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      1 The Coronation Job

      Estelle had one hand inside the imperial crown vault when blue fire sealed the doorway behind her.

      The fire caught the cutting cable Shi had run back to their ship and burned through every strand at once. The loose end snapped into the vault, shedding white sparks. Estelle pulled her arm clear before it wrapped her wrist.

      “The cutting cable is gone,” Shi said in her helmet. “We can't go back the way we came.”

      Estelle watched the scorched cable recoil. “Find another route. Speed matters more than being quiet now.”

      The vault occupied the center of Majesty of Reason, eleven kilometres of state rooms, military docks, gardens, kitchens, and engines built around an empty ceremonial heart. The coronation was happening three decks above. Perfumed rain ran through silver gutters in the ceiling and made the vault smell faintly of cedar beneath the burned cable. Atara Dey would be walking through that rain while four billion people watched her approach a crown Estelle intended to remove before she arrived.

      The vault door had opened thirty centimetres. It weighed twelve tonnes and had stopped because the severed cable no longer persuaded its motor that the ship's costume service needed emergency access to the crown.

      Estelle put both gloved hands into the gap. “Jamil, hold the lift.”

      Jamil braced a freight jack beneath the lower edge. He had dressed as an imperial draper for the boarding, though his broad shoulders strained the costume. Gold measuring cords hung across his pressure suit. “I can hold it for the moment. If the motor pulls again, I'll lose the jack.”

      Metal clicked behind the wall.

      Valeriya looked up from the sensor case. Under her gray surgical hood she wore a dark red silk scarf. “The gas shutters are armed. We may have two minutes before the gas reaches us.”

      Shi crawled past them and opened the vault's manual drive housing. She was small enough to fit between the freight jack and the wall, though her tool harness struck both. “The security signal came from inside the vault. Our bridge link still works. If you get me past the door, I can reach the motor.”

      “Get inside and open it manually. We can discuss the price after we own something worth selling.”

      The outer corridor remained empty. The Caprice was docked nine hundred metres away in Bay Forty-Two among six service ships carrying Atara's coronation clothes. Its papers said it had brought twelve embroidered vacuum cloaks from Gannet, each packed in nitrogen and insured for more than the ship. The cases actually contained boarding suits, two drivesmiths' tool kits, three kilograms of shaped charge, and dresses bought from an auction house that had gone bankrupt before Atara was born.

      The clothes were genuine. Estelle preferred a false story made mostly from facts.

      They had boarded six hours earlier beneath a rain of coronation traffic. Shi argued with a dock inspector about humidity while Jamil stood inside a cloak case breathing through its preservation line. Valeriya carried a medical declaration stating that the embroidery's antique dyes could cause infertility in unprotected personnel. Every inspector in Bay Forty-Two found another case to open.

      Estelle had watched Atara's guests arrive through the Caprice's dockside window: governors with private air supplies, march officers wearing family armor, and artists paid to design the coronation. Harbor Nine appeared nowhere on the procession list. During the coronation banquet, Boone's contract would let him seize three of the station's tugs.

      That knowledge had made patience difficult. Valeriya noticed.

      “You're rushing because Harbor Nine frightens you,” she had said while fitting Estelle's draper hood. “That doesn't make rushing wise.”

      Estelle had checked the hood seal rather than answer. Valeriya recognized the evasion and let it pass.

      She squeezed through the vault door.

      The crown lay alone in a circular room. Seven stones sat in a silver-black frame shaped to follow the skull from temple to temple. They were colorless until Estelle's lamp crossed them. Then each held the light at a different depth: a bright surface, a distant point, a cloudy interior that seemed much larger than the jewel.

      There was no gold, velvet, or display case. The frame was dark carbon. The security system was meant to kill anyone who touched it without permission.

      Estelle crossed the floor. “Tell me what changed when the field activated.”

      “The field shifted the crown into emergency hold. Its remote anchor is drawing power through the cradle. That's what burned our cable.”

      “Can we remove the crown while the anchor is live?”

      “No,” Shi said from the door housing. “The frame won't move while the ship can feel it. I can cut the anchor here.”

      Valeriya pushed through the door after her and studied the sensor on her wrist. “That anchor does more than hold the frame. It tells the crown where succession belongs. If Shi cuts it and you remove the stones, I don't know what they'll do.”

      The job had required four months, thirty-two bribes, one false funeral, and many meetings with a deputy master of imperial laundry who believed pirates had poor skin because they lacked standards. They had entered the ship. They had opened the vault. Beyond the hull, Boone Yogawa waited with enough credit to free Harbor Nine and enough guns to punish it if Estelle returned empty-handed.

      “We take it,” she said.

      Valeriya's mouth hardened. She had made that face before Estelle learned to walk. “Of course we do.”

      The inner door opened behind them.

      Calix Leonard entered with a pistol leveled at Estelle's chest.

      He wore Crown Guard white without a helmet. The uniform's high black collar framed a narrow face with a scar beside the mouth. He kept some of his weight off the left knee. Estelle knew about the injury because his security file contained three surgical reports and because she had watched him dance with Atara at the accession banquet.

      She also knew the scar near his mouth came from falling against a school radiator at eight, not combat. His father mailed him paper books. He preferred bitter coffee and returned borrowed objects before their owners remembered them. Four months of false costume meetings had supplied details no security file required.

      During the final fitting he caught Estelle testing the reception-room window latch. He had looked at her hand, then at her face, and asked whether Gannet tailors commonly inspected blast shutters. She told him good cloth deserved an exit. He reported the false identity that afternoon and omitted the latch from his report.

      Security had kept the report quiet at his request. One false tailor was less useful than her crew and the thing they had come to steal. While his squad closed the outer corridor, Calix took a coronation passage to the vault from inside.

      Neither had mentioned it since.

      “Put both hands where I can see them,” he said.

      Estelle raised the right. The left rested beside the crown.

      “That's one hand.”

      “You're quick for a man who let four pirates into the vault.”

      His aim stayed fixed. “Five. The engineer under the door is easy to overlook.”

      Shi's voice reached Estelle privately. “I dislike him.”

      “Let go of the crown,” Calix said. “Step away from the cradle.”

      The frame lay within Estelle's reach. Calix stood between her and the narrow door. Valeriya was behind him with no weapon. Jamil and Shi remained in the threshold.

      She looked at Valeriya. “Doctor, I apologize for the gas.”

      Valeriya understood first. She stepped backward into Calix and drove one elbow under his gun arm.

      “Now,” Estelle said.

      Shi drove her cutter through the anchor line inside the door housing. The vault lights went black, then returned in seven thin bands across the floor.

      Estelle seized the crown.

      The world became white.

      The cradle threw current through the frame. Calix fired as Valeriya struck him. The shot went into the ceiling. Gas shutters dropped on both sides of the vault, sealing Jamil and Shi inside the threshold and cutting the corridor from view.

      The crown came apart in Estelle's hands.

      The security field crossed every private channel. For an instant she heard the ship beyond the room: coronation music, Atara reciting the accession answer, guests breathing beneath artificial rain, a child asking why the crown had gone dark. Then the crown stones severed the signals into seven streams.

      One stone drove into the skin behind her left ear. She felt no point and no cut, only enormous pressure followed by the smell of hot rain on a city she had never seen.

      A second jewel crossed the room like a shot and struck Calix at the base of the neck. He folded without a sound.

      Valeriya caught a third against her raised wrist. The stone liquefied around her medical interface and traveled under the skin in bright branching lines.

      Jamil tore the freight jack clear as a fourth jewel entered him between two ribs. His gold measuring cords caught fire.

      Shi shouted. Light moved beneath her sternum through the fabric of her suit.

      The sixth stone struck Shi's cutter. A tone came from the tool although the cable itself lay dead on the floor. Its control link was still paired to the Caprice. The tone crossed that link, and far away the ship's drive answered.

      The last jewel dropped into its silver shock cup.

      Estelle still held the broken crown frame. It was warm and empty.

      Then she remembered building the imperial fleet.

      The memory lasted less than a second and contained forty years. She stood in a shipyard under a red sun with hands that were longer than hers. She watched the first command keel roll from its cradle. Men and women in pressure skins knelt because three systems had burned and she—he—had ended it. He loved them. He also believed that saving them had given him the right to rule them.

      Estelle came back on her knees.

      Calix moved beside her. Blood ran from his nose. He reached for the pistol he had dropped.

      She caught his wrist.

      He rolled, using her grip to pull her across his body. His bad knee failed under his weight. Estelle drove her shoulder into his chest and pinned his gun hand against the floor. He put his other forearm across her throat.

      “Let go of my wrist and I can get us out before the gas knocks us down,” he said.

      “You can begin by taking your arm off my throat.”

      Valeriya kicked the pistol away. “Both of you stop increasing my workload.”

      The gas entered through slots in the ceiling, clear and sweet-smelling. Estelle's eyes began to water. Jamil tore off the burning cords and wrapped his arm around the freight jack. Shi had opened the floor plate beneath the drive housing and was cutting something with a hand saw.

      “Outer shutter has no pressure equalization,” Shi said. “If I open it now, the corridor loses atmosphere.”

      “Leave the outer shutter alone. Can you open the one toward the corridor?” Estelle asked.

      “It locked when the anchor failed. The vault is waiting for succession authority.”

      Calix stopped fighting and looked at the empty frame. “The remote anchor is gone,” he said more slowly. “The ship reads an accession emergency. It'll isolate this deck and wait for a sovereign command.”

