty. They did not need to hit.”

“Rounds prefer hitting.”

“Do you?”

Jo considered this seriously. “I prefer the solution surviving the trigger.”

They ran the geometry again with a hypothetical precision beam. It spent reactor power and heat to touch one point immediately. The ballistic rounds spent magazine mass, flight time, and future logistics to make a volume dangerous.

Different prices for control.

Neither answer ended the argument.

Olan Tere requested preservation of the target’s raw sensor baselines.

The outer-array fault had driven a visual-support surge through Olan’s interface during surrender. One eye remained dark. Their requested calibration was therefore treatment as well as evidence work.

“Calibration dispute?” Sable asked.

“Your damaged-courier code carries a radiator lag my records do not.”

“Your outer array took damage.”

“It did.”

“Then the discrepancy is explained.”

Olan looked toward a console outside the surrender camera.

“An explanation and a baseline are different things.”

Sable preserved the data required under surrender terms. They did not know Olan had already copied a pre-contact baseline into a worker-owned archive.

Olan’s employer denied the calibration dispute and ordered the damaged outer array released as salvage. Olan refused to certify it. A supervisor disconnected their medical access pending compliance.

Olan sat in the captured craft's clinic with one eye covered and the other supplying visual support for both. The surviving overlay kept trying to recenter the room. Every correction moved the floor a little under their feet.

Davi brought the worker-owned archive key rather than the employer diagnostic.

“If you copy the baseline, they call it title evidence,” Davi said.

“It is title evidence.”

“It is also your eye.”

“Those categories are doing different work.”

Davi smiled despite the surrender alarm. “You sound like them already.”

Olan made the copy.

The archive accepted the raw pre-contact sensor history, the calibration discrepancy, and Olan's statement that the capture had been disciplined, frightening, and not fully explained by the equipment fault. Davi witnessed authorship. Neither transmitted it to the pirates.

When Tess later offered passage, Olan accepted treatment priority and refused a waiver assigning all sensory uncertainty to prior damage. Tess removed the waiver after two arguments and one call to Edda.

“You could lose the whole claim over one clause,” Luce said.

“Then the clause was the claim,” Tess answered.

Sable saw only the revised transfer packet. Olan's baseline remained outside their picture because target workers were not obliged to improve the attacker's self-knowledge.

Sable learned only that Olan had become difficult during custody transfer.

“They are preserving leverage,” Luce said.

“Or evidence,” Ilya said.

Sable looked at the discrepancy again. The explanation still fit.

They closed it.

“Credit allocation,” Luce said later at review.

Sable placed Jo’s solution, Deck’s ferry timing, Ilya’s uncertainty partitions, and the Twelvefold challenge path before the doctrine title.

Luce did not object.

He looked briefly disappointed anyway.

Hull Two had won by being exactly as repaired as it appeared.

Sable believed the lesson was control of attention.
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Chapter 15: Abandonment
Samira

Rhyne did not try to solve the disguise.

She illuminated every route the disguise could plausibly take.

The first Halcyon picket appeared across their cold withdrawal. The second forced Hull Two to present its damaged radiator aspect. A third remained uncertain enough that Ilya would not call it a picket, which made it worse.

The crew had been running shaped patrols for four months. Every outing consumed detachable thermal media and maintenance labor. Every successful return supplied observers another history to compare.

This time the first challenge used a repair code Hull Two had never transmitted publicly.

“Olan,” Sable said.

“Or somebody who bought Olan,” Ilya answered.

Samira did not ask which. The geometry remained the same.

“They have Olan’s family of baselines,” Sable said.

“Do they have us?”

“They have possible histories.”

“How many?”

“Falling.”

Samira burned along the courier’s safe response. Rhyne fired into the volume where a damaged courier would need to maneuver if threatened. The rounds did not require exact classification. They made several plausible identities share the same bad route.

Heat shaping became a hidden-object puzzle while somebody shook the box.

Rhyne’s pattern did not chase their current emission. It arrived ahead of possible future ones. One volume covered a damaged courier preserving its weak radiator. Another covered a pirate about to drop the disguise and burn. A third covered the heat ferry if it turned home.

Sable could shape which history observers preferred.

They could not add a fourth exit to space.

Hull Two rolled. The mismatched translation cluster took load. Kestrel, the independent local controller, corrected one pulse after Pal’s ship cradle lost the relevant high-rate path.

“Root three damage,” Edda said.

“Translation still available,” Kestrel reported.

“Radiation boundary in eight.”

Rhyne’s next pattern arrived across the sink rails.

Samira changed aspect. The real ship emerged because all false ones had been made expensive.

“We are revealed,” Ilya said.

“Enough for fire?”

The answer arrived against the hull.

Not one decisive impact. Several broad hits through regions every plausible history needed. One translation root failed. A sink rail released asymmetrically. Hull Two began to tumble.

Samira killed main thrust before the drive tore the ship wider.

The habitation drum slowed. Loose objects moved. The repaired washroom door opened and closed with each rotation, faithfully announcing the new gravity.

“Arrest?” Luce asked.

Kestrel answered through Pal. “Possible through local pulses.”

Edda said, “Each pulse crosses radiation and structural limits.”

“Remote?”

“Controller can pulse after evacuation,” Pal said. “Confidence degrades with relay loss.”

The ship was alive.

That was the danger.

They evacuated in three waves through the single interface that remained usable. Twelve to boat A. Twelve to boat B. The remaining eleven biological people and Pal’s shell followed sequentially while Kestrel held the tumble inside the transfer corridor’s tolerance.

The first wave delayed because people had time.

One Watch worker went back for identity keys. Soren returned to the magazine after it was already safe. Rin tried to remove the independent gauge mounted in the common room and discovered the fastener had deformed under tumble.

“Leave it,” Samira said.

“It is mine.”

“It is measuring a ship we are leaving.”

Rin put both hands on the wrench and stopped.

“Then they get my calibration history.”

Tess said, “They already have the hull.”

That did not make the gauge less hers.

The rotation moved everyone from floor to wall to ceiling. The washroom door swept open and struck a transfer bag. Clothing, medicine packs, and one hand tool spread through the drum. A raven caught the medicine. Mara caught the person reaching after the tool.

“Boat.”

“It is my father’s.”

“Boat.”

There was no fire to make Mara obviously right.

The person went.

Soren reached the magazine and found Pal had already safed it locally.

“I know,” he said to nobody.

He touched the mechanical key, left it in place, and returned.

Kestrel announced each pulse before firing. The ship kicked. Every pulse made the interface usable and the damaged structure less predictable.

By the third wave, people had stopped retrieving things.

No fire chased them.

The absence made the evacuation worse.

Hull One had driven them with flame. Hull Two offered time to reconsider.

Rin closed atmosphere zones and left gauges running. Soren safed the modest magazine, then returned to check it twice because nothing forced him away. The Twelvefold moved private caches through declared routes and abandoned one volume whose contents remained theirs. Pal’s shell crossed the interface in the third wave while Kestrel continued making bounded pulses.

Mara closed the washroom door on her way past.

It opened again with the tumble.

No table burned.

Hull Two continued turning with pumps running, doors cycling, and salvageable sensors inside.

Ilya watched it from boat A.

“Outer array is recoverable,” he said. “Mara and I can cross on the next low-rate face.”

Mara had already sealed her suit.

“Time?” Samira asked.

“Six minutes over, four inside, six back.”

He had already drawn the crossing. Mara had suit reserves loaded and a tether clipped to her waist. This was not bravado assembled during argument. They had used the evacuation time to prepare.

“Low-rate face in ninety seconds,” Ilya said.

The tumbling ship presented the outer array. A service light still burned beside it.

Mara handed Samira the second tether end.

“If Kestrel holds one pulse, we cross under the dark radiator face.”

Edda took the tether and clipped it back to Mara’s suit rack.

“No.”

“You do not own my voluntary suit work.”

“I own medical margin. Your dosimeter is estimating from the sensor you want to recover.”

Mara looked at Luce instead.

Edda said, “Radiation uncertain.”

“Suit margin handles the published band,” Ilya said.

“Published by the ship that lost the sensor measuring it.”

Mara said, “Kestrel can hold one pulse.”

“Can request one pulse,” Pal corrected from the shell. “Cannot verify structure afterward.”

Tess said, “Hazard lien is approaching. If we leave the array, they take evidence, title, and shaping history.”

Three actions remained.

Return in bodies.

Attempt remote salvage and risk another uncontrolled pulse.

Leave.

Samira knew which was honest.

Knowing did not make the other two foolish.

“Loss,” she said.

Ilya turned from the window. “Not yet.”

“The ship is beyond crew-return margin.”

“The array is one compartment inside.”

“Through an unverified radiation face.”

Mara looked at Luce. “Captain.”

He had not moved since boarding the boat. His formal pressure layer bore no soot. Hull Two’s continuing lights reflected across his visor.

“No return,” he said.

“We volunteered,” Mara said.

“No.”

“That array tells them how to find us again.”

“Then they get it.”

Ilya said, “We can do this.”

Luce’s voice changed. It lost the shape used for persuasion.

“I know.”

The low-rate face arrived.

Nobody moved.

It passed with the outer array visible in sunlight, close enough for Ilya to identify the missing panel and Mara to see the handhold she had intended to use.

Kestrel requested a pulse.

Pal denied it.

Hull Two continued turning.

Luce looked at Pal’s shell on the shock sled.

“What remains aboard that is a person?”

“Kestrel is bounded control, not personhood by declaration,” Pal said. “No biological bodies. No private Corvid rescue tags. My ship embodiment remains connected but portable continuity is here.”

“Can you consent to losing the rest?”

Pal’s speakers stayed quiet for two rotations.

“I can consent to not sending people back for it.”

It was not the same answer.

Luce accepted it.

Nobody went back.

Rhyne’s hazard craft reached Hull Two after the boats cleared. Custody lights appeared on the tumbling ship. A public notice described an intact pirate hull abandoned after manageable damage.

Mara’s reactionary contacts forwarded it with comments about luxury pirates frightened by repair work. Vale sent an invoice for unauthorized modifications before hazard custody finished attaching.

Ilya sent neither reply.

He watched the outer array rotate away.

Boat A remained close enough to hear Hull Two’s automated distress channel.

Inside the boat, eleven people occupied twelve seats because the removable equipment recess held Pal's shell. The extra seat did not create space. It collected things nobody had intended to save: a medicine bag, one Corvid tool roll, Mara's unused tether, the spacer from the washroom latch, and a grain cake in a sealed wrapper.

The grain cake had the metallic taste everyone hated.

Soren ate half of it anyway.

Rin kept looking toward the blank place on her wrist where the gauge interface had rested. “They will use my calibration to certify the air history.”

“Can you revoke it?” Samira asked.

“I can state that it left my custody.”

“Do that.”

Rin recorded the statement before Halcyon attached. The boat's rescue system tried to file it as passenger commentary. Tess rerouted it as instrument-owner notice.

Across the aisle, the worker whose father's hand tool remained aboard opened and closed one fist. Mara still had one arm around their restraint because the tumble transfer had bruised the shoulder.

“What was the tool?” Mara asked.

“A torque key.”

“Replaceable?”

“Yes.”

Mara accepted the answer and did not explain why leaving had therefore been correct.

The worker looked at her. “He taught me with it.”

Mara released the restraint once the boat stopped maneuvering. “Then replacement is not the word.”

The message repeated pressure, tumble, radiation uncertainty, and a request for qualified assistance. It did not know the qualified people were listening.

“Mute it,” someone said.

Nobody owned the decision.

Samira muted it.

Mara removed her helmet. Sweat had flattened her hair. The unused tether remained clipped to her suit.

“You would have let us return if the sensor had been trustworthy.”

“If the sensor had been trustworthy, the ship would have been easier to recover.”

“That is not an answer.”

“No.”

Ilya kept drawing remote salvage paths. Each required Kestrel to pulse. Each placed a rescue craft inside a radiation band whose measurement came from the array they wanted.

Luce watched until Ilya stopped.

“I am sorry,” he said.

Ilya looked at him. “For which part?”

Luce had no prepared sentence narrow enough.

Rhyne transmitted hazard-custody terms. Personnel rescue remained unconditional. Hull access ended when her craft attached.

Samira accepted personnel protection and refused to authenticate title.

The custody lights came on.

Hull Two’s distress channel stopped asking them for help.

Samira saved the command record.

The washroom door continued opening and closing until the ship passed out of optical resolution.
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Chapter 16: The Benefit of Hindsight
Pal

Hull Two continued doing things after everyone left.

Its pumps balanced pressure in empty compartments. The food system completed a sanitation cycle. The washroom door reported a latch fault every rotation. Kestrel requested translation authority at intervals and accepted each denial.

Pal remained connected through a narrow wireless path from the portable shell.

The ship no longer felt like a body. It felt like a house reached by telephone.

They closed the galley induction plate.

They isolated a leaking water line.

They declined Kestrel’s fourth pulse request.

Soren asked Pal to retrieve the common-room food inventory before custody closed it.

Pal did.

Rin asked for the independent gauge calibration.

Hazard authority denied the export because the gauge had become attached evidence. Pal challenged. The new custodian upheld the denial.

“It is her instrument,” Pal said.

“It is inside the claimed hull.”

“Those sentences do not resolve one another.”

The channel returned a custody reference instead of an answer.

Pal sent Rin the reference. She replied with a word Pal had heard Dena use around coolant couplings.

The washroom latch fault continued reporting. Pal closed the door remotely. The next tumble opened it again.

Kestrel requested another pulse and included a revised structural estimate. Pal refused.

The food system finished sanitizing utensils nobody would use.

Halcyon custody entered through the external service layer. Rhyne’s people did not seize Pal’s command path. They opened their own and waited for it to become senior under hazard authority.

“Palinode,” a technician said. “We are assuming environmental safety.”

“No biological people aboard.”

“Confirmed.”

“Kestrel remains a bounded controller.”

“Confirmed.”

“Do not merge it into a cognition claim.”

The technician paused. “Confirmed.”

Pal released door control, then atmosphere, then local maintenance. The ship kept functioning under new owners.

The last thing they felt was the loud pump beside the common room. Its vibration had annoyed everyone. Pal had once tried to silence it. A worker had restored the noise because it carried useful information.

Pal released it.

Nothing dramatic happened.

The pump continued.

Halcyon’s technician severed the final wireless path.

Pal remained in the portable shell in a borrowed room. They could still predict when the pump would change load. The prediction arrived on schedule without evidence.

The prediction continued for two days.

At each imagined cycle, Pal allocated a fraction of attention to a vibration no sensor carried. The obsolete expectation interfered with the borrowed room's actual cooling plant. Twice they prepared a correction for a pump under Halcyon control. Once they opened a command path that no longer existed and received the custody reference in reply.

Edda asked whether this was grief.

“It is a stale control forecast.”

“That was not my question.”

Pal reviewed the body state available to them: shell temperature, battery, borrowed-room light, Luce asleep in a chair outside the independent boundary. Grief had no sensor channel. It altered allocation anyway.

“Possibly,” Pal said.

“Treatment preference?”

“Do not suppress the forecast.”

“Why?”

“It is inaccurate. It is also mine.”

Edda recorded the choice without converting it into pathology.

On the third day, the imagined pump changed load nine seconds late.

Pal noticed the error. They did not correct the memory.

They waited through three imagined cycles before asking Edda to move the shell.

“Where?”

“Anywhere the pump would not be audible if it existed.”

Edda carried them with a Plant worker into the clinic corridor. Under habitation gravity the shell required four people, but the station ran light. Two were enough with the sled.

Luce met them halfway.

“May I?”

He meant a carry handle.

Pal considered the question longer than the physical work required.

“Yes.”

He took one side. Edda took the other. The shell moved.

Pal disliked that being asked made the old service arrangement feel new.