      The words formed inside Estelle before she decided to speak.

      “Open the vault.”

      Her voice came out doubled, one register her own and one transmitted through the room.

      The gas stopped.

      Every shutter rose.

      Beyond the outer door, twelve Crown Guards had taken position in the corridor. They stared at Estelle. Their weapons lowered halfway, raised again, then lowered as the deck recognized Command and their training recognized a thief.

      Calix stared too. “The ship accepted you as succession authority.”

      “I asked it to open a door. Don't promote me on that evidence.”

      The guard captain recovered first. “Major?”

      Calix looked from the empty crown to the stone shining under Estelle's skin. His face became professionally blank. “Take them alive. Do not fire toward the jewels.”

      Estelle pulled him upright and put his own arm behind his back. “You're coming to the dock. If I let go here, your guards fire through both of us to protect those stones.”

      He glanced at the guards, who had begun to spread along the curved corridor. “They're trained to recover me without hitting the crown.”

      “They were also trained to keep us outside the vault. Walk.”

      Jamil lifted the shock cup containing the final stone. Valeriya supported her glowing wrist against her chest. Shi came out of the door housing with a loop of cut control fiber.

      “Route?” Estelle asked.

      “Laundry lift,” Shi said. “Its cargo seal should still accept our shipping tags.”

      They moved.

      Estelle kept Calix between herself and the rifles. The guard captain followed at a measured pace. No one fired. At the end of the corridor, security doors began closing in sequence toward the laundry lift.

      Calix tried to slow his steps without making it visible. Estelle pressed his injured arm higher behind his back.

      “Your crew can't leave the procession deck,” he said.

      “We arrived from the docks.”

      “The docks sealed when the anchor failed.”

      “You knew we were coming.”

      “I knew someone had replaced the vault hinge lubricant with kitchen graphite. I expected two thieves, not a costume department.”

      “You still failed to stop us.”

      “I'm aware of that.”

      A guard came through a side passage ahead of them. He was young enough that his weapon shook before he aimed. Calix shifted his body into the line between the barrel and Estelle without asking her. The guard saw his major and hesitated. Jamil used that second to strike the weapon aside with the empty freight jack. Nobody fired.

      The first door sealed before they reached it.

      Reopen only worked on a threshold Estelle had watched close, and only while its physical path remained. The talent had settled in her at twenty-six, when an imperial seizure team shut her family inside a salvage tug's burning engine bay. The control leads had melted and the wheel had fused. She opened the hatch once more.

      Estelle put her palm against the center seam. She had watched this threshold close. The motors were intact. She felt the path it had taken through the metal: bolts turning, gaskets meeting, leaves drawing into the wall.

      “Reopen,” she said.

      The threshold remembered.

      Both leaves withdrew. The crew crossed. The doors slammed behind Jamil and locked the guards out.

      Calix drove his heel into Estelle's injured thigh. She lost her grip. He turned and caught her by the collar, but the stone at his spine flashed. A memory crossed his face—grief, command, something immense—and Valeriya pressed an injector to his neck.

      “You've been poisoned,” she told him as he sagged.

      “By you?”

      “The memory is producing a physical stress response. I added a sedative.”

      Jamil took his shoulders. Estelle took his legs. They carried him into the freight lift with the jewels burning under five bodies and the coronation bells starting above them.

      The lift opened into Bay Forty-Two.

      Imperial guards were already cutting into the Caprice's docking collar. The crew's wardrobe cases lay open. Atara's vacuum cloaks floated in the depressurized bay, their embroidery bright under emergency lights. Shi crossed the gap on her suit line and reached the ship first. She struck the collar release.

      The collar did not move. An imperial cutting arm had fused one clamp to the dock.

      Shi clipped both boots to the hull and opened her tool harness. Jamil pushed Calix through the airlock, then came back out with a thermal bar. Valeriya anchored herself between them. Estelle fired Calix's pistol at guards advancing behind floating cases.

      One guard ducked behind an open clothing case. An embroidered gold robe fell across his armor as he fired. Estelle shot the case hinge. The heavy lid dropped onto him without tearing his pressure suit.

      Shi cut the fused clamp. The thermal bar spat metal across her visor. The Caprice began drifting before Jamil released his line. Valeriya caught his belt with one hand and took the full rotation through her shoulder.

      “Everyone inside,” Shi said. “More guards are entering the bay.”

      Jamil shoved the thermal bar through the airlock and followed it in. Valeriya went after him. Estelle came last. A rifle round hit the outer hatch beside her hand. Another pierced one of the floating cloaks and spun it slowly, a headless figure turning above the dock.

      The hatch closed.

      Inside the Caprice, Gate activated fully.

      The ship's old corridor lights went gold. A route appeared across every screen: through the bay doors, past two imperial cruisers, into an aperture reserved for the sovereign's procession. The drive had never calculated such an alignment because no civilian engine was permitted to know it existed.

      Shi reached the bridge and released the docking clamps. The Caprice fell away from Majesty of Reason as bay weapons opened fire.

      Estelle strapped Calix into the salon bench. Plum upholstery showed behind his white uniform. Valeriya cut away the collar and found the Law jewel beneath intact skin at the top of his spine.

      On the main screen, the coronation vessel filled half the sky. A silver procession of warships surrounded it. Beyond them, the fold aperture turned in black space, a circle visible only because stars bent along its edge.

      One cruiser moved to block their path.

      Estelle felt the ship waiting. The sensation was intimate and obscene. Somewhere inside her skull, a dead man remembered giving his first fleet an order and receiving obedience before the transmission ended.

      “Imperial cruiser,” she said, “clear our lane.”

      The cruiser rolled aside.

      Every ship in the procession heard her.

    
  
    
      2 Her Imperial Pirate

      Calix woke facing a purple velvet wall while someone cut his uniform off.

      He caught the hand at his collar. The ship accelerated. His injured knee lifted from the bench and struck a woman in the jaw.

      Valeriya Vargas sat back on the deck. She still held surgical shears.

      “You've hit the doctor trying to keep you alive,” she said.

      “You're not my doctor.”

      “Then you've hit a pirate holding scissors beside your throat. Lie still.”

      Calix tried to rise. Restraint webbing crossed his waist, chest, and thighs. Estelle McCall had buckled him into the curved salon bench beside a cabinet of cheap glasses. A gold coronation cloak had been stuffed into a pressure leak at the forward door. Air whispered through embroidered birds.

      The room had once belonged to a richer ship. Plum velvet covered one curved wall. Somebody had shortened a polished table with a cutting torch to fit between exposed pipes. Six different cups hung above a sink, each secured by its own improvised latch. Calix had inspected pirate holds built around guns and cargo. This one looked like a home, which unsettled him more.

      On the table lay his personal book, recovered from the coat the pirates cut away. Its paper cover had bent but no page was missing. Whoever searched him had put it beside a mug rather than into an evidence bag.

      The ship accelerated again. The old velvet flattened beneath his cheek.

      Through the hull came the blunt rhythm of point-defense fire. Calix counted five bursts, a pause for cooling, then three. The gunner understood heat limits and disliked wasting ammunition. Somewhere aft, metal struck metal and a woman shouted that the port line had never been decorative.

      His security plan had described the pirates as a ship, a threat, and a list of likely weapons. Hearing them work made it harder to think that way.

      “How long was I unconscious?” he asked.

      “Nine minutes since the vault. You woke once, spoke without making sense, and passed out again.” Valeriya steadied his head between both hands. Bright lines moved under the skin of her right wrist. Her voice became plain when she began the examination. “Tell me your name and your post.”

      “Calix Leonard. Major in the Crown Guard, assigned to coronation security.”

      “Since the stone entered your neck, have you remembered anything you didn't live?”

      He remembered an execution garden under two moons. A woman knelt at his feet wearing a red military coat and no shoes. He had loved her and signed the order because she would not accept his rule. In the memory, love made the sentence feel necessary.

      “No.”

      His pupils changed. Valeriya held his gaze rather than reward the lie with a joke. “You saw something. I can't tell whether it's killing you if you make me discover it around your pride.”

      The salon lights shifted from gold to red. A collision alarm sounded.

      Estelle entered from the bridge. Blood had dried beneath her left ear around a clear stone no larger than the end of Calix's thumb. Her stolen draper's suit hung open at the throat. She had a burn along one glove and Calix's pistol tucked into her belt.

      “A cruiser is driving us toward the aperture guard,” she said. “If Majesty of Reason declares an accession emergency, what orders do the military ships receive?”

      “They close every departure route, then submit navigation and weapons control to the Crown Guard until a sovereign is authenticated. Your stone has made the second part uncertain, but the aperture will still close.”

      “Then tell us how to cross before it does.”

      “Untie me, give my access back, and I can send a lawful correction.”

      “I'll untie you when I need your hands. Start with the route.”

      She cut the restraints at his ankles and left the rest. Valeriya protested. Estelle handed her the shears.

      “If we lose pressure, he needs to reach a suit.”

      “If you free his hands, he reaches your neck first.”

      Calix said, “The doctor understands me.”

      Estelle met his eyes. “I don't need your hands yet.”

      The stone behind his neck pulsed.

      Words appeared on the dark salon screen: CIVIL MERCY AUTHORITY CONFIRMED. Nine sealed case numbers followed. Calix recognized none of them. He still knew what each contained: riot orders, prison transfers, and inhabited stations whose air systems could be closed during an emergency. He also knew how to open the files and use the powers inside them.

      He turned his face away.

      “What did it show you?” Valeriya asked.

      “It showed me arrest powers over this ship.”

      “On what charge?”

      “It offered several.”

      The collision alarm stopped. A weapons alarm replaced it.

      Estelle pulled Calix to his feet by the remaining webbing. “Bridge.”

      The Caprice had been assembled by people who disagreed about whether a ship should feel like a machine or a residence. Bare conduits crossed panels of painted wood. The narrow central passage opened through a dining recess with a bolted table, then bent around the drive trunk. Nothing matched except the handrails.

      Calix saw the work behind the disorder. Pressure doors were maintained. Emergency masks sat within reach. Every loose object had a tether point. A small paper book floated inside a mesh pocket beside Estelle's cabin, its spine repaired with engine tape.

      On the bridge, Shi Mell lay across the pilot couch with both hands inside an open control board. Light moved under her shirt at the breastbone. Jamil Saavedra sat at weapons, still wearing half a gold draper's harness over his scorched suit.

      The bridge contained four working seats and two that served as shelves. Handwritten labels corrected the original control markings. A clay figure no larger than a thumb had been fixed above Shi's console: a person holding an umbrella in vacuum. Calix wondered which crew member made it and disliked himself for wondering during pursuit.

      Jamil passed him a restraint belt without looking away from weapons. “If you attack the captain during acceleration, I'll put you down. Fasten this.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Don't mistake that for welcome.”

      The main screen showed the sovereign aperture ahead. Its black circle had opened into a deep blue field. Atara's procession was meant to pass through it after the coronation. The Caprice approached at an angle no civilian navigation system should accept.

      The cruiser blocking the aperture had moved aside at Estelle's order. It was moving back.

      “They received an override from Majesty,” Shi said. “Our route closes in sixty seconds.”

      “Can the stone hold it?” Estelle asked.

      “It's fused into my drive. It keeps offering routes the ship was never built to take.”

      A second cruiser came up behind them. Point-defense fire crossed the Caprice's stern. The ship shuddered. A systems diagram lit with three hull punctures in the empty cargo hold.

      Calix examined the tactical display. “Your angle is wrong.”

      “Law has activated,” Shi said.

      “The jewel expects a sovereign escort. The aperture guard won't fire across the procession lane, but the cruiser behind us will push you into the outer ring and shear the ship in half.”

      Estelle cut his chest restraints. “Fix it.”

      “Release my arms.”

      “You tried to arrest me ten minutes ago. I'm still cautious.”

      Another burst struck the port quarter. Purple sparks jumped from the bridge wall. Estelle sliced the wrist webbing.

      Calix moved to the unused navigation seat. The console recognized Law before his fingers touched it. Civil evacuation overlays opened across the aperture geometry, paths intended to remove an imperial household during attack. The Caprice could enter through one if it bled speed, but the pursuing cruiser would have a clean firing line.

      “Turn twenty degrees sunward,” he said. “Burn hard for twelve seconds, then cut everything.”

      Shi looked at Estelle.

      “Do it,” Estelle said.

      The turn pressed Calix sideways. His knee locked. He pulled the restraint across his lap and watched the cruiser adjust. Its targeting solution moved with them. At twelve seconds Shi cut thrust. The Caprice went loose under their bodies.

      The cruiser fired where continued acceleration would have carried them. A beam crossed the bow at less than thirty metres. Heat alarms sounded along the forward hull.

      Jamil said, “The missile is still behind us.”

      “Half,” Calix said.

      The aperture guard now faced them bow-on. Missile ports opened around its hull.

      Atara Dey appeared on every screen.

      She had not completed coronation. Her dark formal hair had been unpinned on one side, and rain from the ceremony still shone on her forehead. She sat in the emergency command room of Majesty of Reason wearing a white underdress beneath an admiral's coat. Calix had known her eleven years. He had never seen her look more awake.

      He remembered teaching her to disarm a guard at seventeen. She learned the movement, then asked how often guards were attacked by the person they protected. When he said rarely, she spent the rest of the lesson studying how guards killed threats approaching from elsewhere. Atara's attention had always gone to the burden assigned to another person. The crown would use that virtue against her.

      “Major Leonard,” she said. “Confirm that you live.”

      Calix reached toward the transmitter. Estelle caught his wrist.

      “He lives,” she said.

      Atara's gaze shifted. “Captain McCall. The stones inside your crew will kill them without imperial treatment. Come back to Majesty. I guarantee medical care and an open trial.”

      Estelle shook her head. “Your fleet is firing on us while you offer protection.”

      “You've stolen the command identity of the empire. Three fleets are refusing orders because our systems can't tell your voice from mine.”

      “Then your systems are badly designed.”

      “Thousands can die before we improve them.” Atara looked at Calix. “Do you consent to your present custody?”

      Law stirred at the question. The console offered him detention controls for the Caprice: life-support limits, pressure locks, navigation seizure. Every imperial civil system had been built to let him answer the empress with force.

      He thought of the execution garden. The barefoot woman had asked a similar question before Edison answered for her.

      “No,” Calix said. “I'm detained.”

      Estelle released his wrist. She had expected nothing else.

      “Captain,” Atara said, “the aperture guard will fire.”

      “Then tell it not to fire.”

      “It no longer recognizes me.”

      Atara looked down for a moment before she faced the screen again.

      The guard ship launched two missiles.

      The first came straight down the procession lane, trusting every lawful vessel to clear it. Civilian ships scattered. One service shuttle turned too slowly; the missile's wake rolled it into a communications mast. Calix saw atmosphere vent before the picture moved past.

      “Any survivors?” he asked.

      Shi split one display to the shuttle. Four suit transmitters moved inside. “A dock tug has them.”

      The answer mattered more than he expected.

      Jamil's defensive fire caught one. The blast filled the screen and hammered the Caprice with debris. The second changed course after the explosion. It came toward the bridge from below, too close for the ship's remaining gun.

      Calix saw Estelle calculate the same path. Her seat had no time to turn away.

      “Accept my cover,” he said.

      She looked at him.

      His talent needed clear consent, however brief. Cover had settled during a school bombing on his home world when a teacher trusted him to move between the children and the windows. It showed him three heartbeats of the protected person's movement before she made it. It gave him no speed and no immunity.

      “Yes,” Estelle said.

      Her next movement became clear to him: unfasten, push toward Shi, shield the engineer instead of herself.

      Calix reached the emergency-thrust lever first. He pulled it and threw his body across Estelle as the ship kicked sideways.

      The missile scraped the observation blister rather than entering the bridge. Metal and transparent ceramic burst inward. Calix took Estelle's movement into his own body, driving her beneath the console while his back struck the broken frame. His shoulder opened from collar to upper arm.

      The bridge lost pressure.

      Emergency shutters closed around the blister. Valeriya came through the rear door in a breathing mask, caught Calix by the belt, and dragged him clear before the shutter took his leg.

      Shi righted the ship. The aperture filled the forward screen.

      Estelle rose with blood across her cheek from Calix's shoulder. Command waited in her like a held breath.

      “All imperial squadrons,” she said, and the transmission doubled her words, “retreat from this aperture.”

      The guard ship went dark. The pursuing cruiser broke away. Farther out, two whole squadrons turned in formation.

      Atara's image vanished as the Caprice entered the fold.

      Blue field crossed the hull. The capital system disappeared.

      Calix lay on the bridge deck while Valeriya packed his shoulder wound. The stolen stone at his spine sent retreat orders through Law channels he had not touched. Across the empire, captains would be deciding whether Estelle's command was law, treason, or permission.

      She knelt beside him. “You protected me.”

      “I protected the engineer you intended to shield.”

      “You needed my consent.”

      “I did.”

      “You're used to acting before people can answer.”

      He looked at the clear stone under her bloodied ear. “You just ordered two thousand warships to retreat.”

      “Two squadrons.”

      “The others heard you.”

      The ship came out of fold in an unlit service system. No imperial escort waited. The nearest inhabited station was two days away.

      Everyone on the bridge remained strapped until Shi confirmed the aperture had closed behind them. Once they were safe, the damage became visible. Jamil's hands shook when he removed them from the gun controls. Estelle found blood inside one boot. Shi cried over the broken clay figure, swore at herself, and put its two pieces in a pocket.

      Jamil took the pieces back out.

      “Later,” Shi said. She was already under the console, pulling burned wire with her teeth.

      “It has one leg.”

      “The ship has one cooling pump.”

      Jamil put the little figure on the deck between them and opened the pump housing. Shi called for a bypass. He found the right length of hose in the galley, where it had been feeding water to the tea tap, and came back trailing hot droplets through the passage. Together they tied the pump into the sink line. The bridge filled with the smell of scorched mint leaves.

      When the temperature began to fall, Shi handed him the clay pieces without looking up.

      “You made it,” she said. “You fix the umbrella.”

      Jamil wrapped both pieces in the remains of his gold measuring cord and put them in his shirt pocket.

      Calix expected pirates to celebrate escape. They made a repair list.

      On the tactical display, the two retreating squadrons divided. One accepted Atara's countermand. The other transmitted an oath to the authenticated Command of the crown.

      It addressed Estelle as empress.

    
  
    
      3 Dead Monarchs

      Valeriya put Calix Leonard's shoulder back together while he tried to arrest her.

      “Don't throw anything away,” he said through clenched teeth. “It's imperial evidence.”