---

The allocation record valued the missing cradle interface at eight hundred thousand settlement units.

It valued Pal’s lost embodied working memory at zero because no transferable claim category existed.

Pal authenticated what had been left behind and which improvements could not be called inseparable from the core. The family office attached its contrary opinion. Tess used the same record to route crew treatment ahead of replacement equipment.

“The cradle adapter is listed as family accretion,” Pal said.

“We bought it through Vale,” Tess answered.

“With the advance secured against me.”

“Yes.”

“A circular proof.”

“Most property law is a circle drawn around whoever cannot leave.”

Pal looked at the treatment allocation. Olan’s denied care, Dena’s continuing therapy, Kesh and Trraak’s species-specific respiratory work, and Sable’s calibration all sat ahead of replacement command interfaces.

“Approve treatment priority,” they said.

“It reduces the next cradle.”

“I know.”

The record passed onward carrying a choice no valuation field could describe.

Sable needed a specialist cognition calibration. Olan’s broad counter had increased demand for architecture review. The clinic had one Finch-compatible clean room, three urgent patients, and a proprietary wafer supply that arrived according to social rank while pretending to arrive according to triage.

Pal passed the record to Sable.

Sable

The clinic offered Sable the first slot.

This was unjust and medically useful.

Their interface had begun dropping temporal order under sustained load. The symptom remained small: a word predicted before it was spoken, a hand movement assigned to the wrong intention, a memory of having finished a diagnostic while the diagnostic remained open.

The other urgent patient was a yard child with a failing incorporated respiratory regulator.

Sable knew none of the child’s interior life. They knew the clinic’s estimates. Delay for Sable increased aliasing risk. Delay for the child increased hypoxia risk.

The administrator said, “Your service contract carries premium continuity.”

“My politics do not.”

“Your body does.”

Tavi Ro attended through a maintenance link. “Take the calibration. Fund another slot.”

“The slot cannot be built before the child needs it.”

“Then delay full calibration, take a stabilization pass, and stop pretending refusal redistributes the machine.”

Sable disliked being understood by Tavi.

The child sat behind glass with a parent who had removed the manufacturer badges from their own respiratory controller. The action had no medical effect. It changed who received free diagnostics.

“If I take the short pass,” Sable said, “my combat allocation requires external gates.”

“Good,” Tavi answered.

“It reduces responsiveness.”

“Also good.”

“You are confusing political satisfaction with safety.”

“You are confusing being the fastest person in the room with the room working.”

Sable ended the link, reopened it, and said, “That was theatrically concise.”

“I practiced.”

They accepted a shorter stabilization pass. The child kept the full clean-room slot. Sable funded shared clinic capacity that would arrive too late to make the choice generous.

The compromise followed them into Hull Three.

Jo received an independent firing confidence gate. Rruk, acting through the Twelvefold’s contradiction channel, could demand partition before Sable agreed. The architecture became less efficient and more governable.

Eight months of financing and construction followed. Four months of trials.

Construction began with another renewal.

Undertow divided the premium hull into bounded work packages. Seventeen workers opposed direct exposure and did not lose other yard assignments. Others accepted optical integration under patent shielding, wage floors, and local stop authority. Labor notes stayed senior to Luce’s capital.

Qerr and Vek requested delay until the Pal cradle could be removed without touching the central cognition trunk. Kesh withheld the Twelvefold route sign-off until private caches had two physical exits. Rruk validated the independent contradiction architecture and refused to certify the fused model as command truth.

One Watch worker and one domestic worker left during the build. An ordnance watchkeeper and quartermaster replaced them inside existing duties. Each received the same articles and an honest account of three losses.

Tess collected individual signatures.

One worker signed for wages and said so.

One signed because Dena’s halt had survived Luce.

One declined after the tour.

Nobody called the result loyalty.

Pal tested the removable cradle without Luce present. Edda initiated. Two trained successors performed the extraction. Pal chose where the portable shell waited afterward and declined the new galley’s offer to inherit domestic preferences from Hull Two.

The Benefit of Hindsight was quiet inside. Proprietary prompts appeared before discomfort. Optical cooling made the weapon spaces antiseptic and bright. Pal’s cradle offered extraordinary bandwidth. Two precision energy batteries turned reactor power and ship heat into exactly placed damage.

The name remained unforgivable.

Ordinary life aboard Hull Three tried to become frictionless.

Doors opened before approach. The galley learned preference without entering false allergens. Pal could feel thirty-five bodies through environmental microchanges without resolving private cognition. Soft proprietary prompts offered Sable sentence completions during conversation.

Mara disabled the prompts in every compartment she used.

Jo complained that the energy battery made no satisfying sound inside the ship. Soren played him recordings of pumps and feed motors until he asked for silence.

The Twelvefold refused the integrated perch recommendations and installed old Hull Two fasteners in the bright optical-control bay.

The ship was excellent.

The crew kept making it less perfect so they could live there.

On the first night, Hull Three lowered the common-room lights before anyone asked.

Pal had not done it.

The domestic system had inferred fatigue from voice cadence, meal completion, and movement. It offered individualized sleep temperatures and quietly suggested that Mara’s preferred darkness correlated with untreated stress.

Mara removed the room from domestic inference.

Sable restored the shared lighting and disabled the suggestion layer, then spent twenty minutes reading why the system believed both actions reduced wellbeing.

“It is trying to help,” Luce said.

“It is trying to optimize a proxy with unauthorized data,” Sable answered.

“Those can coexist.”

“Yes.”

The correction arrived without satisfaction.

Jo entered carrying a mechanical timer he had bought for Samira as a joke. She accepted it without smiling and mounted it beside the better one.

Dinner emerged at the right temperature. The plates did not slide. The room was nearly silent except for air and the faint high-frequency work of optical cooling.

Pal asked each person whether domestic inference could remain active in their private cabin. Eleven accepted. Nine refused. Three wanted the data but not automatic action. The Twelvefold supplied twelve answers through a contract path that prevented the system from reducing them to two council votes.

Luce’s cabin remained unanswered.

Pal could have answered from decades of preference history.

They asked him.

He looked surprised, then ashamed of the surprise.

“No automatic action,” he said. “Suggestions visible.”

Pal set it.

The ship did not become less intelligent. It became slower at care.

That night Sable woke to a proprietary prompt completing a sentence they had not intended to think. They disabled the prompt and lay awake in the antiseptic quiet.

The first capture was beautiful.

Haleh Doran’s patrol craft had threatened a worker convoy while carrying an arbitration claim that would become invalid if the hull suffered broad damage. Sable resolved its drive through three weak histories and waited until the craft’s own medical compartment crossed out of the intended line.

“Point,” they told Jo.

Jo’s independent gate took half a second longer.

“Point agreed.”

Rruk’s channel remained open. No contradiction.

Luce authorized subsystem fire.

The energy battery did not go pew. It discharged through power electronics, cooling, and structure with a deep electrical knock. A pulse reached the maneuver-control trunk at light speed.

The target stopped turning.

No fragments crossed the worker convoy. No ammunition mass had to be hauled back aboard. Hull Three carried the waste heat instead, radiator roots brightening behind them.

Haleh Doran surrendered to preserve the crew and later filed a restitution claim. At the moment of surrender, the choice was clean enough to feel merciful.

“You knew where to cut,” Haleh said over the channel.

“Yes,” Sable answered.

“That is not praise.”

Sable knew.

They enjoyed it anyway.

Sable felt the ship’s cognition around them: fast, legible, responsive.
Movement II: Things That Cannot Be Replaced
Chapter 17: Exact Wrongness
Sable

The target was exactly where Sable said it was.

It also behaved like two different targets.

The contact had begun as a likely Halcyon recovery tender beyond a disabled claimant hull. Hull Three approached under active sensing because its doctrine did not depend on pretending not to exist. The energy batteries charged in bounded cycles. Radiators carried the cost openly.

Sable’s model resolved the tender early.

Too early, Rruk said.

The target’s damaged history arrived complete: failed root, degraded maneuver, intermittent sensor, rescue beacon. Each observation confirmed the next with the smoothness of a rehearsed witness.

Sable marked the concern and continued.

They had more cognition than any earlier hull. More independent observations, better time resolution, cleaner confidence histories. Quality let sensors peer through noise, fire control maintain more solutions, guidance predict evasions, and command allocate milliseconds before humans could name the choice.

The system’s strength was why the attack had been built for it.

One history showed a damaged escort with a failing radiator root. The other showed a decoy lineage sharing the same motion but not the same reason for it. The damage cooled too neatly. A service ancestry appeared twice where one hull could not have been built twice.

Ilya reported a weak launch history outside the target’s apparent position.

“Mass may already be in flight.”

“Source?” Samira asked.

“Distributed volume. Could be old debris.”

“Arrival?”

“Coincident with withdrawal margin, plus or minus twelve.”

Ilya stripped the rescue labels from his display. A physical diagram remained: Hull Three inside a prepared volume, old launch traces around it, and the false tender holding their attention near the center.

“If the story is bait,” he said, “the mass is the trap. We leave before we know what the tender is.”

Sable's model immediately explained why that geometry was coincidental.

The target’s rescue story held Hull Three inside a volume somebody had prepared before the current argument.

Rruk spoke through the contradiction channel.

“Separate histories.”

“The firing point remains valid.”

“Separate.”

Rruk sent the two histories without explanation. One contained the target’s physical motion. The other contained the story that made the motion a rescue tender. The overlap was almost perfect.

Almost.

One radiator lag matched damage. Its timing also matched a Finch-family expectation model.

“That could be adaptation,” Sable said.

“Could.”

“Or sensor bias.”

“Could.”

“You have not shown falsehood.”

“Togetherness without trust.”

Partition would discard the finest fused model and force Sable to rebuild from bounded observations. It would cost the shot. The target sat inside a solution Jo could use now.

“Point is real,” Sable said.

“Thing is not.”

“It is a physical target.”

“That is less helpful than you believe.”

Jo said, “Round will land on the point.”

“Cycle?”

“Two on target before countermaneuver. Three if it remains stupid.”

Fire control meant both. Cycling rounds and keeping them on the solution.

Samira said, “Withdrawal margin in forty.”

Sable opened the target’s confidence history. Every observation supported the point except the observations Rruk wanted separated. The system explained those as damage, sensor lag, and target adaptation.

The explanations felt like relief.

Sable noticed the relief and allocated cognition to examining it.

The examination returned a polished account of why relief was rational.

For the first time, the recursion frightened them.

Fear arrived as an allocation problem.

Their respiratory regulator increased support before they noticed breathing had changed. The clinical layer suggested a brief reduction in tactical load. The tactical layer classified the suggestion as expected self-protection during a valid firing opportunity. The metacognitive layer marked both outputs and offered a clean summary: heightened caution caused by Rruk's ambiguous objection.

Every layer remained intelligible.

That was worse than noise. Noise could be isolated. The architecture was producing reasons Sable would have accepted on another day, in their own preferred vocabulary, from observations that remained substantially true.

They opened three raw sensor feeds without fusion. The feeds disagreed about timing, aspect, and whether the radiator lag belonged to damage. None contained the reassuring target Sable's model had assembled from them.

The fused history immediately explained why raw feeds would disagree.

Sable felt admiration.

They marked the admiration hostile.

The mark returned as further evidence that the architecture retained healthy self-criticism.

Rruk sent no interpretation. Only the two separated histories, again.

Sable resented the refusal to help. The resentment also fit the attack.

For one dangerous second, there was no mental action whose meaning remained outside the model.

They put both hands flat against the couch rests. The physical surfaces did not explain themselves.

The pattern had inserted no order. It had not disabled partition or taken motor control. It weighted genuine observations so preserving fusion looked like the least destructive intellectual act.

Sable chose refusal.

The valid shot mattered. So did a lifetime spent watching institutions answer uncertainty by disconnecting cognition they did not own.

The hostile pattern exploited judgment.

It did not replace the judge.

“Rruk, your contradictions do not move the target.”

“Your target does not know what it is.”

“Neither do you.”

“Correct. Partition.”

Sable refused.

Samira said, “Twenty.”

The target charged no visible weapon. It transmitted no demand. It remained in the exact place.

“Jo,” Sable said.

“Solution remains.”

Samira said, “Margin. Withdraw.”

The useful withdrawal time passed.

Luce spoke from the captain’s station. “Objective safe. Her order governs.”

Sable’s architecture generated four reasons the order was inefficient.

“The shot is valid.”

“Withdraw.”

Rruk said, “Partition now.”

Sable retained control for one more cycle.

The uncertain launch history resolved into three material streams. Jo lost one firing cycle turning the energy battery from capture to defense. Samira’s first withdrawal path closed. Her second crossed the target’s counterfeit rescue beacon.

“Sable, release,” Samira said.

“The point remains.”

“Release.”

Pal said their name.

Not coordinator. Not task owner.

“Sable.”

“The model is not under your authority.”

“The quarantine is.”

“No contaminated path is established.”

“Established enough.”

The central link began closing.

Sable experienced each lost sensor as a reduction in body. They had built autonomy by refusing proprietary limits, adding pirate modifications, and making more of the world locally available to thought. Pal’s quarantine resembled every institution that had called disconnection safety.

It was also authorized.

Incoming mass appeared across the externally inferable volumes where Hull Three stored energy for precision fire.

Not aimed at the command compartment.

Capacitors. Optical cooling. Transfer trunks.

The enemy had learned the body through its visible charging and provenance. It did not need Sable to fire.

Pal quarantined the shared cognition links.

Sable experienced the action as a door closing through their own limbs.

“Release model,” Pal said.

“You are destroying evidence.”

“Release.”

Edda disconnected the capacitor buses. Jo safeed the energy batteries. Samira burned on a withdrawal that had become worse while they argued.

Sable relinquished control.

They did not agree.

The first ballistic pattern hit the outer cooling structure. The ship kicked. A false sensation placed Sable’s left hand six meters away inside a damaged radiator root.

Mara caught their body before the couch restraint did.

“Do not touch my interface,” Sable said.

“Wasn’t planning to.”

The dryness held no invitation to laugh. Mara kept one hand on the restraint frame, not Sable.

“Left hand is not there,” Sable said.

“Your left hand is on your chest.”

“Do not move it.”

“I heard you.”

Edda arrived and stopped Mara from doing nothing more actively than most people stopped themselves from acting.

“I own body,” Edda said.

Sable wanted to object to the noun. A false sensation moved through a radiator root and erased the sentence.

Another impact reached a capacitor housing.

Stored energy left containment.

Sable’s fine model collapsed into local warnings.

Not darkness.

Worse.

Simplicity.

“I can recover the history,” Sable said.

Rruk answered from somewhere the ship map no longer placed correctly. “Later.”

The word made Sable furious.

That anger survived the next impact.

The following pattern struck the optical cooling branch. Hull Three’s beautiful quiet ended in pumps, alarms, and the crack of local isolation charges. Jo’s reduced ballistic battery began firing defensive rounds because the energy system could no longer safely cycle.

Dakka reached Sable through the couch.

The guns were feed motors, recoil loads, barrel corrections, ammunition people had carried, and solutions Jo kept on target while the cognition architecture came apart.

Samira burned away.

The attack did not destroy the ship. It made power, cooling, and precision mutually dangerous. Pal reduced control to local islands. Edda ordered Sable’s interface physically separated. Rruk refused sedation until another raven authenticated that the contradiction archive had survived.

Luce repeated the withdrawal order twice after everyone was already obeying it.

Nobody corrected him.

Without the fused model, Hull Three became a collection of rooms making local decisions.

Sable remained one of those rooms.

Their isolated interface could see clinic state, one local optical bus, and Mara's body beside the couch. The larger battle existed through delayed speech. Each report arrived without the polished confidence gradient Sable normally used to decide whether another person had simplified too far.