      She dropped a blood-soaked sponge into the recycler. “The material is already gone. You may file a complaint after I stop the bleeding.”

      “Doctor Vargas—”

      She tightened the internal suture. “I'm repairing the tendon that raises your arm. Move again and you may lose its use.”

      The Caprice coasted through the dark service system with its drive shut down. After the fold, Shi found the drive stone feeding power into wires that had never been connected. They were letting the ship cool while she traced them. Every screen aboard showed a different imperial warning. Valeriya silenced the one in surgery by hanging her cherry-colored scarf over it.

      Without the drive's vibration, every smaller sound became clear. Pipes clicked as they cooled. The air fans sounded louder. People lowered their voices because speech carried through the hull. Valeriya had spent fourteen years aboard and still disliked a quiet engine. It made her too aware of the vacuum outside.

      Estelle came twice to the surgery door and did not enter. On the third visit she brought hot water and Calix's bent personal book.

      “He asked for this while sedated,” Estelle said. “I ignored the requests for his arrest authority, uniform, and lawyer.”

      Valeriya read the cover. A nineteenth-century novel about a marriage in a country town. “You searched his things closely enough to learn which book he cares about.”

      “I searched a prisoner. I noticed the book.”

      “Put it beside him. Don't use care to avoid discussing the patrol compartment.”

      Estelle set the book down. “I wasn't.”

      Valeriya turned back to the wound. Estelle left the hot water and went.

      Calix lay face down on the narrow table. His white uniform had become a pile of bloody pieces under the instrument shelf. The missile frame had cut through the back of his shoulder without striking the joint. He would keep the arm if the wound stayed clean and he stopped trying to move it.

      “You used your talent for Estelle,” Valeriya said. “Don't tell me you were protecting the engineer. I watched you ask Estelle.”

      “She was about to cross the missile path to shield the engineer. Anticipating her movement let me protect both.”

      “I understand what happened.” Valeriya closed the skin. “I'm asking why you chose her.”

      He turned his head far enough to look at her. “Are all pirate surgeons this intrusive?”

      “A good surgeon asks while the patient can still answer.”

      The stone at his upper spine had disappeared beneath a web of new vessels. Thin clear threads spread from it toward the nerves in his neck and shoulder. They grew around the wound instead of through it. Valeriya had photographed the same process in her wrist. The archive stone's light now reached halfway to her elbow.

      She pressed a scanner against Calix's neck. “Tell me what the stone showed you. Start with the files. Then tell me anything you saw, heard, smelled, or felt.”

      “Civil enforcement files. No memories.”

      His pulse jumped before the last word. Valeriya turned the scanner so he could see it. “I need the truth, not a report your superior would approve. Begin again with the place you saw.”

      His pulse changed. Valeriya watched the scanner draw it.

      Memory was troublesome even before someone cultivated it into jewelry. People liked to speak of memories as possessions: a first kiss kept in a box, a dead father's voice stored somewhere behind the eyes, the route home laid down like a map. Brains did nothing so tidy. Each recollection was made again by the person remembering. Smell could restore details that had seemed lost. Fear narrowed what the mind kept. Repetition changed the account, even when the speaker was honest. A faithful witness might repeat the same change each time and never know it.

      Surgeons had learned this slowly because injured brains did not fail in neat ways. Cut one pathway and a woman might lose the name of blue while still knowing every blue object she had loved. Stimulate another and a man smelled his childhood kitchen each time he lifted his left foot. There was no single place that held the self. There were loops, chemical habits, repeated guesses, scars that changed signals, and stories the mind had practiced so often that they became easy to find.

      Valeriya had distrusted the first memory implants for the same reason she distrusted people who claimed to have no regrets. Important harm was usually missing from the account. Her treatment had been meant to keep injured brains working while tissue healed. Imperial medicine used it to keep prisoners awake and aware during interrogation. The procedure did not cause the pain or extract the answers. For three years, that fact had helped her ignore the rest.

      The crown stones were neither records nor people. They were living tissue trained to make a nervous system repeat Edison Ramos until his habits felt natural. Imperial machines recognized those habits and obeyed them. The deeper a stone grew, the more its host would remember. If all seven came together, they would try to finish Edison inside one body.

      Valeriya removed the scanner.

      “Removal kills you,” she said.

      Calix stopped trying to arrest her.

      Estelle and the others waited in the plum salon. Jamil had cooked lentils because the galley refrigerator lost power during the escape, and lentils would keep longer than the meat. Shi ate standing at the open drive diagram. Clear light moved beneath her sternum each time the ship ran a diagnostic.

      Valeriya put five scans on the wall. The salon still smelled of lentils and burned insulation. Jamil had served dinner in a jumble of bowls because two of the matching ones had shattered during the escape.

      She showed them a healthy image first. Nerves branched in soft white fans. Blood vessels curved around muscle and bone. Then she put Estelle's scan beside it and pointed to the bright threads taking shortcuts through healing tissue.

      “That is Command,” she said. “This older loop is Reopen. The stone is growing toward it.”

      Estelle leaned closer. “Why?”

      “Because a talent leaves a path it can use.” Valeriya brought up Calix's scan. “Talents begin when a brain survives something it should not and fixes one emergency response so deeply that the world starts answering it. The response stays narrow. You can reopen a threshold you saw close. You can't open anything you like. Doctors can see the altered circuit, but attempts to make one have ended in seizures, death, or both.”

      Shi studied her own scan. “The stones were looking for those circuits.”

      “Yes. They were grown to copy the same persistence. When the crown lost its anchor, Record found the loop I use to hold a dying mind. Works found your sense of connected structure. Arms found Jamil's heat path. Law found Cover. Command found Reopen.”

      “Us,” Jamil said.

      “The nearest people who could carry them,” Valeriya said. “Estelle brought four talents into the vault. The Guard put a fifth there.”

      Calix looked at the scans. “The Crown Guard recruits for talents.”

      “So do I,” Estelle said.

      Estelle looked at the bright lines joining each stone to an older talent circuit. “If Shi hadn't cut the anchor, this wouldn't have happened.”

      “No,” Valeriya said.

      “We'd still have been sealed in the vault.”

      Valeriya waited.

      “Then we still cut it,” Estelle said. The answer came too fast. Valeriya did not help her improve it.

      Shi tapped the drive diagnostic beside the five scans. “Where did Gate find a nervous system?”

      “It didn't. It followed the cutter's control link to the active drive.”

      “The cable was dead.”

      “The wire was. Your cutter and the ship were still paired.”

      Jamil glanced at the dark stone in its shock case. “And that one?”

      “Heir doesn't search,” Valeriya said. “It waits for the other six, then chooses a prepared successor.”

      Shi asked the most questions. Jamil asked whether the pain would worsen. Estelle asked what might weaken their judgment. Calix asked whether Atara's physicians could reverse it.

      “Your bodies are growing around the stones,” she said. “They've reached the nerves that move you, keep your hearts beating, and make memories. If I cut one out now, you'll bleed where I can't stop it. If I wait, the stone will own more of what keeps you alive.”

      Jamil set down his spoon. “When you say removal kills us, do you mean the operation is unlikely to succeed, or that you can't find a path that leaves a person at the end?”

      “The second. I might keep a heart and lungs working for a few minutes. I couldn't save the person.”

      Shi tapped the sixth diagram. “The drive has no vessels or nerves. Gate can't integrate there by the same mechanism.”

      “It's using the ship the way the others use your nerves. We may be able to disconnect it while the drive is cold and save both. I can't promise.”

      “Then call it a possibility. A promise suggests you understand what it's changed.”

      Light moved beneath Shi's sternum. “The imperial name for mine is Works. Station power, life support, fabrication. Anything built to keep a place running.”

      “Are you opening those systems?” Valeriya asked.

      “They're opening for me. That's worse.”

      Estelle sat at the end of the table, one boot on the bench. Command had left a fine lattice of gray beneath the skin around her ear. She had been quiet since ordering the squadrons back.

      Calix entered in a black undershirt with his arm fixed to his chest. “You've explained removal. What was the crown built to do when all seven stones go back into one engine?”

      Valeriya looked at him. “You've remembered the answer and want to hear whether mine agrees.”

      “Yes. I'd still prefer the medical version.”

      “All seven matrices were cut from one cultivated structure. If returned to a compatible crown engine, they can join. Heir contains the master pattern.”

      Jamil put one hand over the shock case on the table. The loose jewel inside had remained dark. “If this thing is alive, it can't stay in a case forever. Whose body does it use to finish the pattern?”

      “A compatible host. Coronation tradition prepared Atara.”

      Estelle said, “Atara.”

      Calix's silence confirmed it.

      Valeriya opened the Record channels. The crown stone answered before she formed a question. Records filled the wall: coronation physiology, restricted neural studies, portraits of sovereigns before and after accession. A young emperor's handwriting changed over eleven months until it matched a sample three centuries older. Another stopped speaking her first language. A third developed a scar ache from an injury Edison had received before her grandparents were born.

      At the center of the records stood a moon labeled ILEX, CROWNWORKS PRIMARY.

      Shi enlarged the route. “The Ilex aperture was decommissioned sixty years ago.”

      “Publicly,” Calix said.

      The ship alarm sounded.

      A station had appeared on the forward screen: a black wheel around a dead refinery sun, close enough that its weapon apertures were already opening. The system chart identified it as Arsenal 19, mothballed under imperial seal.

      Its construction predated the current fleet. Habitation rooms clustered on the inner wheel, where maintenance families had once raised children within sight of weapons made to break worlds. The stone showed Valeriya a clinic with animal stickers over its scanner and a day-care wall painted with a yellow sun no child on the station had ever seen. Families had lived, grown ill, held school dances, and buried one another there. The arsenal's official history mentioned none of them.

      Jamil's face went still. Light burned under his left ribs.

      “I didn't call it,” he said.

      The arsenal transmitted an authentication request. Arms answered through the Caprice before anyone touched a control.

      STRATEGIC CUSTODIAN RECOGNIZED.

      Twelve reactor lances began warming around the wheel.

      “Jamil, tell the arsenal to stop charging and keep your hands visible while you do it,” Estelle said softly.

      “I'm telling them.” Jamil's hands remained flat on the table. “It's asking for target jurisdiction.”

      Across the system display, the arsenal found every imperial ship currently transmitting through nearby apertures. Hundreds of marks appeared. The machine offered them to Jamil in ranked groups.

      One group contained the two squadrons that had sworn to Estelle.

      “If I refuse,” Jamil said, “it defaults to continuity defense. It fires at vessels rejecting Atara.”

      Calix studied the target groups. “Can you stop it by naming an empty military target instead?”

      Jamil looked at him. “Gunners call targets empty when they don't want to count the people there.”

      The lances reached twenty percent charge.

      Shi ran for the bridge. Estelle followed. Valeriya brought the medical case. Plans made beside loaded weapons often ended with patients.

      On the bridge, the arsenal filled the screen. Its radiators opened in petals around the dark wheel. The drive stone found a route past it toward the next fold aperture, but the Caprice needed six minutes to get hot enough.

      Jamil took the weapons seat. Imperial command controls rose around his hands. “The arsenal requires a lawful threat.”

      “Call this ship protected sovereign transport,” Estelle said. “The drive stone may make it believe us.”

      Shi turned from the drive. “You may protect the people. Don't name the ship as imperial property until I know how the arsenal treats a disputed claim.”

      “It recognizes the stone. It may accept the Caprice as protected sovereign transport.”

      “Or fire inward.”

      Jamil looked through Arms memory. Sweat appeared along his scalp scar. “I can designate the arsenal's own active magazines as unauthorized strategic reactors.”

      Calix understood. “If its magazines become the unlawful threat, its own safety procedure should disarm them.”

      “It'll attempt to. Those systems have been cold for sixty years.”

      “If those cold pumps fail under reverse load, what reaches us?” Estelle asked.

      Jamil watched the old station. “A magazine breach, then a debris front. We should align for fold before I give the order.”

      Valeriya strapped herself into the rear seat. “Do it. We don't have time to make it safe.”

      Jamil gave the order.

      Mechanical irises closed around the lances. Along the arsenal wheel, ancient fuel pumps reversed. Three obeyed. A fourth ruptured. White fire ran through one quarter of the station.

      The blast reached the Caprice as a wave of hot debris.

      Shi spread the first impacts through every fastener she had set or replaced. The hull rang from end to end. Paint cracked in the salon. Bolts bent behind Valeriya's head. No single plate opened.

      Shi cried out once. Her talent carried the knowledge of every stressed joint through her sternum.

      The Caprice reached the aperture. The stone opened a route.

      Behind them, Arsenal 19 broke into four burning arcs and did not fire on the fleet.

      After the fold, Shi found seventeen bent supports. Blood had spread in dark fans beneath the skin across her chest. Jamil sat in the galley with light under his ribs and did not touch the lentils.

      She took him to surgery when the Arms interface began bleeding. He lay on the table in his scorched draper's shirt and watched her clean the skin.

      “Port Isen had six hundred thousand people,” he said. “The report gave me fourteen thousand military personnel. I used the smaller number until refusing a later order made me feel repaired.”

      “Are you telling me because you want me to argue, judge you, or remember it?” Valeriya asked.

      Jamil thought before answering. “Remember it. And don't make it smaller for me.”

      He laughed without humor. “I joined because Estelle never asked why I left the fleet.”

      “She considered the reason private.”

      “She considered it useful leverage left unopened.”

      Valeriya sealed the bleeding interface. “She may have respected your privacy and kept the knowledge for later use. Estelle is capable of both.”

      Jamil watched her hands. “What did the empire do with your work?”

      Valeriya could have told him the official answer: stabilization during lawful questioning. She had written it often enough. “They used it to keep prisoners awake while other people hurt them.”

      “Did you know?”

      “Not at first. Later, I knew enough to stop asking for details. I stayed three more years.”

      Jamil nodded once. “Do you want me to remember that too?”

      “Yes.”

      He looked down at the untouched lentils. “Then warm these after you finish. Remembering on an empty stomach turns everything theatrical.”

      Valeriya almost laughed. She finished the bandage first.

      Calix stood before the Ilex lab route still glowing on the wall.

      The route crossed nine apertures. Three were held by core fleets, two by march commands, one by Boone's pirate associates, and one officially dead. Even Gate could not reduce the journey below ten days without military alignment.

      “Harbor Nine lies along the first leg,” Estelle said. “We promised Boone the crown and my people freedom from his guns.”

      “You can't pay him with integrated hosts,” Calix said.

      “He may need proof.”

      Estelle's voice softened. Calix looked at her hand, which had gone still beside her bowl.

      “Atara can put the crown back together,” he said. “If we go back now, the war ends.”

      “And she becomes Edison,” Estelle said.

      “She knows the cost.”

      “That doesn't grant her the rest of us.”

      “I'm going to Ilex,” Estelle said. “Boone's money no longer solves this. Harbor Nine still needs us. So does everyone that arsenal just offered to kill. I'll take anyone who wants off to the next inhabited station.”

      Shi put her spoon down. “You're not taking my ship anywhere without me.”

      Jamil covered Arms with one broad hand. “I'd like to find a place where this can't ask me again.”

      Valeriya said, “You'll need a surgeon, and I'm not leaving my work inside you.”

      They looked at Calix.

      Law opened the ship's detention controls under his fingers. He could close the doors, limit air, signal Atara, and call each act lawful.

      He withdrew his hand.

      “I'm still your prisoner,” he said.

      Estelle nodded. “Then remain one until you choose another name for it.”

      The Caprice turned toward Harbor Nine, where Boone waited for jewels they could no longer deliver and a captain he believed he owned.

    
  
    
      4 Harbor Nine

      Boone Yogawa had hung a gunship over Estelle's childhood home.

      It floated above Harbor Nine's central spindle with its weapons open and its engines pointed at the docks. The station had been built from a fuel spool and two passenger drums retired before Estelle's grandmother arrived. Eighteen thousand people lived in its patched rings. From the Caprice's approach, their windows looked like lines of warm stitching around dark metal.

      Boone's gunship marked every docking collar in red.

      “Boone has opened every weapon and pointed his engines at the docks,” Shi said. “That's an occupation, whatever he calls it.”

      Estelle's head had ached since Arsenal 19. The stone behind her ear showed her a list of systems she could disable on the gunship. She closed the list, but the pressure remained.

      Harbor Control called. Norah Luna's face appeared on the bridge screen, older and fuller than when Estelle left four months earlier. Norah had run Dock Ring Two since before Estelle could read. She wore a pressure hood around her neck and a necklace of colored glass made in the station furnaces.

      “Boone says you stole something important enough to bring two governments behind you,” Norah said. “Tell me whether he's exaggerating before I decide how frightened to be.”

      “He's understating it. We took the crown jewels, and they're now attached to five people and the ship.”

      “Imperial ships asked for approach clearance. So did Admiral Fowler's people. I told both that our docks were full.”

      The approach board showed nineteen empty collars.

      “Begin inner-ring evacuation now. Don't wait for us to dock.”

      Norah looked past her at the Caprice's bridge. “Did you bring the money?”

      “The jewels can't be delivered or sold. They entered our bodies and the drive, and imperial weapons recognize them.”

      Norah closed her eyes. “Come to Dock Six. Boone has your two juniors under guard. If you bring shooting into my ring, I'll vent your ship myself.”

      The Caprice docked beneath the gunship.

      Estelle wore an ordinary boarding coat over the clear stone and went out with Calix, Jamil, and Valeriya. Shi remained aboard with the drive stone. The loose seventh stone traveled in a shock case under Jamil's shirt. It was the only jewel Boone might take without killing someone, and Estelle wanted him to believe all seven could still be sold.

      Dock Six smelled of hot sugar and machine oil. A candy maker shared its air plant with a sealant shop, so every recycled breath carried both smells. Residents lined the upper walkways. Estelle recognized faces and could not remember their names quickly enough.

      Harbor Nine used addresses based on machinery removed before most residents were born. Estelle grew up above Lower Pump Three, which had become a music hall. The old fuel-control room held a bathhouse. People still arranged meetings “under the blue valve” although the valve had been sold to a museum forty years ago.

      Families on Harbor Nine passed down air shares, shop corners, tiny fruit trees, and repair jobs. Boone had never patched a wall or cleaned an air filter there. He still claimed the right to seize its ships.

      Norah's colored-glass necklace used fragments from Estelle's first pressure mask. Estelle had given it to her at fourteen after stealing a better one.

      Boone waited in the loading hall with twelve armed crew. He was narrow, bald by choice, and dressed in brown wool as though he had come to negotiate grain. Estelle had always disliked his clothes. They suggested moderation while costing more than a pressure suit.

      Her junior crew, Penn and Ader, sat handcuffed beside a cargo scale. Neither appeared injured.