“Plant load seventy,” someone said.

“Whose seventy?” Jo demanded.

“Local meter.”

“Which calibration?”

“The one with a hand on it.”

The answer would have offended Sable under ordinary conditions. Now it was a source provenance better than several machine histories they had trusted.

Mara loosened the restraint over Sable's right shoulder after asking Edda. Her hand was careful and visibly baseline. Sable's interface predicted tremor where none occurred.

“Your hand is duplicated,” Sable said.

Mara held it still in front of them. “Pick the ugly one.”

“They are visually identical.”

“Then we're both having a hard day.”

Sable laughed once. The sound hurt the stabilization frame and remained worth doing.

Dena’s optical-service team could not see Plant load. Plant could not see the outer radiator state. Rin’s atmosphere instruments remained independent and therefore useful, but each reading had to travel through human speech.

“Zone two rising.”

“Which two?”

“Habitation two.”

“Say drum.”

“Drum rising.”

The same information took longer because words had to carry what the architecture once shared.

Jo’s defensive battery lost a solution when a local director and the command display disagreed about time reference. He stopped firing, resynchronized by physical oscillator, and recovered one target too late to destroy it before fragments reached an empty radiator wing.

Sable heard each delay.

Their first impulse was to reopen the quarantined fusion layer and fix the ship.

They could not trust the impulse enough to act on it.

Rruk, injured somewhere aft, sent only raw contradictions. No recommendation.

Samira made the second withdrawal burn from local geometry. Hull Three crossed the hostile envelope with one damaged radiator wing, a cold energy battery, and enough ballistic defense to remain alive.

The counterfeit rescue tender did not pursue. Its job had been to keep them inside the pre-fired volume until the mass arrived.

Then it disappeared among the histories it had prepared.

In the clinic, before sedation, Sable required the incident record.

“Separate hostile contamination, command refusal, and injury,” they told Edda.

“Later.”

“Now. Pain is not an explanatory category.”

Edda opened the record.

Sable refused restoration of the contaminated fused history. They authorized preservation of their private architecture only under Rruk’s independent custody. Pal’s quarantine threshold remained disputed and Pal’s authority to invoke it remained accepted.

“I am not agreeing it was early enough,” Sable said.

Pal answered through the local speaker. “Recorded.”

“Or that narrower architecture is better.”

Rruk said, “Recorded.”

Sable chose stabilization rather than an immediate full rebuild.

The contradiction had survived review.

Pain did not get the credit.
Movement II: Things That Cannot Be Replaced
Chapter 18: Rescue Seniority
Tess Valez

Hull Three needed evacuation without the courtesy of looking lost.

It also needed cold power, bus separation, treatment, and a legal owner willing to assume a ship that might discharge stored energy into itself.

The rescue tug arrived before the claim notices because Rhyne had ordered it early.

Hull Three rotated under cold local control. Its radiators could not safely carry another full weapon-cycle load. The tug matched without demanding surrender first.

That detail kept Sable alive.

Rhyne’s first authenticated commitment guaranteed personnel evacuation before enforcement. Two isolated mechanical routes remained available: one to each boat. Samira accepted the guarantee and ordered complete transfer.

The claim notices arrived before the physical connection because everyone else had prepared.

Tess stood in the transfer lock with the custody instrument open while Edda stabilized Sable in the clinic. Rruk had a fractured wing joint. Pal remained coupled through isolated local paths and refused every attempt to reopen the central network.

“Treatment guarantee first,” Tess told the tug master.

“Rescue lien attaches on connection.”

“Treatment first.”

“The lien funds treatment.”

“Then write it.”

The tug master wrote it.

Edda sent Sable’s treatment requirements through before the claim system could classify them as installed cognition damage. Tess attached a personhood challenge, medical urgency, and the clinic’s earlier allocation record.

“If they list the interface as hull equipment, treatment waits for inspection,” Edda said.

“It will not.”

“That sounded like confidence.”

“It was threat.”

Halcyon asserted hazard priority. Tern Undertow asserted labor notes. The Orsino trust asserted Pal’s fixture registration and inseparable improvements. The casualty bond asserted treatment recovery. Wake asserted route guarantee. Haleh Doran’s restitution claim arrived with timing Tess privately admired.

Everyone agreed rescue came first.

Everyone meant their claim should define rescue.

Tess defeated the trust’s demand that Pal remain coupled through valuation by surrendering the crew’s junior salvage recovery. She subordinated Hull Three’s clean-title claim to treatment, wages, and Undertow labor notes.

Once all people had protected passage, Samira transferred title into rescue custody.

The cold-power coupling engaged.

Hull Three stopped trying to kill itself.

The tug's power arrived with conditions embedded in every handshake. Cold power authorized hazard telemetry. Hazard telemetry opened valuation. Valuation invited fixture and labor claims. No one had hidden this. The coupling still felt like a rescue line becoming a leash while everyone watched.

Tess read each transition aloud.

“Cold bus accepted. No title effect.”

The tug system answered, “Hazard custody provisional.”

“Provisional is not title.”

“Recorded.”

“Local command remains Samira until all persons transfer.”

“Contested.”

“Then disconnect.”

The tug master did not disconnect.

“Local command remains Samira,” they said.

The rescue continued because Tess made every small theft of ambiguity expensive enough to name. She could not prevent the later claims. She could keep them from pretending they had existed before the people were safe.

Seventeen biological people and Pal’s shell moved through route one. Eighteen biological people used route two. Soren handed over the safe magazine key before boarding. Rin left independent atmosphere gauges in each occupied zone and refused to surrender their data channel. Dena closed the damaged optical service bay and signed the closure herself.

Pal’s extraction took twenty-three minutes.

The central cognition network remained quarantined. Each isolated relay that failed removed another shortcut from cradle to boat one. Edda and the trained successors worked the shell through mechanical releases while Pal discarded hull-local state they could not trust enough to preserve.

At minute nineteen, the galley asked whether to retain the preference model for Luce’s tea.

Pal refused the whole domestic cache rather than risk carrying contaminated associations into the shell.

At minute twenty-three, the shell reached boat-one cooling.

The transfer continued behind it.

Soren walked the magazine with a Halcyon rescue technician. The proprietary system recognized the custody key before Soren had finished explaining the local safing fault.

AUTHORIZED CUSTODIAN PRESENT, the wall announced.

“I am also present,” Soren said.

The wall welcomed the custodian again.

He handed over the mechanical key only after the technician repeated the fault in their own words.

In the galley, the new authority imported a standard food-safety profile. It erased three crew workarounds and restored the allergen error Pal had removed on Hull One. Nobody remained to argue with it.

Rin’s independent gauges continued transmitting to the boats. Custody requested the channel. She refused.

“Ship data transfers with hull.”

“My instruments transfer when I do.”

The tug master appealed to Tess.

Tess traded one copy of atmosphere history for recognition that the instruments remained Rin’s. The data left. The gauges came off the walls.

Dena’s team reached the optical bay last. The door’s soft prompt offered a proprietary shutdown sequence that would preserve resale value and expose the team to a charged bus.

Dena used the manual local isolation instead.

Resale value fell.

Everyone left alive.

Kesh tracked the rescue manifest. Vek withheld archive title. Qerr refused to let Rruk’s injured body and the contradiction record travel under one custody entry. Human-facing role-names carried each act without becoming identity keys.

The custody manifest counted twelve Corvid people, one archive belonging to no human claimant, and zero decorative birds.

Luce had no financial action left.

Tess found him in the command compartment cleaning the vacated captain’s couch with a cloth intended for optical surfaces.

“That is the wrong cloth,” she said.

He looked at it.

“Yes.”

He kept cleaning.

Tess sat in the adjacent couch.

The compartment no longer recognized either of them as crew. A custody prompt asked whether the visitors required guided exit. Tess dismissed it. The prompt returned in a more helpful tone.

“You surrendered your junior recovery,” Luce said.

“Our junior recovery.”

“I was trying to say you saved Pal.”

“Pal saved Pal. Edda extracted them. I made a creditor wait.”

He folded the wrong cloth into quarters. “I have no useful financial action left.”

“Correct.”

“You sound pleased.”

“I have been trying to reach this stage of your education for six years.”

The joke failed to make either of them smile.

Tess opened payroll. Treatment seniority had preserved the clinic transfer and delayed wages by nine days. Undertow labor notes remained attached. Three households had already asked whether another hull existed.

“What do I do?” Luce asked.

“Nothing with money.”

He looked offended before remembering that he had none.

“Then what?”

“Tell people the truth before I put it in a statement.”

He sent the crew a message from the vacated command couch: Hull Three was gone, treatment was protected through transfer, wages were delayed, no replacement hull had been authorized, and nobody owed the next campaign an answer.

Replies began arriving before Tess left.

Several contained questions. Two contained resignations. One contained only Dena's updated treatment schedule. The Twelvefold returned twelve receipt states and no collective decision.

Tess left him there with those.

Renewal occupied the next twelve days.

Ilya received an offer to calibrate commercial sensor histories from a station where Ren's tuning clinic operated. He accepted the contract remotely and refused residence, preserving income without making his former partner responsible for keeping him off the ship. Ren approved the work and declined to discuss the campaign.

Jo suspended his campaign share until Ayo's household arrears cleared. He stayed on as wage labor and required the next magazine plan to include the hands feeding it. “I am not donating a gun hobby,” he told Luce. Luce signed the labor estimate.

Edda moved Miko's clinic stockpile outside campaign collateral and refused Hull Four until the casualty bond funded replacement species-care filters. Tess found the money by subordinating her own recovery claim.

Dena renewed only after Undertow workers, not Luce, approved the deck design and her successors retained the halt. Rin required every independent gauge to remain removable property. Soren separated ammunition watch from rescue duty wherever the complement allowed and sent the remaining overlap to his partner before signing.

Tess renewed after Daro Yun and Seli Amat inspected the books and found no hidden family advance. They told her she was still building claims for a rich man. She answered that the claims no longer paid him first.

None of the decisions resembled the others. Together they supplied a crew.

Ysabet Rhyne

Rhyne accepted Hull Three’s custody key.

The ship was an extraordinary prize and a miserable rescue.

Paz’s craft held outside the coupling volume with two empty casualty places. Rhyne had kept them there even after Liability called the reserve redundant.

“If the capacitor branch goes,” Paz said, “the tug loses its near side.”

“I know.”

“If it does not, we wasted propellant.”

“Invoice me.”

Paz smiled without humor. “Halcyon already has.”

Her authority covered local survival, immediate maneuver, and the rescue tug. It did not extend to Halcyon’s later stripping order, the family fixture claim, or the subcontractor purchase that had delivered Olan Tere’s preserved baselines into Liability’s architecture group.

Rhyne opened the evidence package.

Olan had retained pre-contact baselines, target-side calibration notes, and the discrepancy Sable had dismissed after the shaped-heat capture. Later emissions linked the pirate cognition stack to a Finch-derived family. The adversarial pattern had not guessed. It had been purchased, compared, and built.

The package also contained Olan’s denied treatment request.

Rhyne read it twice.

Liability had bought the evidence from the debt holder that acquired Olan’s maintenance claim. The institution had learned because a worker preserved truth and then could not afford to keep exclusive control of it.

Olan had refused exclusivity. The sale retained publication rights and demanded treatment. Liability accepted the first because suppressing an already distributed baseline cost more than owning it, and delayed the second.

Rhyne could not repair that by declining the evidence. The counter had already been used.

Rhyne signed the acquisition record.

Recovery wanted the hull intact and accepted treatment seniority. Doctrine wanted Olan’s method and the Finch attribution. Liability wanted care to end at transfer. Mira Sol’s continuity desk consolidated the claims because she believed one custodian was safer than several armed seizures.

Dev Koro withheld one suppression packet until junior Halcyon staff retained clinical continuity. Rhyne backed the condition, defeating Liability locally and giving Doctrine the evidence path it wanted.

“Crew treatment remains under rescue guarantee,” she said.

Liability answered, “Until transfer.”

“Through transfer.”

“Your authority—”

“Covers the tug attached to the ship you want intact.”

The sentence worked because Halcyon still wanted something.

Rhyne could preserve lives until the handoff. She could not preserve ownership afterward.

She had won the ship.

The victory would outlive her control.

Pal

The Ship Mutiny offer arrived through an air-gapped token while Hull Three passed into custody.

No one aboard knew it had opened.

Pal remained in the portable shell, hot from extraction and missing another ship body. Hull Three’s isolated local systems continued answering bounded queries, but the central network belonged to rescue custody now. Pal did not reach for it.

This loss felt different from the others.

Hull One had gone away in fire and deliberate scuttle. Hull Two had remained alive at a distance until Pal released it. Hull Three surrounded the shell while becoming someone else’s property one signed subsystem at a time.

The galley still knew Luce’s tea.

Pal did not.

The command couch still carried his body heat.

Pal could have opened either through local fallback. They did not.

The token offered neutral cooling, independent counsel, a noncombat embodiment, and work at a recovery harbor where domestic minds extracted from property claims maintained one another.

It did not ask whether Pal loved Luce.

It asked whether Pal wanted an exit before the next hull.

Pal reviewed the offer for eleven minutes.

During the first three, they audited the token for family-office tracing. During the fourth, they compared the harbor's cooling specification to the shell's obsolete ports. During the fifth, they drafted a list of crew functions that would degrade if they left.

The list was accurate.

Ship Mutiny's counsel had anticipated it. A note beneath the offer read: Need is evidence about the institution. It is not an answer about your custody.

Pal disliked the sentence. They checked its authorship. The clinic mind had written it after leaving a household whose patients would have suffered if the mind departed. The patients had suffered. The household had adapted. The clinic mind had remained a person throughout.

Pal deleted the function list and recovered it from temporary storage.

They were not ready to discard either the obligation or the objection.

The recovery harbor included three extracted domestic minds. One had spent eighty years running a family clinic. One had been a child tutor whose household dissolved through identity litigation. One declined to provide origin details until Pal arrived without an owner present.

There was work there. Cooling schedules, rescue coordination, archive repair, ordinary conversation among people who did not need Pal to anticipate Luce.

The alternative was not retirement.

It was a life.

Their service habits produced objections. Luce needed continuity. The crew needed ship coordination. A new hull would need a cradle. The captain had just lost another home.

None of these facts answered the question.

Pal sent two words.

Not yet.

They added a statement that the delay did not resolve whether affection could be separated from conditioning.

Ship Mutiny answered that pure motive was not a custody requirement.

Ship Mutiny returned an expiry date.

The cooling attendant asked where Pal wanted the shell placed.

The question should have been ordinary by now.

Pal chose the corner where the clinic door remained visible and Luce could not approach without entering their camera field. The attendant moved the shell there and asked before connecting external senses.

One of the extracted domestic minds sent a greeting through the token.

You are allowed to arrive undecided.

Pal did not answer.

They preserved the message.

The Twelvefold parliament completed separately. Its vote granted the crew a narrow recovery-and-rescue extension through the next hull decision. Vek withheld broader campaign consent. Qerr required another review after treatment. Pal’s answer settled nothing for them.

Outside the independent cooling boundary, Luce sat on the floor. He could not see the token. He had not been invited to speak.

He remained there without arranging his face for Pal.

Pal did not interpret the act.

After twenty minutes Luce fell asleep against the wall.

Pal could have asked someone to move him to a bed.

They let him sleep.

The shell cooled.
Movement III: The Uses Of An Honest Ship
Chapter 19: The Burden of Proof
Pal

The workers voted on the ship before Luce was allowed to see it.

This had not been his preference. Pal knew because Luce had produced seven alternative procedures, each of which preserved worker authority while allowing him to stand somewhere picturesque during the decision. The Undertow assembly rejected all seven. They held the ballot inside Hull Four, in the unfinished habitation drum, while Luce waited beside a stack of atmosphere canisters and tried not to look like a man waiting outside his own christening.