      Boone smiled. “Estelle, I expected stolen stones and received an empress with a medical complication. I'd congratulate you if the change had not occurred entirely at my expense.”

      Calix shifted beside her.

      “Major,” Estelle said softly, “I know.”

      Boone spread his hands. “I paid for a jewel theft under terms we both understood. You came back holding command of the empire. That changes the price.”

      “You hired me to take seven objects. Five became patients, one became part of our drive, and the last is still an object. Your share can't include people.”

      Boone had first hired Estelle to move medicine through a core blockade. He paid in full and sent a second vessel when hers lost drive. For years he treated Harbor Nine more fairly than imperial banks did. Then he drove off a pirate fleet and left his guns behind. The station paid him for protection. He raised the fee each year and added interest when they fell behind. Nobody could point to the day when help became control.

      Estelle remembered the help even while she hated what followed.

      “Removing the stones kills the hosts,” Estelle said. “Valeriya will show you the scans. They're clear.”

      Valeriya tossed him a medical tablet. It contained the integration images with no route or Ilex data. Boone studied the scans. His smile disappeared when he saw the vessels around Estelle's stone.

      “Dead?” he asked.

      “Before extraction completes,” Valeriya said. “The ship also dies if you cut the drive stone out carelessly.”

      Boone handed the tablet back. “Killing the hosts makes the sale harder. I can replace the ship, and a drive carrying that stone may be worth more without this hull.”

      Shi spoke through Estelle's earpiece. “He has decided my drive can be cut out and sold. Tell me before the talking stops.”

      “Hold the ship,” Estelle said.

      Boone glanced toward the Caprice, mistaking the answer for him. “I'm relieved we remain civil.”

      Estelle put a credit wafer on the cargo scale. “The original ransom reserve. Enough to clear Harbor Nine's claim and your expenses.”

      “Yesterday.” Boone did not touch it. “Today Atara offers a governorship for the crown. Fowler offers two apertures and a letter of marque. Every pirate inside three folds is coming here to ask what I know.”

      “I've paid every debt to you, including the ones you invented after helping us,” Estelle said.

      Boone touched the credit wafer without taking it. “You paid while money remained the largest thing in the room. Today you brought sovereignty. I can't sell it back at yesterday's price and still call myself honest.”

      The station shuddered.

      Above them, residents continued toward shelter. A woman lowered her elderly father in a freight sling. Three confectioners carried the hot sugar vat between them because cooling it in place would fill Dock Six with glass. Penn and Ader stayed cuffed beside the scale until one of Boone's own guards bent down and released them.

      “My mother lives in Ring Four,” the guard said when Boone stared at him.

      Boone did not shoot. Most of his guards had family on the station too.

      Harbor Control announced two unscheduled folds. On Estelle's wrist display, an imperial frigate and one of Admiral Chiara Fowler's march destroyers entered the system on opposite vectors. Fowler wanted the march fleets and apertures placed under regional governments, beyond any restored crown. Boone's gunship pivoted between them.

      Norah's voice came over the public address. “All residents move to inner shelter. Carry water, medicine, and one thing you can't replace. Dock workers stay at your assigned seals.”

      People on the upper walkway began moving.

      Boone looked pleased. “The auction has opened.”

      Estelle drew Calix's pistol and shot the cargo scale.

      The scale exploded beneath Boone's crew. Jamil went low, sweeping the nearest gunman into the floor. Calix crossed in front of Valeriya as three rifles came up. She had accepted his protection before leaving the ship; his talent showed him her backward step. He moved with it, taking a round across the plate at his injured shoulder.

      Estelle shot a weapon from one guard's hands. Another fired into the loading crane. Its cable broke, dropping a container between them.

      Penn and Ader rolled behind it, still cuffed.

      Boone ran for the freight lift.

      “He knows where the jewel is,” Jamil said.

      The light under his ribs had answered the march destroyer. The loose stone glowed through his coat. Boone's glance fixed on it.

      Two of Boone's boarders hit Jamil together. One carried a neural stunner meant for large animals. He drove it against the crown stone. Jamil convulsed. The shock case slipped from beneath his shirt.

      Boone caught it.

      Estelle fired. The container crane swung between them as someone on the upper controls moved it. Boone reached the freight lift and dropped through the floor.

      The imperial frigate transmitted a docking command. Estelle's stone showed her its bridge, weapons, air, and drive as available parts of herself. She could order it to seize Boone's ship. She could order it to fire on the march destroyer. She could place Harbor Nine under imperial defense and make every dock worker a combatant under her authority.

      The frigate's captain called privately. He was a young man named Vaughn Arendt whom Estelle had never met. The stone supplied his academy marks and command weaknesses.

      “The ship recognizes you as sovereign,” he said, breathing too fast. “Are you taking command of Harbor Nine? I need to know before I can defend it.”

      “I don't assume it. The station has its own command.”

      “Atara's fleet says your command is false. If you take command here, my crew will defend the station.”

      “If you defend under my authority, what happens to the station after the shooting?”

      “We hold it under imperial protection until the succession is settled.”

      Edison's memory offered resolutions that lasted centuries.

      “Defend civilian evacuation at your own captain's authority,” Estelle said.

      Vaughn looked frightened because no higher officer would own his next decision. “If I act without your authority, Atara may call it mutiny.”

      “Then decide before Boone fires again.”

      He closed the channel. The frigate moved between the march destroyer and Ring Four anyway.

      “Estelle,” Norah said in her ear, “the gunship has locked the civilian drum.”

      Boone's crew fell back through the loading hall. Valeriya knelt over Jamil and cut his shirt open. The crown stone remained in place, but the skin around it had burned black.

      Calix took the control booth stairs two at a time despite his knee. Estelle followed. At the upper landing, a boarder fired through the rail. The round struck Estelle's right forearm and turned the coat sleeve into smoke. Her armor stopped penetration; heat went through.

      She closed the distance and hit the boarder with the pistol. He fell against the pressure window.

      Calix reached the station controls. “The frigate can disable Boone's gunship before it fires again. You can order it.”

      “The same order converts Harbor Nine into an imperial holding.”

      “You could release the station when the threat ends. The frigate will obey.”

      “Will Atara?”

      Calix looked at the display. “I don't know.”

      Edison remembered saying that about worlds.

      The memory came with a room full of relieved governors. Edison had accepted temporary command of six systems to end the Aperture War. Two generations later, the temporary garrisons still owned their air.

      Estelle opened the public channel instead.

      “Harbor Nine, this is Estelle McCall. I can coordinate the defense if you accept my command. You may refuse. Norah has an evacuation plan. Boone's gunship targets the civilian drum. Imperial and march vessels are approaching.”

      Silence crossed the ring.

      Then individual replies appeared. Dock Six accepted. Two outer workshops accepted. The civilian drum refused and asked Norah for evacuation. The sealant guild told Estelle to die somewhere convenient. Her old school accepted because its shelter doors had jammed.

      The crown system asked for one answer from the whole station. Estelle kept every reply separate.

      “Norah, move the refusing sectors. I'll hold the docks that asked.”

      She gave no imperial order. She used the station channel and her own voice. Dock crews closed collars ahead of Boone's boarders. Cargo tugs moved as shields. A laundry ring reversed its spin pumps and vented steam across the gunship's targeting optics. People obeyed Norah, local chiefs, or nobody.

      The defense was messy, but the people of Harbor Nine still controlled it.

      The march destroyer fired first. Its beam cut Boone's gunship across the engines. The gunship answered through the civilian drum. Estelle watched the shot go wide because the laundry steam blinded its rangefinder. It struck Dock Ring Four and opened thirty metres of workshops to vacuum.

      Pressure doors closed. One failed.

      Shi undocked the Caprice without permission and put its hull across the breach. “I can spread the next hit if someone ties us into the station. I need fasteners on your side.”

      Norah answered before Estelle could. “I've got tram mechanics at the Ring Four junction.”

      “I need people who know the old fuel frame.”

      “I was patching that frame when you were learning to spell your name.”

      Norah sent the tram crew through the thinning market with bolt guns, cable, and two coil jacks borrowed from the laundry ring. Shi talked them through the first anchor while she held the Caprice against the breach on maneuvering jets. They disagreed about which buried beam still carried weight. Norah crawled under a collapsed fruit stall, struck the deck twice with a wrench, and made Shi listen to the difference.

      “That one,” Shi said.

      “I know.”

      “Then why ask?”

      “You've got the ship.” Norah fired the first bolt. “I've got the wall.”

      Estelle knew every maintenance path in Ring Four. She and Calix ran.

      They crossed a market with its air dropping. Shopkeepers dragged shutters over glass and paper, fruit, metalwork, spools of printed skin. Estelle saw the secondhand book stall where she had spent her first stolen pay. Its owner pressed both hands against a loose case while vacuum pulled pages around her.

      A tea seller had fallen beneath his counter. Calix moved toward him as soon as Estelle did. His talent anticipated her turn after she accepted with a nod. He reached the man while Estelle caught the bookcase.

      The market's pressure door began closing between them. Calix pushed the seller through. Estelle saw the leaves meeting, the motor path intact. She could spend Reopen now or keep it for the station breach ahead.

      She let the door close with Calix on the far side.

      For eleven seconds she ran alone through thinning air. Calix found a parallel service hatch and met her at the breach, dragging the tea seller. Neither accused the other of leaving. They had each selected the living body within reach.