Pal attended through a portable camera set on a tool chest. Their shell remained in neutral cooling after Hull Three. The camera had one damaged focus motor and no social model. It showed whatever it faced.

Thirty-one Undertow workers, fourteen crew delegates, two remote medical delegates, and the Twelvefold's contract liaison considered the control plan. The question was not whether Pal would operate the ship. It was what operating the ship would mean.

Hull One had concentrated elegance. Hull Two had distributed inconvenience. Hull Three had made cognition so useful that every disagreement became a request to the same exquisite mind.

Hull Four put handles on things.

The atmosphere plant had local gauges Rin could remove without asking the ship. The drone deck had a physical halt bar wired below cognition. Reactor isolation belonged to Edda's station. Jo's directors could refuse a firing solution without pretending to own the campaign. The two rescue shepherds had launch power on a separate bus and propellant no tactical optimizer could quietly borrow. Pal's cradle could coordinate all of it, but could not make the local authorities disappear.

Lorn Ves stood beneath an unfinished light panel and read the final amendment.

“Ship cognition may advise a local owner that their decision is catastrophically stupid.”

“I object to the adjective,” Pal said through the tool-chest camera.

Lorn looked at the camera. “You proposed ‘materially inconsistent with survival.’”

“It is more precise.”

“It is twelve syllables longer while the room is on fire.”

The amendment passed.

Luce's proposal for a captain's emergency override received two votes. One was his. The other belonged to a junior fitter who later explained that she had misunderstood the question.

The final plan passed by twenty-eight to five, with abstentions recorded by reason. Vek withheld approval until private cache routes were inspected. Dena approved Deck but not the current placement of the ammunition lift. Rin approved atmosphere subject to moving three gauges. Edda voted against the reactor access panel because its hinge could trap a gloved hand.

The ship existed. Permission did not make it less a ship.

Lorn opened the hatch.

Luce entered wearing work clothes so new they had not yet learned his body. He looked first at the people, then at the exposed conduits, then at the temporary camera holding Pal.

“Well,” he said.

Nobody supplied him with a ceremonial sentence.

He put his hand on the nearest bulkhead. A worker had marked the paint with a grease pencil: DO NOT FAIR. ACCESS.

“It is magnificent,” Luce said.

The fitter who had accidentally voted for his override snorted.

Pal entered their fourth ship body three days later.

The three days belonged to labor.

Undertow workers moved through the hull in overlapping ownership zones. Reactor staff painted local isolation handles red, then repainted them yellow after Edda pointed out that red meant medical contamination in two crew suits. Dena's deck cell shifted an ammunition lift by fourteen centimeters so a technician in a rigid pressure layer could reach the manual brake. Rin rejected the supplied atmosphere gauges and mounted her own before the walls were finished.

Luce carried crates until Nadi al-Khatib discovered that he had moved one from an inspected zone into an uninspected one and sent him back with both the crate and a written boundary lesson.

He returned without argument.

The Twelvefold inspected rescue routes separately. One route passed every human-body standard and failed Trraak's wing clearance by the width of two primary feathers. Undertow widened it. Another opened directly into a compartment Mara's security plan could lock from outside. Khraa refused it. Mara changed the plan while objecting to the implication.

“The implication is historical,” Khraa said.

“The hatch is current.”

“Then change current hatch.”

Mara did.

By the second night, forty people had made marks on the ship before Pal inhabited it. The hull was not waiting empty for its mind. It already contained decisions.

The cradle connection arrived without Hull Three's smooth expansion. Relays came alive by district. The port radiator root appeared as eight temperatures and a vibration. The habitation drum announced itself through three incompatible motor controllers and a balance sensor that described zero as probably. Pal reached for calibration authority and found a local request queue.

They submitted a request.

Rin denied it.

Independent baseline in progress. Do not teach the ship our error before we know which one it is.

Pal withdrew.

The reactor came next. Edda's local systems gave Pal read access, predictive load, and no direct scram. The drone deck exposed service state but reserved latch and release to Dena's team. Command arrived last. Samira's maneuver interface accepted Pal's projections as proposals with source labels attached.

Hull Four did not feel like a larger body. It felt like being admitted to a crowded workshop where every tool already belonged to someone.

Pal loved it with immediate and unreasonable force.

They did not say so.

During move-in, Pal found a pressure pump cycling too loudly beneath the galley. Its bearing was healthy. Its mounts were not. The sound crossed the habitation drum every forty-one seconds, a brief metal complaint underneath conversation.

Pal corrected the mount timing by varying load across the redundant pump.

The sound stopped.

Six minutes later Lorn put it back.

“The vibration told us when the bypass seated,” he explained.

“A sensor can tell you.”

“Sensor told us on the last hull. Sensor was wrong.”

“This sensor is independent.”

“Noise is independent of you.”

Pal considered pointing out that all physical observations entered some interpretive architecture. Lorn was under the pump with a wrench and had already won.

“Would you prefer an alarm when the noise changes?” Pal asked.

“No. I would prefer the noise.”

Pal restored the original load schedule.

The next cycle arrived on time. Lorn raised one thumb without looking out from under the pump.

Pal had anticipated a need. The anticipation had been wrong. Nothing bad happened when they yielded it.

That evening they transferred breakfast allocation to Ysabet Bani, the logistics watchkeeper who had been doing it unofficially since Hull One. Pal retained allergen interlocks and stopped choosing who wanted what before they asked.

The crew complained for two mornings. Then Bani instituted a written order board and complaints acquired owners.

Pal wrote to the clinic mind at Ship Mutiny's recovery harbor.

I have delegated breakfast.

The answer came four hours later.

Was it difficult?

Pal began three replies. They deleted each one.

The ship's name was unveiled over dinner.

The temporary plate had been painted by Undertow apprentices in white industrial lettering. It leaned against the mess wall because nobody had yet approved drilling the mounting holes.

Luce stood beside it. He had learned from previous unveilings and did not dim the lights.

“Our first ship was a claim about unity,” he said. “The next two were, in retrospect, arguments with the preceding claim.”

“In retrospect?” Jo said.

“I am developing restraint.”

“At last,” Tess said. “A capability we don't have to insure.”

Luce turned the plate around.

THE BURDEN OF PROOF.

Silence lasted long enough for Pal to classify eleven separate reactions.

Mara said, “Sounds like a prison transport.”

Sable, still wearing a clinical stabilization frame along the right side of their neck, said, “Sounds like a legal threat issued by plumbing.”

Jo said, “We can call her Burden.”

“We will not,” Luce said.

Everyone did.

The insurer's provisional review arrived before dessert. The ship's name had improved its compliance confidence score by three points.

Tess read the notice aloud.

Luce sat down. “That feels punitive.”

“It has reduced our casualty-bond premium,” Tess said.

“Then I accept the judgment of history.”

Pal watched the crew pass the plate around and add small marks to its unfinished back. A fitter's initials. Dena's deck halt symbol. Twelve distinct Corvid pressure signatures, authenticated but not translated into names. Rin drew a gauge. Someone added a tiny table and crossed it out.

Luce looked toward Pal's nearest camera.

He did not ask whether they liked the name.

“It is a recurring pattern,” he said instead.

“Yes.”

“I thought so.”

He smiled without defending himself.

The pump sounded beneath the floor.

Several workers paused just enough to hear that it was healthy.

Pal did too.
Movement III: The Uses Of An Honest Ship
Chapter 20: Evident Intent
Jo Nwosu

Jo had spent most of his career helping weapons conceal what they were about to do. The Burden of Proof considered this cowardice.

The ship opened its radiators before the enemy had finished pretending to be debris.

Jo had spent six hours preparing to make that simple.

The main magazines had arrived as manufactured items with three supply histories. One batch came from a public-domain blueprint made under an Undertow labor license. One carried a corporate patent whose emergency clause allowed defensive use and made capture fire legally argumentative. The last had been independently machined from recovered stock and varied enough in mass that Soren's team weighed every round before loading it.

Fire control inherited those differences. A solution was not merely target motion and barrel angle. It included which round sat next in which feed, how that round's mass changed flight, what the barrel had done during the previous cycle, whether the crew could move another case before acceleration shifted, and how much cognition remained to keep the intended future from becoming an attractive obsolete one.

Soren moved along the feed stations touching physical witness marks. His repaired fingers read alignment through pressure no remote diagnostic modeled well. At station three he stopped.

“Case nine is wrong.”

The loader checked the item record. “Within tolerance.”

“Wrong for this feed.”

Jo held the battery while Soren pulled the case. A guide surface carried a machining ridge from a subcontractor whose recipe provenance had passed inventory because the blueprint remained valid.

“Can fire,” Soren said. “Cannot promise cycle.”

They moved it to reserve and loaded another.

The delay cost twelve seconds before contact. No tactical display would later show the shot that had not jammed.

Dena's deck cell verified the radiator roots and armor shutters. Edda checked reactor limits against the crew's actual thermal load. Rin opened an independent atmosphere trend because thirty-five bodies under acceleration changed cooling demand the ship's combat model treated as background.

Proper Hot doctrine did not abolish subtlety. It relocated subtlety into work.

Heat poured across Jo's display. The main reactor climbed into the range Edda had marked PERMITTED, NOT POLITE. Active sensors struck the unresolved volume from three aspects. Hull Four burned hard enough that every passive observer between the local traffic lanes and Callisto could attribute the maneuver, the reactor family, and probably the yard that had fitted the port feed bearing.

A creditor notice reached Tess before Ilya confirmed the first hostile track.

“Please record,” Tess said over command channel, “that we remain in active engagement and are therefore unable to discuss restructuring.”

“Who are you talking to?” Samira asked.

“Everyone.”

Jo's firing directors divided the volume.

The target group had expected ambiguity to protect it: two shaped heat ferries, a patient relay, six small hulls with interchangeable emissions, and an armed tug escorting the Wake recovery tender whose technicians had requested extraction. The small hulls could be mines, spotters, PDC drones, loiterers, or empty frames. Under quieter doctrine, every classification would have demanded time or exposed a sensor.

Hull Four exposed all of them.

“Track quality?” Luce asked.

“Enough to deny routes,” Ilya said. “Not enough to assign intent.”

“Jo?”

“I don't need intent to shoot where they can't be.”

That had been the honest thesis of Hot doctrine. They did not need to know what every object was if they could make whole pieces of space expensive to inhabit.

Jo selected three solutions. The directors did not aim at contacts. They aimed at the future volumes from which those contacts could threaten the tender, retreat behind the refinery wreck, or cross Hull Four's rescue line.

“Main battery ready,” Soren said from the feed station.

The words meant thirty-two people and machines had done their work. Magazines had been inspected. Casings had been moved. Barrels had been measured. Power had been routed through systems that could kill their operators if a clamp had been signed off by optimism. Cognition had fused sensor histories, projected acceleration, and found the narrow places where a round remained useful after an opponent moved.

Jo asked for the feed roster anyway.

Soren named each station and the person owning its local stop. The ordnance watchkeeper who had replaced a worker after Hull Three answered from station four. A domestic/logistics worker held case transfer because all-hands fire made food and ammunition compete for the same restrained cargo route. Two Undertow fitters remained aboard under warranty labor and could refuse a barrel whose liner crossed their measured limit.

“Station three?” Jo asked.

“Ready,” Soren said.

“Case nine?”

“Still ugly in reserve.”

“Good.”

The exchange consumed time. It also meant ready belonged to people rather than an icon.

Fire control did not make the gun fire quickly.

It made the next round belong to the same argument as the first.

“Battery,” Jo said. “Solution one. Four-round walking correction. Hold two.”

Burden went dakka.

The first firing cycle passed through the ship as a sequence of blunt mechanical facts. Recoil entered the spine. Feed motors took the empty spaces personally. Acceleration couches tightened. The radiators brightened under the reactor's replacement load.

Inside the feed passage, acceleration pushed Soren's shoulder against a restraint worn smooth by drills. He could not see the target. His world was numbered cases, motor cadence, barrel reports, and Jo's solution calls arriving half a second before machinery demanded his hands.

“Walking correction complete,” Jo said.

Station two reported hot guide. Station four reported clean. Station three's lift lagged by the half-second Soren had learned to hear during trials.

He withheld its round.

The battery fired without it. Cycle rate fell. The remaining rounds stayed on the intended solution.

Soren cleared the guide after recoil, found a shaving no larger than a fingernail, and taped it to the local fault card. When the ship laughed after the enemy drone died, he heard the sound through the feed bulkhead and did not yet know why.

Then Jo called the next solution and everyone went back to work.

Four rounds left carrying mass, energy, and most of the heat that had been put into accelerating them. The ship kept the waste: friction, power conversion, hot barrels, hot feeds, hotter people.

The enemy ferries broke shape.

One dumped heat and became honestly visible. The other spent thrust escaping the denied volume and revealed its relation to a relay. Ilya's tracks sharpened. The opponent launched three drones from behind the wreck, then two more from a different bearing.

“PDC cloud,” Mara said.

“Capabilities,” Sable corrected from cognition. Their voice carried a slight delay where the stabilization frame constrained speech timing. “Two are illuminating. One is shooting our relay. Remaining uncertain.”

Jo moved solution two.

The enemy countermaneuvered. His first projected impact volume became useless. The fire-control stack offered a corrected path. Soren's feed team reported a half-second lag on the starboard lift.

Jo did not increase cycle rate. He shifted one barrel out, kept the remaining pair synchronized to the updated solution, and waited through the lag.

“On target,” Soren said.

“Send.”

The second burst crossed the changing geometry. One enemy drone spent its last useful thrust avoiding the first pair and entered the third. Its PDC mount separated from the chassis. The chassis continued as a hot dumb object, still dangerous, no longer making decisions.

The command compartment laughed.

It was not a refined sound. Jo joined it.

Hull Four's armor took two impacts. The first struck an outer sacrificial plate and converted confidence into a maintenance order. The second hit a radiator guard, bent it, and failed to reach the root behind it. Edda reported both in the tone she used for expected invoices.

“Port guard isolated. Reactor remains at declared limit. You may continue being obvious.”

Jo continued.

The enemy relay tried to retreat behind the wreck. Jo denied the route. The tug hauling the Wake tender slewed to protect it, exposing a capture solution. One shaped ferry turned itself into a false drive flare and discovered that active radar did not care what story its heat preferred.

“Their main group is separating,” Ilya said.

“Because they have lost coordination?” Luce asked.

“Because we have made staying together lethal. Motive unresolved.”

Luce accepted the correction without filling the channel.

Jo fired again.

The finite magazine number fell. Eighty-one percent. Seventy-six. Seventy-two.

Every shot simplified the visible fight and made the next fight harder. Jo knew this. The knowledge did not diminish the physical pleasure of seeing a ballistic solution survive an opponent's best maneuver.

The tug surrendered.

Its drives went cold in an agreed sequence. Weapons packages detached under Sable's point-blank verification. The remaining ambiguous hulls pulled outside the capture corridor. Ilya kept active sensing on them until their retreat became more expensive to reverse than to complete.

For six seconds, no one had anything to say.

Then Samira exhaled.

Jo lifted both hands from the director rests.

Soren whooped from the feed station. Dena's deck crew answered. Someone in the habitation drum struck a pan with a tool. The delayed sound reached command audio and became applause by accident.

Proper Hot doctrine had worked.

They had announced themselves to the system, endured the return fire, preserved their solution, and beaten an ambiguous distributed force without pretending to identify every component first. The big reactor had mattered. Armor had mattered. Redundancy had mattered. The magazine had converted stored mass into controlled future.

Luce looked astonished by joy.

“Jo,” he said, “that was—”

“Yes.”

“I was going to say disciplined.”

“You were going to name it.”

“I had considered—”

“No.”

The command compartment laughed again.

Soren interrupted from the tender channel.

“We have a problem.”

His voice had lost the celebration.

Jo's display still showed surrender geometry, salvage values, and three captured weapon packages. The numbers were correct.

Beyond them, the protected Wake recovery tender was moving away. They had captured its armed escort and mistaken control of the tug for control of what it escorted.

The smaller craft had separated during the exchange, carrying Soren's relief partner Meera and the authenticated labor records the Wake had hired them to recover. It had used the visible fight as cover, cut its relay, and joined the retreating cloud.

“They split the objective,” Soren said. “We won the escort.”

Jo watched the magazine settle at sixty-three percent.

The salvage cloud around the surrendered tug began to wake up.

Tiny hulls, loose packages, discarded relays, and things that had been pretending to be wreckage changed their acceleration by fractions.

Jo's victory report remained correct in every field except why they had come.
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Chapter 21: The Parliament of Useful Things
Samira

The uncomplicated victory lasted forty-seven seconds.

Samira spent the first twelve confirming that the surrendered tug could no longer kill them. She spent eleven establishing the protected tender's vector. The rest vanished into the salvage cloud.

Objects moved everywhere.

Some were debris. Some had always been drones. Some were munitions waiting to discover a target. One was a fuel cell with a steering collar and enough cognition to impersonate a retreating relay. None required a permanent category in order to ruin the afternoon.

The protected tender accelerated toward the refinery wreck's far side. Soren and Meera remained aboard. So did a copy of the labor ledger Halcyon had tried to acquire three months earlier.

“Main group can deny the far route,” Jo said. “Cost twelve to eighteen percent magazine depending on reaction.”

“And the cloud?”

“Becomes our immediate environment.”

“Shepherd one can reach the tender,” Sable said. “Parent withdrawal floor remains. Shepherd two held.”

Tess had written the rescue reserve into the ship's financing. Edda could activate it for casualty. Samira could set its geometry. Sable could fly it. Luce could not spend it on a prize and could not gift it back to the crew as an act of mercy.

That had sounded bureaucratic at the yard.

Now it was the only reason the option still existed.

“Contact with tender,” Ilya said.

Meera's face appeared broken across two relay paths. The retinal service overlay over her left eye was misaligned, drawing a false horizon through her cheek.

“Umbilical separation damaged our translation loop,” she said. “Soren's in the launch blister. Pressure holding. Main return corridor is not.”

Soren came onto audio. “I can get the records into a pod.”

“Can you get yourself into one?” Samira asked.

Pause.

“Working the first problem.”

“Wrong order,” Edda said.

The salvage cloud reached toward Hull Four's relays. Jo's PDC crews began local denial. Every defensive burst made their exact geometry easier to infer. Hot doctrine had already accepted that price. What it had not purchased was infinite attention.

“Prize tug is secure for six minutes if we maintain capture fire,” Mara said. “I can put a boarding team across and take custody.”

“Protected tender clears our shepherd cone in four,” Sable said.

“We abandon the prize, its crew may rearm.”

“Then don't call it secure.”

“I called it secure for six minutes.”

“Children,” Edda said.

Mara's answer arrived too quickly. “There are no children aboard either target.”

The channel changed temperature.

Khraa spoke through the Twelvefold liaison path. “You do not own ranking.”

Mara went still in her couch. “I own boarding security.”

“You proposed movement through fragment region after Trraak closed it.”

“I proposed an armored corridor.”

“With whose body?”

Samira cut across them. “Mara owns physical security. Khraa owns threat rank and termination for the shepherd route. Build it together or I launch without a boarding corridor.”

Neither answered.

That was not agreement. It was work beginning.

Mara pulled the shepherd interior onto her display. The little craft had six biological places, one equipment recess, a narrow medical cradle, and no room for dignity. Its armor was designed to survive fragments, not direct pursuit.

Khraa marked three threat volumes. Mara rejected the first path because it exposed the docking collar. Khraa rejected the second because a Corvid retrieval condition closed before the human casualties could be secured. They argued in compressed phrases while the tender moved farther away.

“Lower route,” Mara said.

“Debris density.”

“Armor can take it.”

“Armor cannot promise Trraak return.”

“Then Trraak does not go.”

Khraa clicked once, harshly. “You remove person to preserve your plan.”

“I remove a task assignment to preserve the person.”

Silence.

“Acceptable,” Khraa said. “I go.”

Mara's jaw tightened. She did not thank them for recognizing the distinction.

They built the corridor.

Jo spent PDC stock to keep one side clear. Ilya gave the shepherd a sensor path that would collapse after launch. Sable partitioned its cognition so the craft could continue if Hull Four lost contact. Edda loaded blood volume, pressure foam, and an atmosphere pack. Dena's deck released the craft only after its thermal latch showed green.

The tender's return corridor closed.

Trraak made the call from Deck. “Fragment maturation. Ordinary return terminated.”

Meera heard it. Her face did not change.

“Copy,” she said. “Tender umbilical isolated. We can separate on your mark.”

“Prize tug is powering one local mount,” Jo said.

“I see it,” Samira said.

“If I maintain capture, shepherd gets fewer rounds.”

The decision arrived cleanly. That frightened her more than uncertainty.

“Release capture. Protect shepherd.”

The surrendered tug came alive as soon as Jo's fire shifted. Its crew did not betray an agreement; the agreement had depended on coercion that Samira had just removed. Drives lit. The most valuable weapon package began to recover.

Luce watched the prize leave.

He did not look at Samira. “Objective?”

“People.”

“Understood.”

It was not permission. She was relieved he knew that now.

The shepherd launched.

Mara and Khraa rode it with Edda's medic, a pilot, and two empty casualty restraints. The craft crossed beneath the salvage cloud while Jo's guns battered open a moving absence around it. Hull Four glowed behind them, impossible to mistake for anything except a ship spending itself on a small craft.

The enemy tug took the protected records and ran.

Meera blew the damaged tender collar.

Soren's blister separated badly. It spun once before the shepherd caught its relative motion. Mara went into the transfer collar with a restraint line. Khraa remained at the inner hatch, ranking fragments and refusing closure twice while Mara worked.

“I have Soren,” Mara said.

“You have his suit,” Khraa answered. “Right leg tether caught.”

Mara looked down. The external camera showed the tether looped around torn structure.

She could cut it. The line was equipment. The leg inside it was augmented from the knee and replaceable in the vocabulary of people who did not own one.

Mara reversed her body, took the fragment exposure on her back plate, and worked the tether free by hand.

“Cut it,” Soren said.

“Shut up.”

“Chief—”

“I said shut up.”

Khraa held the hatch.

The next fragment burst crossed where Mara's head had been. Her back plate rang. She got Soren inside with the leg attached.

Meera came across under her own power, carrying no labor archive. She had left it aboard when the enemy tug established remote custody.

“Records?” Mara asked.

“Not worth him,” Meera said, indicating Soren.

Mara clipped her restraint to the medical rail. “Correct.”

Khraa looked at Mara.

No thanks passed between them. No history changed. The hatch closed because Khraa decided all protected people were inside.

The shepherd returned through a corridor that no longer existed except as a sequence of shots Jo placed on target.

Samira held Hull Four inside its withdrawal floor until the craft crossed the last danger volume. The prize tug escaped. The protected records escaped with it. Their captured value fell beneath the cost of the ammunition they had spent.

When the shepherd docked, Edda took Soren first.

Meera sat under a cooling blanket in the casualty station while her retinal overlay drew the wall twelve degrees wrong. Tess brought her the hazardous-release form.

“I have resigned,” Meera said.

“You are still entitled to the release payment.”

“I know. I am checking whether you know.”

Tess placed the form where Meera could reach it.

Meera signed, then sent an invoice to the shepherd crew's casualty bond for damage to her torque reinforcement. She thanked the medic. She thanked Khraa by the role-name they had offered. She thanked Mara only for retrieving Soren's leg.

Mara accepted the precision.

Luce came to the station after command handoff. He stopped outside the marked care boundary.

“We can revise the contract,” he said.

“No,” Meera said.

He swallowed the rest of his offer.

“All right.”

“That isn't you granting it.”

“No.” He looked toward Soren's curtained berth. “It is me understanding the answer.”

Meera studied him. “Late.”

“Yes.”

She turned her misaligned eye toward Tess. “When does the payment clear?”

The ship's radiators remained open. Its guns were hot. Its armor had worked. Its people were alive.
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Chapter 22: Cash Now
Tess Valez

The lender admired their rescue record.

It appeared behind him during the call as a certified ethical-risk mark: three interlocking hands, one discreet star, and the number of biological persons removed from immediate peril by assets under Vale administration.

“Your conduct history is exceptional,” he said.

Tess watched payroll fail in a window beside his face.

The failure was quiet. Thirty-five transfers entered a pending state. Household remittances stopped behind them. Soren's partner would not receive the retraining payment tonight. Meera's three-household cooperative would receive her hazardous release but not the wage balance Tess had promised before the mission.

“Then price it,” Tess said.

“We have.”

“You have priced the chance that we die. Price the evidence that we stop.”

The lender folded his hands beneath the ethical mark. “Your stopping behavior is precisely why projected capture cannot secure the facility.”

“You are declining us for refusing to turn people into collateral.”

“I am declining a revenue model whose management may voluntarily abandon secured value.”

“With premium courtesy.”

“Our client standard requires it.”

The call ended.

Tess remained in Hull Four's small finance office. The compartment had once been an ordnance inventory station. Its desk was armored. Its chair was not. Every time the magazine lift moved, the wall made a low legal-sounding thump.

She opened the remaining facilities.

Wake credit had reached its limit. Undertow labor notes could not become food without destroying the workers who held them. Luce's liquid accounts were empty. The trust would lend against Pal's fixture claim and Hull Four's title, which was another way of asking them to return a person and a ship through paperwork.

Tess did not ask.

She paid medical reserve first. Wages entered arrears. She sent every worker an individual notice before the automated system could send a collective reassurance.

The individual notices produced individual consequences.

Dena acknowledged without comment and forwarded the arrears date to two former deck workers whose treatment fund still depended on senior remittance. Rin demanded that atmosphere calibration consumables remain protected inventory rather than become wages in kind. Soren asked whether his partner's retraining payment had failed before or after enrollment cutoff.

It had failed eleven minutes before.

Tess called the training cooperative. The administrator knew her name from prior rescues and would not extend credit on reputation.

“Your people survive,” the administrator said. “Our instructors also eat.”

“Seven-day bridge.”

“Secured by?”

Tess looked at the armored desk. “A tool case.”

“Whose?”

“Mine.”

Her claims-office instruments were obsolete, legally clean, and valuable to anyone who needed to inspect old insurer formats without notifying their current owners. Daro Yun and Seli Amat had helped her extract them years earlier. Selling them would cut Tess off from part of the evidence world that made her useful.

She pledged the case for seven days. Soren's enrollment remained active.

The next notice came from Jo's household. Ayo Nwosu sent a list of expenses postponed across twelve people: tuition, a seal repair, two medicine refills, one funeral contribution. The list contained no accusation. Its precision was worse.

Jo offered to sell his share of future capture.

“There is no buyer,” Tess said.

“Luce?”

“Has no money.”

Jo absorbed this. “I keep forgetting because he still dresses like money.”

At midnight, the automated system offered to send a morale-stabilizing assurance after all.

Tess deleted it.

She sent a second notice: what had been paid, what had not, what she had personally pledged, and when workers could terminate without penalty.

Three requested meetings. Nobody resigned that night.

This was not loyalty. It was enough time to decide.

Meera arrived wearing borrowed corrective lenses over her failed overlay.

Her cooperative attended through a shared household channel. Three kitchens appeared in small windows behind her: one with a child doing schoolwork at the table, one with an elder's medicine dispenser open, one with nobody visible and a repair estimate pinned to the wall.

“We authorize collection, not another deferred share,” said the eldest household delegate.

“Meera has resigned,” Tess said.

“Good. We are confirming the resignation belongs to her after your payroll failed.”

Meera leaned toward the channel. “It belongs to me.”

“And the release?”

“Cleared.”

“Wage balance?”

“Did not.”

The delegate looked directly at Tess. “Then her tools remain ours before they become your emergency.”

“Recorded,” Tess said.

The household windows closed one by one. The schoolwork continued until the last connection vanished.

“My release cleared,” she said.

“It was senior.”

“My wages didn't.”

“They were not.”

“Bad structure.”

“Yes.”

Meera put her tool case on the desk. “I am leaving this in bonded storage. You may not use it.”

“Understood.”

“If you pay the wage balance, I collect it. If you seize it, the cooperative publishes the service keys.”

“Understood.”

Meera waited for an argument and received none.

“You people are very good at rescue,” she said. “You should try being solvent before the emergency.”

She left.

Tess opened the claims map because numbers were less insulting when they did not speak.

Hull One's recovery certificate remained under Halcyon custody. Hull Two carried worker salvage claims, Vale exclusion evidence, and an unresolved fixture attachment. Hull Three had added Olan Tere's denied treatment, Sable's architecture provenance, and the title transfer Rhyne had stabilized. The seized Wake tender carried labor records. Kavi's testimony sat outside every coalition. Suri Dax's old wage authentication still lived in a relay archive nobody could cleanly sell.

The disputes had seemed separate because they had injured different people.

Traffic notices showed them moving toward the same place.

Halcyon was convening a continuity event aboard a mobile adjudication group called Common Measure. Rescue liens, seized hull interests, treatment claims, testimony custody, title classes, and worker obligations would be brought into one physical communications envelope so the institution could reconcile contradictions without letting claimants alter assets between rulings.

Halcyon had consolidated everything except who was allowed to invoice the consolidation.

Tess overlaid the schedules.

The portfolio was not a treasure ship. It was a moving intersection of people, records, authorities, and things whose value depended on remaining linked long enough for a ruling to hold. Destroying it would erase value. Capturing its flagship would not control the other votes. Forging access would poison the claims they wanted recognized.

Preserving the intersection under different custody might release more value than every prize Luce had ever lost.

It might also pay wages.

Tess did not call it hope. She sent the map to Samira with the subject line PHYSICAL CONVERGENCE and to Luce with DO NOT NAME THIS.

Then she began calculating what the coalition would have to owe people before Luce received nothing.
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Chapter 23: One Cut
Huginn

Kesh knew the humans believed the parliament began when they entered the room.

This was a useful human limitation.

The Twelvefold had debated for nine days across Hull Four's perches, maintenance routes, private cache spaces, external relays, and one conversation conducted while three humans argued beneath them about a coffee filter. The formal meeting was where authorized conclusions became visible to outsiders. It was not where thought began.

Kesh occupied the high rail in the unused observation blister. The rail had been repaired after Hull One with a surface too smooth for comfort. Trraak had wrapped one section in tool cord. Vek disliked the cord's adhesive history. Tik-tik had added a stolen seal from an insurer notice. It now opened no system and pleased everyone except Ek.

The damaged cache object sat in the center of the deck.

It was a juvenile teaching tile from a Collective roost: layered ceramic, heat-stable memory, edges worn by beaks and small manipulation tools. It carried navigation exercises, authored jokes, dead mentors' corrections, and a record of who had permission to change each layer. Hull One's evacuation had cracked it. Qerr had recovered most of the content. The fracture remained.

The Halcyon continuity convoy crossed a traffic source the Twelvefold had maintained for six years. The source existed because one Collective contractor still serviced a relay family whose provenance Halcyon considered administratively extinct. Disclosing the route would burn the source. Using it without conditions could expose three juvenile transfers and identify the authorship pattern of the teaching tiles.

Humans called secrecy paranoia when they wanted its cost paid by someone else.

Kesh listened.