      Calix gave Estelle his emergency mask. “Accept cover.”

      She did. He anticipated her turn toward the books and caught the owner before the woman went through the failing door. Estelle shut the manual seal. Pages covered the floor on the safe side.

      At the breach, Shi had extended the Caprice's docking collar across torn metal. Norah and the tram crew had already sunk a row of bolts into the old frame. Estelle and Calix drove the last ones through. When the next weapons strike hit, Shi spread it across the ship's fasteners and the new bolts in the station wall. The Caprice rang. The breach held.

      Boone's damaged gunship broke away toward the aperture. The shock case transmitted the loose stone aboard it.

      Atara's frigate fired after him and missed. Fowler's destroyer pursued. Boone folded first.

      Harbor Nine counted its living. Dock Ring Four had lost nine people. Two were known to Estelle. The number would rise when crews opened the workshops.

      Vaughn Arendt's frigate lost its forward gun protecting the evacuation. Atara's fleet called him insubordinate. Fowler's destroyer called him an imperial loyalist. He docked at Harbor Nine and asked Norah whether the station needed a traffic controller.

      She assigned him to waste rotation until deciding whether his ship could stay.

      Norah met her at the central spindle during evacuation. The colored-glass necklace was gone. Blood dried along her temple.

      “You can't stay,” Norah said.

      “I know.”

      “Boone announced an auction at Lys. Every buyer heard it.”

      “I'll recover the stone.”

      Norah looked toward Ring Four, where the Caprice still covered the wound. “Don't say that as if recovery restores the wall.”

      Estelle had no answer worthy of nine dead people. She helped carry shelter tanks instead.

      Penn and Ader chose to stay with the station evacuation. Estelle gave them their full shares of the original ransom money. Neither said whether they were leaving the crew for good.

      Before departure, she returned to the book stall. Loose pages had collected against the sealed door. She picked up a novel with no covers and half its ending gone.

      The owner refused payment. Estelle put money beneath a surviving shelf.

      “I saw you at the door,” the woman said. “You could have opened it after it sealed.”

      “Once.”

      “Why didn't you?”

      “I needed the talent at the breach.”

      The woman looked at the saved cases and the empty stall beside hers. “Did you?”

      Estelle couldn't stop thinking about the question as she carried the book away.

      Calix stood outside while she paid the owner for it.

      “You could have commanded them,” he said when they crossed back to the ship.

      “Some.”

      “Would fewer have died?”

      “Perhaps.”

      He waited for her to defend the choice.

      Estelle put the damaged book into her coat.

      The Caprice left Harbor Nine with Ring Four open behind it and Boone's auction coordinates ahead.

    
  
    
      5 Clothes for a Treason

      Calix knew what formal clothes could do. He had prepared prisoners for public sentences and rulers for coronations. Estelle McCall was harder because she disliked being arranged by anyone.

      She stood in the Caprice's salon wearing black trousers and a sleeveless undershirt while he adjusted the inner seals of an imperial evening coat. The coat was silver-gray, cut close through the waist, with a high collar designed to frame court jewels. On Estelle it framed the clear stone embedded beneath her left ear.

      “The collar frames the stone. Everyone in the room will identify me before they see my face,” she said.

      “Boone invited buyers to see one crown stone. If you hide yours, they'll think you're an impostor. If you show it, they'll believe you chose to come.”

      “You're enjoying this more than you enjoyed our actual negotiations.”

      Calix checked the shoulder seam before answering. “Clothes make their rules easy to see. Negotiations hide them.”

      Calix fastened the collar. His injured shoulder resisted the motion. Valeriya had let him use the arm and warned him not to test it.

      Estelle looked at herself in the old mirror. The silver coat made her hair look darker and drew the eye to the stone. A clear patch covered the burn on her forearm. She touched the coat's plain cuff.

      “You removed every rank mark,” Estelle said.

      “An empress doesn't need rank marks. Everyone already knows who she is. You're entering as a pirate with the same advantage. Let people notice it for themselves.”

      She turned. “Your turn.”

      Calix had laid his Crown Guard uniform across the salon table. It was the second one kept aboard Caprice; Shi had copied the damaged original from materials meant for pressure curtains. The white was slightly warm and the black collar lacked the woven authentication thread. No one at Lys would scan it closely. Everyone would stare.

      Uniforms lasted because people obeyed them before anyone spoke. A sleeve told a servant which glass to fill. A collar decided whose mistake would be excused and whose would be punished. Boots changed how much room strangers gave you in a corridor.

      Calix's mother had taught literature in the same blue jacket for twenty-three years. Its cuffs shone by the time he left home. She wore it because students behaved differently when she did, and because replacing it would have cost a month of food. The Crown Guard fitted him in white and called the result honor. He had believed them partly because the fabric was excellent.

      People who claimed not to care about clothes usually had someone else washing, choosing, or mending them. Pirates understood the matter better than officers. A boarding coat needed seams that didn't catch in a hatch, pockets that opened under gloves, and a shape that made a frightened crew think resistance would be costly. Estelle's old brown coat showed years of repairs. Today she wore imperial silver because it would give her room to move through the auction.

      Calix dressed in white.

      Estelle straightened his false authentication braid. “You look exactly like the officer who was kidnapped from the crown vault.”

      “Most guests will assume no criminal would choose so accurate a disguise. The empire has trained them to trust confidence before evidence.”

      Lys had no planets. Its people lived among three linked habitats built inside the transparent remains of a failed solar collector. Light crossed the structures in liquid bands. Boone's auction occupied the central conservatory, where sculptors had turned maintenance machinery into gardens of moving metal.

      Calix had visited once as Atara's guard. The collector gathered enough sunlight to power all three habitats and enough beauty to make visitors forget who cleaned its mirrors. During that visit, workers struck over radiation exposure. The court entered through a private lock and described the empty galleries as serene.

      Now portraits of the strike leaders hung beside the auction entrance for wealthy visitors to admire.

      The Caprice docked under a false registry the drive stone created without consulting Shi. Valeriya and Jamil remained aboard. Shi entered the habitat through a service collar to prepare the escape route. Estelle and Calix approached the salon openly.

      The public way to the conservatory passed through a market built along the collector's inner shell. Sunlight moved over it in bright bands, hot enough that awnings opened and closed as the mirrors turned. Workers wore silver cloth over their hair and dark paste beneath their eyes. Vendors sold fried algae cakes, bottles of cold pear water, mirror chips drilled into earrings, and ointment for the burns people got cleaning the collector.

      Calix remembered the court using a private corridor on his last visit. From there, Lys had seemed empty and beautifully quiet. Here, children chased reflected light across the floor with pieces of broken glass. Repair crews shouted measurements from the clear wall. Somewhere behind a curtain, a six-piece band played a fast local dance on metal drums and one instrument that sounded like a door being sawed in half.

      Estelle stopped at a stall of sun scarves. The seller took in her imperial coat, Calix's guard white, and the two stones shining under their skin.

      “Court price or criminal price?” the seller asked.

      “Which is lower?” Estelle said.

      “Criminals pay in advance.”

      Estelle bought a black scarf with tiny green mirrors and wrapped it over the stone behind her ear. Thirty metres later she took it off again.

      “The collar does frame the stone,” she said.

      Calix waited.

      “You may enjoy being right for the length of this corridor.”

      He folded the scarf into his pocket. “I'll use the time carefully.”

      When they reached the salon entrance, a group of mirror cleaners in stained silver work clothes stood beneath portraits of the people who had led their last strike. Guests stepped around them to admire the paintings. One cleaner caught Calix looking and asked whether the art had improved anyone's lungs.

      “No,” he said.

      She nodded as if he had at least passed the easy part of a test.

      At the entrance, guests surrendered weapons into lacquered cabinets and kept the keys. Calix gave up a ceremonial pistol with no firing core. Estelle surrendered his real one. The attendant recognized Command beneath her collar and bowed before deciding whether he meant to.

      Inside, people who had started wars drank from cups thin enough to break between two fingers. Pirate captains, admirals without governments, collectors, weapons engineers, and three religious sovereigns moved beneath hanging sculptures. Each sculpture responded to nearby mass. Rings opened around bodies. Silver planes turned away from crowds. One enormous work made of black rods slowly reconstructed the path every guest had taken through the room.

      Servers wore clear masks that projected the drinker's own face when approached. Estelle refused a cup after the first mask smiled with her mouth. Calix took two and passed her one when the server left.

      “Are you refusing the cup because of a security concern?” she asked.

      “No. I don't like watching my own face serve me a drink. The designer thinks discomfort makes the work profound.”

      The drink tasted of smoke and pears. Estelle drank again despite making the same face she had used at a treaty dinner when someone served fermented fish.

      “You remember the fermented fish,” she said.

      “It was served during a treaty dinner. Remembering the room was part of my assignment.”

      “Your shoulders moved when I tasted it. That wasn't in the assignment.”

      Calix considered denying it. “I was trying not to laugh.”

      Calix had not known she watched them.

      Boone stood on an auction platform beneath it. Heir rested in a clear case at his elbow.

      “Don't look at the jewel yet,” Calix said.

      Estelle looked at him instead. “Then what should I look at?”

      “Me.”

      “That seems unwise.”

      Musicians played behind a pressure membrane on the outer wall. Calix offered his uninjured hand. Estelle took it.

      They entered the dancers.

      The other couples opened around them according to perceived rank. Estelle tested the effect by steering near a weapons merchant; he abandoned a conversation rather than force an apparent sovereign to alter course. She used the space to inspect his concealed bid key.