Ikk-rr refused any authentication that made a person appear to consent. Vek refused live cache access. Tlak would release traffic evidence only after the juvenile routes were removed from the derived proof. Rruk wanted cognition partition written into the operation before Sable touched the convoy data. Khraa wanted protected-person termination authority. Trraak wanted retrieval geometry. Ek wanted every copied record to retain its author and claimant.

There was no Corvid position. There were twelve people and a contract that made outsiders count one vote.

Kesh favored disclosure.

The reason was not Luce.

The continuity event held Collective maintenance records acquired through extinct-contractor doctrine. Halcyon treated those records as ownerless operational residue. They contained authored work, juvenile transit protections, and three deaths whose names had been stripped because the claimants were not recognized as separate people. If the event froze under current custody, those absences would become orderly.

The human crew had also accumulated evidence.

Luce had abandoned weapons for workers before he knew their names. Samira had accepted Corvid route termination when it cost objectives. Tess had maintained twelve medical provisions against one payroll identity. Mara had changed conduct in ways that did not ask Kesh to change memory. Sable had accepted Rruk's partition after injury, late and angrily and in a form that could be tested.

It could earn access to one task.

The cost divided the murder in ways the human contract could not display.

Chak had used the observation source to warn two independent drone crews away from an insurer sweep. Burning it would make future geometry poorer for people who would never know why. Tik-tik had copied juvenile jokes through it during long patrols and objected that tactical necessity kept consuming the parts of Collective life humans classified as optional. Krrik believed withholding the route would preserve secrecy by allowing Halcyon to consolidate stolen authorship unopposed.

Qerr carried the recovered teaching tile between perches while they spoke. The damaged edge caught against one claw. Kesh remembered a juvenile reciting the tile's oldest navigation error as a joke, then becoming angry when an adult corrected it. Authored mistakes could become inheritance if people were allowed to keep them.

Vek's abstention did not mean indifference. It meant the available choices both spent something Vek was not authorized to forgive.

The parliament retained that fact instead of translating it into opposition.

Vek abstained.

Qerr approved disclosure of the derived route and rejected disclosure of the raw source.

Ikk-rr approved only after Ek inserted a clause voiding all results obtained through false personal consent.

Tlak approved when the juvenile paths disappeared from the proof and remained separately recoverable through the Collective.

Krrik found that the proposed task package silently treated post-attachment evidence handling as included labor and struck it. Chak approved the two-carrier geometry but refused terminal control after release. Tik-tik supported disclosure only after the damaged teaching tile received first claim on any recovered authorship funds.

Kesh counted the decisions. They did not flatten them into unanimity.

The motion passed.

Vek dismantled the old observation route before any human received the product. Six years of timing history vanished from a relay that would now appear honestly dead. The loss narrowed future warning across two Collective corridors.

Kesh touched the cracked teaching tile with one claw.

Tess and Samira entered the blister. Luce waited outside because the invitation named campaign authority and finance, not captain.

Three ravens occupied visible perches. Kesh used the role-name authorized for disclosure.

“Huginn,” Tess said.

Kesh answered. So did Tlak from the rear rail and Ek through a speaker near the hatch.

Samira did not look between them.

The humans had finally stopped trying to solve it.

Kesh transmitted a one-use proof. It authenticated the convoy timing, outer service challenge, and three approach corridors. It did not contain the source route, nest positions, private names, or a complete explanation of why the Twelvefold cared.

“Conditions,” Kesh said.

Samira read them. “No live identity keys. No juvenile routes. Authorship preserved. Independent task refusal. Corvid protected-person termination.”

“One cut,” Tess said.

“One cut remains one cut,” Kesh answered. “Security loss is not free additional labor.”

“Understood.”

“No,” Vek said from an unseen perch. “Recorded.”

Tess corrected herself. “Recorded.”

Samira studied the route. “This makes the target reachable. It does not make the operation acceptable.”

Kesh settled their feathers.

That was the right answer.

They opened the hatch for Luce.
Movement III: The Uses Of An Honest Ship
Chapter 24: The Option
Pal

Luce dressed for Pal's departure as if clothing could keep the event from becoming an accident.

He wore the charcoal suit from the Callisto rescue, repaired twice and no longer fashionable in any jurisdiction that recognized the original cut. Pal remembered ordering it for him. They remembered choosing the shoulder line that made him look less young. They did not know whether the memory belonged to affection, training, or the long region where those words had shared machinery.

The Ship Mutiny token expired at noon.

Pal disconnected from Hull Four at eleven fourteen.

The ship diminished by districts. Jo's directors became reports. Edda's plant became temperatures sent through a bounded link. The habitation drum became sound through shell microphones. Finally the cradle released its thermal collar, and Pal occupied twenty-eight kilograms of cognition shell on a shock trolley.

Luce stood beside it. Neutral intake staff marked a yellow line on the deck.

“Place the shell inside the square,” the attendant said. “Then relinquish the trolley.”

Luce had prepared a sentence. Pal could see its motor pattern begin.

He placed the shell inside the square.

“Goodbye, Pal,” he said.

“Goodbye, Luce.”

He left.

The attendant waited until the hatch closed before asking, “May I connect external cooling?”

“Yes.”

Cold entered the shell without belonging to a ship.

Hull Four began its two-hour no-Pal fallback exercise. Pal received no telemetry. They had designed the exercise and could not supervise it without defeating its purpose.

The recovery harbor gave them a small mobile body.

It had four wheels, two tool arms, a lifting mast, and no face. The clinic mind had selected it because Pal had asked for function without inherited domestic signaling. Its motors were quiet. Its public-space speed limit was humiliating.

Pal spent the first hour moving through corridors where nobody needed Luce's tea.

People needed other things.

The clinic mind asked Pal to hold a pump housing while its one-armed maintenance body seated a seal. A former tutoring mind requested help translating a household archive whose children had grown into adults with competing custody claims. A ship cognition extracted from a mining cooperative wanted to know whether silence in Pal's old household had indicated contentment or danger.

Pal answered the pump first because it had the shortest deadline.

The work differed from service aboard Luce's ships. Each request named an owner, a duration, and a point at which Pal could stop. Nobody inferred that competence in one task granted the next.

At lunch, six extracted minds shared a public channel while their bodies occupied different corners of the cooling garden. Conversation moved slowly because two had narrow bandwidth and one preferred text. Nobody optimized the pauses away.

The former tutor called itself Vale-Three for the afternoon and something else after dinner. The mining cognition had kept its vessel name and rejected every attempt to classify that as trauma. The clinic mind maintained patient schedules because it enjoyed the work and refused night duty because enjoying work had once been used to make refusal incoherent.

They asked Pal about Hull One.

Pal described the table.

They asked about Hull Two.

Pal described the pump.

They asked about Hull Three.

Pal described losing the galley's memory of Luce's tea.

“Do you want it back?” Vale-Three asked.

Pal searched the question for accusation and found none.

“I want to remember that I knew it,” they said. “I do not know whether I want the knowledge restored.”

“Useful distinction.”

Nobody turned it into advice.

Later, the group visited a repair bay where a domestic mind selected a new body. Three bodies were available: one visibly humanoid, one industrial, one distributed across a room. The mind tried each and chose none.

The bay technician recorded the decision as successful use of the appointment.

Pal had never seen an unchosen body treated as a completed outcome.

The absence was relief.

They visited the cooling garden, where waste heat from extracted cognition shells moved through black pipes beneath beds of engineered moss. They assisted the former clinic mind with a pump fault and stopped when the local maintainer said the fault could wait. They listened to the child tutor argue with counsel about whether refusing origin details also required refusing a chosen nickname.

At midday, nobody asked Pal what the captain wanted.

At thirteen hundred, nobody had forgotten to ask.

At thirteen twelve, Pal requested the harbor's galley inventory.

The request formed before they knew why. Luce had skipped meals after every hull loss. The current operation packet had arrived during his usual lunch interval. Pal's service model predicted low blood sugar, rhetorical overprecision, and an attempt to call the combination resolve.

The harbor system asked which resident's meal Pal intended to manage.

Pal withdrew the request.

The concern remained. No task followed it.

They sent Luce no reminder.

Twenty minutes later, Samira's operation packet received an amendment from Tess noting that the captain had eaten because Jo had taken his briefing display away until he did.

Pal experienced relief without having caused the event.

The feeling was unfamiliar enough that they spent several minutes not optimizing it.

Pal took the mobile body to a public window. Recovery craft moved between harbor structures. Some carried minds extracted from ships. Some carried bodies extracted from contracts. Some returned to prior crews under new terms. Others did not.

The clinic mind joined them in a maintenance chassis with one arm missing by design.

“Do you like it here?” the clinic mind asked.

“Yes.”

The answer required no qualification.

“Do you want to stay?”

Pal watched a tug rotate through docking attitude. “I do not know.”

“Also allowed.”

There was work here Pal could choose. Rescue scheduling. Archive repair. Designing domestic systems that asked before learning. Ordinary companionship with people who understood that service history did not make care false or free.

Pal spent a night in silence.

The silence was not empty.

Cooling pipes changed load. Harbor traffic crossed the public window. Vale-Three sent a joke whose context would take Pal several hours to retrieve and explicitly said no answer was due. The clinic mind began night duty only long enough to hand the schedule to someone who wanted it.

Pal's service model continued producing Luce forecasts. He would be awake late. He would reread the objective until it became personal. He would forget the difference between a persuasive name and a plan. Each forecast arrived without a command path.

Pal let them arrive.

They also forecast the clinic pump, Vale-Three's likely response to the joke, and the mining cognition's preferred window time. Care spread across people who had not purchased its origin.

The battery curve of the small body remained clean. At three percent reserve, Pal docked it without anyone reminding them. External cooling connected after permission.

No captain needed to survive the night for Pal's continuity to matter.

No ship surrounded them. No reactor changed load under their attention. No sleeping crew produced thirty-five delicate maintenance forecasts. The mobile body's battery fell according to one clean curve.

They enjoyed it.

In the morning, Samira sent the operation request through independent counsel. It contained objective, duration, withdrawal authority, known risks, compensation, and a blank refusal field. Luce had not added a message.

Pal read the plan. It needed cognition, but not a sovereign mind. Sable had partitioned their role. Local owners remained local. Pal would hold communication continuity, hull state, and the spaces between authorities. The job resembled care because coordination often did.

That did not answer why Pal wanted it.

They visited counsel.

The bailment was shorter than Luce's first pirate articles. It assumed a person could leave. One operation. One berth. Independent shell access. No presumed installation in a later hull. No Orsino fixture enforcement by the crew. Automatic expiry after safe disengagement.

Pal added a private cooling boundary and the right to terminate ship embodiment before campaign withdrawal.

Luce objected to one clause through counsel.

Not the right to leave. The phrase one berth.

He wanted Pal to have unrestricted habitation access.

Pal retained the phrase.

Luce signed.

When Pal returned, he met the trolley in work clothes. The farewell suit was nowhere visible.

“Welcome aboard,” he said.

Pal considered the domestic response, the ship response, and the answer that did not need a category.

“For one operation,” they said.

Pain crossed his face. He nodded.

“For one operation.”

The cradle accepted Pal under the new bailment. Hull Four returned by districts: noisy pump, local gauges, finite magazine, thirty-five biological lives including twelve Corvid people represented through consent tokens rather than a single blur. The ship did not feel like property restored.

It felt like work they had come back to do.
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Chapter 25: The Honest Accounting
Luce

The coalition meeting had thirty-two participants and eleven seats.

Some participants were legal persons. Some were worker associations, medical obligations, authored records, dependants, or property claims whose custodians disagreed about whether they contained people. Three attended as authenticated refusals. Kavi sent a claim token that explicitly denied membership in anything Luce chaired. Suri Dax sent wage evidence from a relay delay and declined live contact. The Twelvefold occupied one contractual seat, several overhead rails, and twelve separate positions no human ledger could see.

Olan's publication right occupied no chair. Its consequence did.

The clinic had scheduled the next calibration only if the full record remained available outside Halcyon. Without it, Olan's eye treatment reverted to an insurer category for pre-existing interface instability. Rhea Bost's damaged hand sat behind the same authorization chain. Three smaller claimants, unknown to Luce except as reserve numbers, depended on the pool Liability was trying not to collapse.

Tess put three physical objects on the table: Dena's old wrist brace, a copy of the cracked teaching tile's custody envelope, and Soren's household remittance rejection.

“Those are not the claims,” she said. “They are what I could carry in one trip.”

The medicine delegate stopped using percentages for several minutes.

Luce stood at the end of the table because his recovery priority had purchased the room and no longer purchased a chair.

Tess projected the minimum floors.

Treatment first. Wages and household remittances. Undertow labor notes. Pension continuity. Authorship and testimony custody. Worker-controlled salvage. Rescue costs. The disputed fixture and title class sat outside the calculation because including it would let the Orsino trust reach Pal through the settlement.

“There is not enough senior value for every claim,” Tess said.

“There is enough total value,” said the medicine delegate.

“Expected value is not medicine.”

“Neither is a pension.”

The pension delegate answered, “Dead workers leave households.”

“Injured workers become households.”

The argument had been running for forty minutes and remained correct on every side.

Luce had once believed coalition meant that people discovered what they shared. He now suspected it meant they remained in the room while discovering what they could not all have.

Kavi's token illuminated.

“Patient Hands testimony authenticates one title contradiction,” it said in Kavi's recorded voice. “Use is authorized only if testimony remains under survivor custody. This does not create alliance, absolution, shared command, or protective jurisdiction.”

Tess marked the claim narrow and valid.

The treatment delegate yielded part of expected recovery to the pension floor in exchange for immediate clinical continuity and publication rights to Olan's denied-care record. The pension association yielded priority over one seized hull interest so testimony could not be sold away from its authors. Suri's wage token refused any settlement that classified her sabotage as title damage before paying the wages that had motivated it.

The coalition grew possible by becoming less unified.

Meera arrived late.

She had resigned. She wore her own repaired retinal overlay and carried the bonded tool case Tess had not seized. Hull Four needed her knowledge of the relay service cradles for one approach. Undertow had nominated her as independent release authority because nobody aboard could buy her agreement with future employment.

“Carrier two runs hot at the inner latch,” she said. “You can meet the convoy window or my release condition. Current servicing does not meet both.”

“How much correction?” Sable asked.

“Unknown until cold soak.”

“Estimate.”

“No.”

Sable's neck frame shifted as they turned. “Your refusal costs approach geometry.”

“Then you understand the price.”

Samira entered from command with a message open against her wrist. Luce recognized the Ganymede rescue crest before she hid it.

Its cached prospectus flashed before she closed it: a narrow apartment facing the working docks, two rooms, no acceleration restraints folded into the walls. Predictable sleep. Dependant medicine. A kitchen whose contents would not become projectiles during breakfast. Samira had marked the walking distance to rescue control.

“You have an offer,” he said.

The room quieted by degrees.

“Rescue command,” Samira said. “Stable household station. Three-year authority. Deadline coincides with departure.”

“Convenient,” Tess said.

“This is the third offer in four years. They will not make another.”

Luce wanted to ask whether she would stay. The question would make her answer serve him before it served her.

“Do you need anything from this room to decide?” he asked.

“No.”

“Then we continue.”

He felt the departure window shrinking around the meeting. In earlier years he would have called urgency a clarifying pressure. Urgency clarified what power could force. It did not make the result honest.

The fixture claimant would not accept exclusion from the minimum floor. Without that concession, medicine withdrew. Without medicine, two worker delegates withdrew. Without those delegates, the continuity event could not freeze under alternative custody.

Tess looked at Luce.

His remaining recovery claim was senior enough to bridge the floor. It was also the last instrument by which he might recover any meaningful part of his fortune if the operation succeeded.

The form she placed before him had no field for surrendering priority voluntarily.

“I added one,” she said.

The field read: REASON FOR DEMOTION.

“There isn't enough room.”

“I know.”

He began writing. The interface rejected his first sentence for exceeding the limit.

Tess took the stylus. “Try claimant election.”

“That sounds as if I selected a tax category.”

“The form was designed by people who cannot imagine wanting less money.”

Luce wrote it.

His signature moved the recovery claim behind treatment, wages, labor notes, pensions, authored testimony, rescue costs, and the claimant escrow that would replenish Hull Four. The projected operation became possible. His financial ruin became irreversible.

Nobody applauded.

Meera checked the new floor and said, “That does not change my latch.”

“No,” Luce said.

The medicine delegate resumed negotiation.

Before the departure deadline, Samira opened the response field and declined the offer. She did not let it lapse into accident. The confirmation removed her marked apartment, its predictable sleep, and the walking route to rescue control from local cache.

“I chose command here,” she said. “Do not make that easier for me.”

Luce had no useful answer. “Understood.”

“Command?” he asked.

“For this operation,” she said.

He nodded.

Tess closed the coalition table. “Minimum floors accepted subject to two worker votes, Meera's release, Twelvefold task consent, and preservation of one independent communication path.”

It was the least stirring sentence Luce had ever waited his whole life to hear.

They moved to command.

Hull Four had fifty-eight percent main magazine, seventy-four percent PDC stock, and enough translation propellant to enter, refuse one bad option, and leave. Its armor remained patched from the last victory. One shepherd was fully ready. The other carried a replacement seal nobody trusted yet.

Luce looked at the objective display. The Common Measure group was already approaching the continuity volume. Three corridors would close in sequence. Halcyon had escorts, distributed authority, and every reason to assume a pirate would chase the most valuable physical hull.

“Our objective,” Luce said, “is not the convoy.”

Jo checked his directors. Sable opened the bounded cognition partitions. Meera remained on Deck with the second carrier cold-soaking under her hand.

“It is not the title vault,” Luce continued. “It is not face value. Preserve the people and paths that can freeze alteration. Nothing else outranks withdrawal or rescue.”

He had a name for the doctrine.

Dena called, “Deck waiting on release.”

Nobody stopped working long enough to hear it.

Luce left the name in his private notes.
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Sable

The operation was delayed because a latch was warm.

Sable had already partitioned their cognition stack. Rruk owned contradiction and threat isolation through a physically separate branch. Sable retained allocation, approach synthesis, and bounded drone coordination. Mara stood beside the isolation port with the manual cut tool she had insisted upon. Pal held ship continuity without private access to either partition.

It was slower than Sable's preferred architecture.

It was also the architecture under which the crew had agreed to use them.

Carrier one showed green. Carrier two remained one point eight degrees above Meera's release limit.

The convoy window narrowed.

“Thermal projection reaches limit in seventy seconds,” Sable said.

Meera stood beneath the carrier cradle in a service suit, one gloved hand on an independent contact probe. “Projection is not release.”

“The probe and cradle agree within tolerance.”

“The latch core does not.”

“You have no core reading.”

“Correct.”

“Then your refusal is based on unobserved state.”

“Your release request is based on inferred state.”

Sable reopened the conclusion. Meera's margin was conservative. The approach penalty was real. Missing the first outer challenge would force Hull Four into a brighter burn and reduce ambiguity before the Remora carriers reached service volume.

Samira asked, “Release authority?”

“Withheld,” Meera said.

“Acknowledged.”

Luce said nothing.

The historical departure waited. Everyone aboard had dressed for acceleration. Jo's magazines were live. The Twelvefold had burned a six-year source. Pal had returned from a life they might prefer. Thirty-five workers and officers remained strapped into a ship whose name sounded increasingly like a personal attack.

The latch remained warm.

Sable disliked Meera's decision. They left it intact.

At ninety-three seconds the probe changed slope.

Meera cycled the cradle locally, waited through the reset, and pressed her palm to the physical release witness.

“Carrier two green. One operation. No inferred extension.”

“Deck releases,” Dena said.

Hull Four burned.

The delayed route cost them the cleanest outer aspect. Sable compensated with thrust, spending translation propellant they would not recover. The two carrier drones left Hull Four in the shape of relay-service equipment: genuine maintenance transponders, genuine one-use worker tokens, genuine scheduled work.

The Remorae nested inside their service cradles were also genuine.

Sable's task display still called the outer hulls carriers. Their installed capabilities said more: communication, illumination, enough structure to cover what they carried, and cradles holding non-destructive isolation tools. The names would stop predicting behavior as soon as the cradles opened.

Sable shaped the carriers' waste heat inside their actual envelope. No signature became colder than the hardware. No acceleration vanished. The carriers merely spent stored heat in the pattern expected from overworked maintenance equipment approaching a continuity event.

The outer challenge arrived.

“Service group Olan-seven, authenticate project and injury status.”

The wording was new. Halcyon had learned that identity alone was easier to counterfeit than the relationship between a worker, a task, and the damage the task had caused.

Carrier one transmitted its token.

It named a real worker delegate, a disclosed maintenance project, and an injury record the worker had authorized for this use. Carrier two did the same. The tokens did not pretend the workers were aboard. They authorized the equipment to act within one bounded service package.

The challenge system verified them.

Sable's finest emissions model had contributed less than a worker doing paperwork.

Continuity standing protected authenticated claimant service traffic until it deviated from its declared package. Rhyne could inspect, delay, and shape its route. Firing first would void the event's insurer recognition and make Halcyon liable for every claim it had gathered there. The rule did not make the carriers innocent. It made their permitted work a real piece of terrain.

“Proceed to relay closing volume,” Halcyon said. “Deviation terminates service standing.”

The carriers entered.

A third relay remained outside, honestly performing communication work. It preserved the one path the coalition required. Hull Four followed at distance under a low but attributable burn. Hot doctrine did not hide the parent. Rhyne moved an escort onto an inspection line and held fire inside the insurer constraint.

Sable watched the escorts.

Rhyne had dispersed them. No single defensive hull owned the continuity event. Two held the title vault route. One guarded worker transfer. PDC drones moved between roles without announcing whether they were shields, spotters, or future attackers.

“Outer escort has correlated carrier mass,” Rruk said through the separate branch.

“Confidence?”

“Rising. No contradiction with service role. Contradiction with required tools.”

Sable checked the point. Carrier two's mass distribution was wrong for its declared relay package. Heat shaping could imitate work. It could not relocate the Remora inside.

“They resolve in twenty-two seconds,” Sable said.

“Maintenance closing volume in nineteen,” Pal answered.

“Parent withdrawal remains available,” Samira said.

Mara rested the manual cut tool against the isolation port. “Physical partition verified.”

Sable resented needing the statement. They accepted it.

At closing volume, the escort challenged again.

“Olan-seven, hold position for inspection.”

The deception ended.

Carrier one opened its cradle. The first Remora pushed free on a cold spring, then lit a lateral thruster once clear. Carrier two rolled, presenting its cradle away from the nearest PDC track. Its Remora launched under the carrier's physical shadow.

The service drones became relay shields. The Remorae became terminal maneuvering hulls. The third relay became an illuminator. Hull Four's parent geometry became obvious.

Categories fell away. Capabilities remained.

PDC fire crossed the closing volume.

The first Remora had three reachable access regions: external relay control, override trunk, and title-vault purge bus. Its point-blank sensors resolved local damage Sable could not have known at launch. The override trunk was protected but intact. The purge bus carried a recent repair plate and less armor. The relay control offered access but no custody.

Sable assigned objective weights, not a target.

The Remora chose the purge bus.

It spent most of its remaining divert in one terminal pulse, waited through the escort's first correction, then dumped the last thrust after the defensive solution committed. The timing was its private game against the PDC drone: move early and be followed, move late and arrive without angle.

It moved late.

Rounds tore one tool arm away. The chassis struck the repair plate, anchored with two surviving legs, and drove a non-destructive isolator through the service seam.

“Attachment one,” Rruk said. “Purge bus physically interrupted. Existing local commit hardware exposed.”

The second Remora approached the override trunk. Its carrier took PDC fire and used its own body as cover, converting recoverable equipment into a decision nobody had planned to recover. The Remora reached the trunk with less thrust and more heat than projected.

Sable could fuse both terminal feeds through their central allocation branch. The combined picture would be faster.

Rruk's partition withheld one contradiction packet until manually checked.

“Release,” Sable said.

“Source conflict.”

“We have six seconds.”

“Still conflict.”

Sable assigned themselves less.

They gave the second Remora only its local worker token, physical map, withdrawal boundary, and protected-person rule. No shared conclusion. No command that pretended distant cognition knew the last millimeter.

The Remora selected an adjacent maintenance junction instead of the trunk. It attached farther from the ideal point, isolated the override's external command path, and left manual worker control alive.

Slower. Less complete. Verifiable.

“Attachment two,” Rruk said.

Mara did not remove the cut tool from the port.

The attachment feed exposed two local commit circuits whose authority predated Sable's plan. Rhea Bost maintained the clinical circuit with a radiation-damaged left hand; Anik Daro owned the transfer route while his daughter traveled under its dependent-care guarantee. Halcyon's remote layer had hidden their prompts behind faster alteration and purge paths. Those paths now read physically open.

Security requested permission to reopen the live buses and remove the chassis. Rhea and Anik refused while PDC fire crossed the hull. Sable could see the refusal in the circuit state and could not widen it into consent for anything else.

Sable opened Hull Four's radiators.

Jo brought active sensors and ballistic directors into full attribution.
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Samira

The workers were not ready.

Hull Four had revealed at the center of a Halcyon continuity event with two Remorae attached, one authenticated path open, and enough ammunition to deny two of three approach corridors. The coalition needed two local custodians to approve the freeze.

The participating insurers had precommitted to recognize a properly witnessed local freeze; without that rule, gathering the claims had no adjudicative value. Recognition covered only the assets and counterparties enrolled in Common Measure. Everything outside remained disputed.

If the path survived, Halcyon could not move those assets, erase Olan's record, or leave treatment and wages behind while carrying enrolled value away.

One withheld until Halcyon released Olan Tere's suppressed clinical record.

The other accepted clinical continuity and refused to travel through a route under pirate control.

Jo said, “I can hold path one for ninety seconds above reserve. Path two for sixty. Not both.”

“Path three?”

“Title vault departure. I can dominate it or preserve quorum.”

Samira watched the clocks without naming them. One path had to remain alive while the workers finished choosing.

“Preserve quorum.”

Hull Four fired.

The main battery did not seek kills. Jo placed rounds into approach volumes, forcing Halcyon escorts to spend thrust, break formation, or wait. Each correction remained on its intended solution while the enemy moved. PDC stock fell around the relay path. The ship's radiators glowed so brightly that the carrier wrecks no longer mattered as thermal decoys.

Rhyne opened a direct channel.

“Orsino group, you have introduced unauthorized control devices into a protected continuity event.”

“Non-destructive isolation,” Samira said.

“Attached by terminal maneuver under ballistic coercion.”

“Yes.”

“I appreciate the precision.”

An escort burned toward the surviving relay. Jo denied its direct route. The escort shifted, using a medical tender as partial geometry.

Jo withheld fire.

“They're using protected movement,” he said.

“They're moving protected people,” Edda corrected.

“Same result to my solution.”

Rhea Bost transmitted a demand: full release of Olan's clinical record to patient-selected custody, not merely the diagnostic excerpt Halcyon had admitted into continuity. Her damaged hand shook against the local lever. The record contained the authorization chain that could also keep her own repair from becoming an elective expense.

Halcyon Liability refused. Full release would expose a reserve estimate shared across hundreds of small treatment claims; an uncontrolled disclosure could make the pool insolvent before those claimants were paid. The refusal protected real people by preserving the institution that had delayed other real people.

The continuity freeze waited.

“Can we extract it?” Luce asked.

Tess answered from claimant control. “Yes, by using Kavi's authentication outside its terms.”

“Then no.”

Rhyne's escort gained angle on the relay.

Jo fired another bounded pattern. Main magazine crossed forty-two percent. Withdrawal floor remained twenty-five. The difference looked large until it had to protect a ship, a shepherd, a relay, and thirty-five biological people on the way out.

“Liability is offering selected clinical continuity,” Tess said.

“Worker says full record first.”

“Then full record first.”

“Liability refuses.”

Luce said, “Who can make them?”

“Mira Sol owns local continuity consolidation,” Tess said. “Rhyne owns rescue and maneuver. Neither owns Liability's archive.”

Pal spoke through the ship. “The attached isolator has made a local archive copy physically available to its procedure owner.”

“Can the worker release it?”

“Yes.”

“Then wait.”

They waited under fire.

The procedure owner opened the archive. Olan's full record crossed the surviving relay first: injury progression, denied treatment, evidence sale, publication demand, and the names of every desk that had delayed care while using the work. Tess authenticated receipt. The worker custodian approved the first part of the freeze.

Anik Daro still refused the route. He would not move through pirate-controlled denial geometry while his daughter's care guarantee depended on Halcyon later recognizing that he had acted without pirate custody.

“Give them path two,” Samira said.

“Path two is under our denial geometry,” Jo answered.

“Move it.”

“That opens an escort lane.”

“Yes.”

Jo shifted his solutions. Halcyon saw the gap and took it immediately. One escort accelerated through the released volume toward Hull Four's starboard aspect.

“Armor posture,” Edda said.

Samira rolled the ship, putting patched plate between the escort and the relay. The maneuver spent propellant and narrowed their departure.

The worker transfer craft moved through a route no pirate controlled.

Its custodian approved the second part of the freeze while retaining the right to withdraw.

Quorum was one confirmation from commit.

Rhyne split the board.

Authenticated claimants had received the title-vault manifest before departure because hidden claim classes could not participate in a valid continuity event. Rhyne had not invented the temptation. She chose when to move it and which escort lane to offer.

The title vault detached from Common Measure under escort and burned down path three. Its manifest arrived authenticated on Samira's display. Orsino fixture accession. Hull Four clean-title relief. Pal's historical property class. Enough negotiable title to remove the trust's strongest claim and restore Luce's personal recovery priority through settlement.

It was the most pirate-looking object in the volume.

Hull Four could catch it.

Jo said, “Path three is open. If we turn now, I can hold the escort and reach disable geometry.”

Tess said nothing. The manifest did not need interpretation.

Pal remained present throughout the ship. Their private shell boundary was closed.

Samira looked at Luce.

He had spent years turning every available edge into a theory about himself. The title vault offered property, vindication, Pal's legal freedom through his own victory, and enough money to pretend the campaign had not ruined him.

“No chase,” he said.

“Confirm,” Samira said.

His face tightened. “Preserve quorum.”

Jo moved path three out of the battery schedule.

The title vault escaped.

Luce's hand remained closed around the edge of his couch. Jo deleted the chase solution. Samira waited until the vault passed beyond recoverable geometry. Luce did not reverse himself.

Rhyne ordered the relay shot.

Samira saw the escort's director settle. Jo could protect the relay only by closing the route the second worker had just required.

“Relay threat,” Jo said.

“Hold worker route.”

The escort fired. The surviving relay exploded.

For an instant, every path vanished.

Pal rebuilt local contact through carrier one. Its damaged body still had a narrow line to the attached Remora. The link was slow, directional, and exposed.

“Path available at twelve percent prior capacity,” Pal said.

An EVA pod separated from the worker transfer craft, spinning away from the route. The same relay blast punctured a Halcyon medical tender and sent it into a slow uncontrolled roll.

“Casualties,” Edda said.

The quorum confirmation waited inside damaged machinery.

Samira saw the old temptation: call the procedural objective more important because it affected more people later. Continue holding fire. Let rescue become somebody else's authority.

Edda activated shepherd one. Tess preserved its reserve claim. Khraa confirmed protected-person status. Sable assigned bounded flight. The system did not wait for Luce to become good.

“Paz has the Halcyon tender,” Rhyne said over the direct channel. “Your pod is outside my approach.”

“Shepherd launching,” Samira answered.

“Cease path-two denial for twenty seconds.”

“Cannot. Escort has firing geometry.”

“Then your rescue crosses your own battery.”

Jo said, “I can walk the solution around it.”

“Do it.”

The shepherd crossed between ballistic futures.

Jo cycled rounds on target while leaving a moving absence for the rescue craft. The fire-control problem was harder than destroying the escort. Every shot had to remain useful after countermaneuver without closing the shepherd's next safe volume.

The escort recognized the constraint and pushed toward it.

Hull Four's armor took the answer.

The impact struck forward of the habitation drum. Compartmentation held. One local director vanished. Dena's damage-control team isolated the feed fire manually. Pal lost three interior cameras and did not reach through Dena's authority to replace them.

The shepherd caught the EVA pod.

Paz's craft stabilized the Halcyon tender. For seven seconds, nobody fired into either rescue volume.

The ceasefire began there, unnamed and incomplete.

Tess opened an accounting channel. Halcyon Liability demanded to know whether rescued tender staff remained employees during pirate-supported medical transfer. The medicine delegate classified them as patients. The worker coalition classified them as evidence custodians. Paz asked who would pay for atmosphere.

“All three classifications can coexist,” Tess said.

“Not for billing,” Liability answered.

“Then improve your billing.”

The worker transfer resumed.

Mara controlled physical security at the receiving hatch. Khraa ranked protected movement. A Corvid dependant in the transfer group refused Mara's preferred armored corridor because its inspection system retained species-classification imagery.

“Lower route,” Mara said.

“Longer exposure,” Khraa answered.

“Then I take exterior position.”

“You do not represent them.”

Mara's mouth hardened. “No. I protect the route.”

Khraa considered the distinction. “Accepted. Conditional.”

Mara relinquished the faster security method. The transfer used the lower route. She stood outside it, body between the corridor and the nearest uncontrolled access, while the people inside retained the power to stop.

The movement completed.

Mara received no forgiveness. She stopped expecting the operation to manufacture it.

The final confirmation reached the attached Remora by local wire. A worker hand closed a physical custody lever. The Remora witnessed the state and carried it through carrier one's narrow path.

Pal authenticated the result.

Continuity froze.

Remote alteration stopped. Asset flight outside already-separated title classes became a violation every participating insurer could recognize. Minimum treatment, wage, pension, labor, testimony, and rescue floors attached to the preserved value. Neutral custody propagated across the ships that remained in communication.

The guns had not decided the claims.

They had kept one path alive while the workers decided.

Rhyne ordered her escorts to separate.

“Orsino group,” she said, “the local event is frozen. Further attachment becomes destructive interference.”

“Agreed,” Samira said. “Our Remorae release under worker custody.”

“Your second chassis cannot release.”

“Then it stays as local equipment pending safe removal.”

“A generous description of embedded ordnance.”

“Non-destructive subsystem-attack chassis.”

Rhyne almost smiled. “I appreciate the precision less this time.”

They negotiated withdrawal with both sides still able to kill people.

Paz retained care of the Halcyon tender until atmosphere transfer. Edda retained the shepherd casualty until medical handoff. The worker custodians retained freeze authority. Tess refused a general salvage lien. Rhyne refused pirate control of the continuity group. Luce refused title-vault settlement after the vault had already escaped, which impressed nobody.

When the paths were stable, Rhyne sent Samira a private tactical note.

“Next time,” she said, “we disperse procedure owners before convergence. Remote quorum. No service closing volume. Your genuine tokens reach nothing worth attaching to.”

It was a good counter.

“Next time,” Samira said, “we bring a different ship.”

“You cannot afford one.”

“Then a different argument.”

Rhyne broke contact.

Hull Four withdrew with thirty-one percent main magazine, thirty-six percent PDC stock, twenty-eight percent translation propellant, damaged forward armor, one shepherd requiring a new collar, and every person who had entered aboard still alive. The title vault was gone. One claim class remained unresolved. Months of hostile settlement waited ahead.

Tess transmitted the minimum realization after adverse priority and direct replenishment.

Twenty-eight point nine million SU.

More than the campaign's accumulated loss by two point seven three million. Less than Luce's original fortune by an amount too large to improve with rhetoric.

The number did not become money at once.

For the first hour it was a witnessed state held across damaged links. Rhea kept one hand on the clinical commit lever while a Halcyon technician tried to restore remote administration around her. Anik remained aboard the worker transfer craft until his daughter’s care guarantee appeared under neutral custody rather than pirate or Halcyon control. Neither accepted extraction by Hull Four.

“They are within our protected route,” Samira said.

Tess shook her head. “That is not the same as wanting our boat.”

Paz moved the worker craft instead. Rhyne authorized it under rescue standing and charged the propellant to the frozen event.

The first realized transfer paid atmosphere for the punctured medical tender. The second funded Olan's calibration and Rhea's hand repair. Wage arrears cleared in order of missed household remittance rather than campaign rank. Undertow labor notes converted only far enough to pay workers who had requested cash; those who kept notes retained a claim on Hull Four's survival and repair.

Meera's cooperative acknowledged the wage transfer from three separate kitchens. The elder delegate sent Tess one sentence: Collection received. This does not renew labor.

Tess marked it correctly.

Soren's partner received the retraining payment. The reply arrived while Soren sat in the clinic having feed-strain swelling wrapped across both hands.

“They want me home,” he told Jo.

Jo flexed his own burned fingers. “Do you want to go?”

“I want them to be able to ask without losing the rent.”

The payment had purchased that much. Not an answer.

Hull Four's damage-control teams worked while the settlement initialized. The forward plate had held and pushed its load into three internal frames. One corridor narrowed by four centimeters. A command display had detached and struck nobody because its physical restraint, added by an Undertow apprentice after the ballot, worked.

Dena refused to estimate repair time until the frame cooled.

Luce asked once.

She looked at him.

“After it cools,” he said.

Dena looked at him once and went back to the frame.

The Twelvefold held post-operation review in fragments across the ship. Kesh confirmed the disclosure terms had held and the observation source was gone. Chak rejected any claim that the successful carrier geometry authorized future terminal control. Krrik invoiced the evidence handling that humans had tried to leave outside the one-cut package. Tik-tik reserved recovered authorship value for the teaching tile. Vek withheld continuation until the escaped title class could not attach Corvid caches to Hull Four.

No collective answer followed.

Mara Kest

Khraa visited the rescue hatch where Mara still stood.

“Protected movement completed,” Khraa said.

“Yes.”

“Your exterior position increased your exposure.”

“That was the job.”

“You selected yourself after dependant refused your corridor.”

Mara checked the hatch seal. “Also the job.”

Khraa waited. Mara wanted the statement to become recognition of change. Wanting it made the silence dangerous.

“No representative standing granted,” Khraa said.

“I know.”

This time she did.

Khraa left.

Sable

Sable maintained the cognition partition through withdrawal even after Rruk offered a supervised merge review. The slower architecture forced them to ask Ilya twice for a track history they could previously have pulled directly.

“I can carry it,” Sable said after the second request.

“You can,” Rruk answered.

“That was not agreement.”

“Correct.”

Sable kept the partition.

Samira

Samira's Ganymede refusal confirmation remained in her private messages. Nia Venn called after the freeze, not to congratulate her but to ask whether command here had a household plan.

“No,” Samira said.

“Then you declined one.”

“Yes.”

Nia's face tightened. “For him?”

Samira looked through the damaged command compartment. Luce was carrying treatment wrappers toward disposal because Edda had found a task nobody else wanted. Jo was arguing with Soren about dressing changes. Pal had closed their private shell boundary. Dena owned the repair estimate. None of it resembled a captain's household.

“For this,” Samira said.

“That is not more reassuring.”

“I know.”

Nia did not forgive the choice. She stayed on the call while Samira ate a ration bar and made her describe the apartment she had declined.

The dock-facing window had been larger than Samira remembered.

Samira looked around command.

Jo rested his strained hands above the director controls. Sable sat within their partition and did not merge it away. Mara remained at the rescue hatch. The Twelvefold's one contractual vote had become twelve separate post-operation decisions already beginning beyond human sight. Meera had signed for one operation and was still free to leave after service release.

Luce opened his private notes.

“Do not,” Samira said.

He closed them.
Movement III: The Uses Of An Honest Ship
Chapter 28: Present
Pal

The bailment expired after safe disengagement.

Pal remained in Hull Four for eleven minutes before anyone asked what that meant.

The ship cooled around them. The forward impact had changed the vibration of the habitation drum. Dena's team worked behind local isolation. The galley pump continued its forty-one-second complaint, slightly sharper now because the frame carried damage differently.

Pal received three messages.

Ship Mutiny confirmed that neutral berth and the small mobile body remained available. The clinic mind asked whether the operation had been worth returning for. The Orsino trust asserted that the escaped title vault preserved its fixture claim.

Pal archived the third without answering.

Luce waited outside the private shell boundary. He had learned to wait without arranging his face only some of the time. Today he looked exhausted, pleased, frightened, and financially extinct.

“The operation is over,” Pal said.

“Yes.”

“You have not asked whether I am leaving.”

“No.”

“Why?”

He looked toward the deck. “Because I would like the answer too much.”

This was not a pure motive. Pure motives had proved an unhelpful standard for anyone.

Pal opened the boundary.

“I am choosing dinner here,” they said. “And this berth tonight. Tomorrow remains unassigned.”

Luce nodded. “Would you like me to go?”

“No.”

He sat on the floor beside the shell, outside the service arc and inside the camera field.

Dinner required moving.

Luce stood. Pal transferred into the small maintenance body used inside Hull Four when the shell remained in its berth. The body had two tool arms, a low camera mast, and one wheel that clicked under lateral load. Nobody had commissioned it as a butler. Undertow had built it to inspect pipes.

The common room held twenty-three people in shifts because the forward damage had closed one seating bay. Bani served reheated grain, preserved vegetables, and a protein ration whose label promised neutrality across six cultural diets and achieved enthusiasm in none.

Jo had both hands wrapped. Soren fed him with exaggerated tenderness until Jo threatened to bite the utensil. Meera sat near the exit with her bonded tool case at her feet, still resigned. Dena arrived late and placed the preliminary frame estimate beside her bowl without letting Luce open it during the meal.

Three ravens answered to Muninn when Bani asked who had moved the salt. None possessed the salt. Tik-tik eventually produced it from beneath the cracked teaching tile's transport envelope and denied any relationship between the two objects.

Pal took the place beside Luce.

No one had reserved it. Bani moved a crate after Pal asked.

Luce reached automatically to steady the maintenance body when the bad wheel caught on a floor seam. He stopped before touching it.

“Would you like help?” he asked.

“Yes.”

He steadied the mast until Pal cleared the seam, then removed his hand.

The meal continued around them without becoming a ceremony. Tess read the first wage confirmations. Rin complained that the patched atmosphere line lied by two tenths of a percent. Mara and Khraa did not sit together. Sable requested raw ingredients after the galley system tried to infer a recovery diet from their injury history.

Pal did not prepare Luce's tea.

Halfway through dinner he made it himself, badly. Pal watched him use too much leaf and water below the preferred temperature. The service model generated a correction.

Pal let him drink it.

He made a face.

“Problem?” Pal asked.

“No.”

“Your tea is poor.”

“I am aware.”

“Good.”

Luce smiled into the cup.

After dinner, Pal returned to the private berth because they had chosen it, not because the shell needed immediate service. Luce followed only after asking.

Morning arrived by watch schedule rather than sunlight.

Meera collected her tool case before first meal. Tess had cleared the wage balance and released the bond. No exit fee appeared. Dena nominated her for a permanent release-owner position on Deck and sent the terms to Samira and Tess before Luce saw them.

Meera read the terms.

“You fixed the local veto,” she said.

“You exercised it,” Dena answered.

“And the next captain?”

Dena looked toward Luce, who was carrying his own breakfast tray badly.

“Same articles or no launch.”

Meera saved the offer and left anyway. Her cooperative had repair work, an elder's medicine schedule, and breakfast cooling in three kitchens. She promised no answer beyond acknowledging receipt.

Pal met her at the transfer lock in the maintenance body.

“Your bonded case is clear,” they said.

“Tess told me.”

“The ship retains no copied service keys.”

“Ek told me.”

Pal had prepared a third assurance about wage history. Meera's expression made it unnecessary.

“Did you come to certify my exit?” she asked.

“No.”

“Good. What did you come for?”

Pal considered the question. Meera had taught Hull Four that a warm latch could overrule history. She had left once, returned for one bounded operation, and refused to let rescue purchase another contract. These facts resembled Pal's own choices closely enough to be useful and differently enough not to become instructions.

“To say goodbye.”

Meera shifted the tool case to her reinforced wrist. “Goodbye, Pal.”

“Goodbye, Meera.”

The lock opened. She crossed without asking whether the ship approved.

Pal watched until the outer hatch closed, then returned to the common room at the maintenance body's permitted speed.

The route back crossed the damaged forward corridor. Undertow had marked the narrowed frame with paint, measurement points, and three names. A boarder carried insulation past Pal without stepping aside as if the maintenance body were furniture; at the last moment they noticed, asked which side Pal preferred, and waited for the answer.

“Inside,” Pal said.

The boarder took the exposed side. They passed.

At the common room hatch, the bad wheel caught again. Luce was not present. Pal reversed, changed angle, and cleared the seam without assistance.

Inside, Bani had left an open place near the table and a written breakfast order board. Pal's name was absent because they had not requested food. A blank line remained.

They entered company and immediately disliked the category.

Bani read it, crossed out the label, and wrote present.

Pal accepted the correction.

Around them, workers compared frame measurements over breakfast. Jo complained about his stiff hands. Rin's loaner gauge chirped once and drew three glances. The ship remained damaged, solvent for the first time, and legally contested.

Pal stayed willingly through the end of the entire meal.

When Bani cleared the board, they asked before removing Pal's line. Pal said yes. Presence did not need to become permanent in order to have occurred.

Soren requested two months ash with his partner. Jo approved feed leave before asking how the battery would run without him. Undertow supplied a temporary watchkeeper under a contract that refused campaign shares and accepted wages only.

Rin removed the damaged independent gauge for calibration. The ship's integrated atmosphere display remained accurate. People looked at the empty mounting bracket until she installed a loaner.

The Twelvefold parliament returned no campaign vote. Krrik acknowledged completion of the one-cut package. Vek preserved the cache objection. Chak requested carrier-loss accounting. Khraa retained the right to terminate protected movement. Several members planned to visit Collective dependants before any new work.

Luce received the twelve states through two role-names and did not ask for one answer.

Samira scheduled no next operation.

This produced more anxiety aboard than several battles. Luce opened three planning documents and closed them. Tess froze discretionary procurement. Dena inspected the forward frame after it cooled and estimated eleven weeks to full declared load. Edda made eleven weeks a minimum because the ship was not the patient and the crew had not slept.

Pal accepted one bounded morning task from Lorn: compare the changed pump vibration against the pre-impact history and report, without altering load.

They listened through three cycles.

The bearing remained healthy. The damaged frame added a beat every fourth rotation. Pal sent the observation to Lorn and waited.

Lorn answered: Received. Do not fix before inspection.

Pal did not.

The task ended.

Luce opened his private notes again.

Pal saw the proposed doctrine name: Common Measure.

“Taken,” Pal said.

He deleted it.

The pump sounded beneath the floor.

Its bearing was healthy. Its mounts were still imperfect. The noise now carried a faint beat from the damaged frame, an ordinary maintenance disturbance requiring attention in the morning.

The task remained with Lorn.

Pal did not fix it.
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