      “You've turned court dance into a way to pick pockets,” Calix said.

      “Everyone here is taking something.”

      “Watch your left hand.”

      She pinched his hand. He turned the reaction into a formal flourish.

      The court form used six measures and a rotating line. Calix had practiced it with Atara, ambassadors, elderly ministers, and one prince who counted under his breath in four languages. Estelle knew the pirate variation, which omitted two bows and introduced a hip turn inappropriate near weapons.

      “Follow for the first turn,” he said. “The cameras expect the uniform to lead.”

      “You're still my prisoner.”

      “Then let your prisoner lead for ten seconds.”

      He guided her through the first turn. They passed Boone's platform without facing it. Calix saw the case reflected in the black-rod sculpture. Two guards. Palm lock. Independent pressure cell. The case would descend into the floor if removed from the platform.

      Estelle's hand settled at his shoulder. She felt him flinch. “Change the step before you tear the wound open.”

      “The next rotation puts you between the auction case and its guards. I can shorten the step after that.”

      “That's too long. Change it now.”

      She smiled at him. Calix missed the next step.

      Boone's voice crossed the salon. “You all know our final lot. Several people now claim to own it.”

      The dancers turned toward the platform.

      Heir caught the collector light. For the first time, the clear stone showed something inside: a dark human profile appearing at impossible depth, then vanishing when the angle changed.

      “Bidding opens with one protected aperture,” Boone said.

      Admiral Chiara Fowler appeared by projection in a box above the floor. Atara Dey occupied another box, present through an encrypted imperial channel. Neither woman concealed her identity.

      Atara offered two pardons and treatment for everyone carrying a stone.

      Fowler bid three march apertures, a warship commission, and independent command.

      A collector from the Rime systems offered a habitable moon.

      Calix had guarded talks where rulers traded a valley, a prison population, or three years of mine output. Here nobody hid the price beneath policy. The pirates said what they wanted.

      Estelle watched Atara rather than Boone. “Would she honor the protection?”

      “Yes.”

      “Even for me?”

      “Especially for you. She may keep you safe and never let you leave.”

      Boone's pleasure became visible around the eyes. He liked important events best when he could charge everyone involved.

      Calix completed the turn beside Estelle's ear. “Shi needs thirty seconds.”

      “She has twenty.”

      Atara saw Calix. Her projected gaze fixed on his white uniform and the bright Law line at his neck.

      “Major Leonard,” she said across the auction. “Are they holding you?”

      Every guest turned.

      Calix kept one hand at Estelle's waist. “Yes.”

      “Do you want us to recover you?”

      Estelle's hand tightened once on his shoulder, then eased.

      “No,” he said.

      Atara studied him. “Understood.”

      Atara gave one short nod. She had taught him to take bad news that way. Seeing her do it hurt.

      The black-rod sculpture changed direction.

      Shi had entered its control path. Every rod began retracing guest movement backward. Silver limbs swept through the salon. People ducked. Glasses broke. One rod struck Boone's auction platform and drove the jewel case from its mount.

      It began to descend.

      Estelle ran. Calix followed through panicked guests. Boone's guards drew compact shock weapons concealed in formal sleeves. One fired. Calix saw Estelle's next three heartbeats when she accepted the protection without being asked: leap onto the platform, roll left, reach into the closing floor.

      He caught the shock bolt on the metal braid of his uniform. Current locked his injured shoulder. He stayed upright long enough to strike the guard with his head.

      Estelle put both hands on the descending case. The floor iris closed around her forearms.

      “The case is under the floor and the hatch is shut,” Boone said from behind the platform. “You still have to open it.”

      “I saw it close.”

      Her talent opened the floor once more.

      Calix pulled the case free. Boone went for the key at his belt. Estelle kicked him off the platform into the dancers.

      The salon pressure alarm sounded. Shi's voice entered their ears. “Sculpture lock open. Outer garden in fifteen seconds.”

      Guests moved toward safe rooms according to status. The wealthiest capsules sealed first. A server in a projecting mask struck one with both fists while its single occupant watched pressure fall outside. Calix changed direction.

      Estelle caught his sleeve. “The garden lock closes.”

      “The service staff need the inner shelter.”

      She looked at the jewel, then at the servers. “Ten seconds.”

      Together they overturned the drink table into the private capsule's sensor. Its door interpreted the impact as obstruction and reopened. The occupant protested. Six servers entered over him.

      Calix and Estelle reached the garden with three seconds left.

      They ran beneath the moving rods. Atara's projection followed from box to box.

      “Calix,” she said, no title now, “if the stones join outside the crown engine, they may kill all of you. I can help.”

      “Can you remove Law?”

      Atara did not answer before the projection failed.

      The outer sculpture garden had been built in vacuum between two transparent walls. Guests viewed it through the inner glass. Silver membranes, magnetic dust, and kilometer-long threads moved under sunlight with no air to slow them.

      Shi opened a maintenance lock into it.

      Estelle and Calix took emergency masks and short pressure capes from the wall. The capes sealed at wrists, waist, and neck. Their legs would be exposed to vacuum for the short crossing. Calix's uniform tightened against his body as the air left the room.

      “We have thirty seconds before exposure starts doing damage,” he said.

      “Then don't waste any of them.”

      They entered the garden.

      Sound vanished. Sunlight crossed Estelle's silver coat and made every seam visible. Beyond her, Lys filled half the sky: rooms, gardens, mirrors, and maintenance workers moving along the clear shell. Calix could see nothing but the route ahead and Estelle's hand on the line.

      Pressure built under the skin of his legs. Air left the fabric around them in white crystals. Estelle clipped the jewel case to her waist and pulled herself along a tension thread toward Shi's service pod.

      Boone came through the lock in a full suit. He fired a tether into Estelle's calf.

      The line pulled her away from the thread.

      Calix released his own hold. Estelle accepted cover. He knew the movement she wanted—cut Boone's tether, push the case toward Shi, take the recoil into open space.

      He reached her first and locked one arm around her waist. She cut the tether. Its tension threw both of them through a cloud of magnetic dust.

      The dust stuck to their capes in gold and black. Calix's lungs began to burn. Estelle's face behind the mask had gone pale.

      Shi maneuvered the pod under them. Its exterior grab opened. Calix pushed Estelle and the case inside, then missed the rim with his injured arm.

      She caught his false uniform collar and hauled him after her.

      The lock pressurized. They collapsed onto the floor in a tangle of silver, white, emergency plastic, and magnetic dust.

      Shi looked down from the controls. “The clothes are ruined.”

      Estelle still held Calix's collar. Her lips were blue at the edges. “Charge Boone.”

      Heir lay between them, dark profile turning deep inside the glass.

      As Shi took the pod back toward the Caprice, Valeriya called with a name Record had found in the sealed crown files. Lina Ng, one of the Ilex designers, was alive on a Law Archive prison moon. Reaching her would cost time, but she might know how to make the separation cut work.

      Estelle looked at Calix. “Can you get us inside?”

      “Law can.”

      “Then we're going.”

    
  
    
      6 The Prison Moon

      The prison moon was coming apart slowly enough to make rescue look possible.

      Its inhabited ring turned around a mined-out core. Three docking spokes had broken. Air and scraps of insulation streamed from them in pale spirals while the ring continued to rotate. The fourth spoke remained intact and broadcast the highest civil emergency Calix's crown stone could recognize.

      Valeriya watched bodies tumble among the debris.

      Shi enlarged the nearest cluster. “Seventeen people still have working suit lights. The others may have suits, or may only be caught in the same stream of debris. I can't tell at this distance.”

      “How long has it been open?” Valeriya asked.

      “Twenty-nine minutes since the first distress pulse. The broken spokes have been venting longer.”

      The body nearest the screen still wore prison orange. Its hair had frozen across the face.

      Calix stood behind Shi in the white uniform from Lys, its metal braid blackened by the shock bolt. The stone at his neck lit sealed compartments throughout the ring. Twelve thousand detainee marks appeared. Two thousand had already gone gray.

      “The march blocks are open,” he said. “Technical prisoners too. The rest are still locked, except where the walls failed.”

      “Can the stone identify who opened them?” Estelle asked.

      “March military override.”

      On the dark side of the ring, a march cutter hung from the only intact spoke. Its boarding collar was still fastened. Engines burned against the prison's spin while suited figures crossed back to the ship carrying eighty-six selected prisoners and three archive cases.

      The cutter called them. Its captain had blood in one eye and a yellow pressure hood pulled over half her shaved head.

      “Clear our departure,” she said. “This prison is a march military target.”

      Estelle looked at the bodies turning past the hull. “You have ten thousand living people behind you.”

      “I've got air for ninety-six. I took ninety-two and four prison medics.”

      Shi enlarged the broken spokes. “Your guns cut two of those.”

      “They were pursuit docks.” The captain said it without pride or apology. “The guards fired the spin motors while our collar was locked. That broke the third. If I stay attached, we lose the cutter too.”

      Valeriya disliked her immediately and believed every word.

      “Leave your emergency capsules,” Calix said.

      “They're cutter property.”

      “They were prison property yesterday.”

      The captain stared at the stone shining under his skin. She was not impressed by his argument, but she understood the kind of trouble it could make for her later. “You can have the old rows. Half the thrusters misfire.”

      The cutter released forty-seven capsules and six portable air racks. Then it tore its collar free and left the ring to keep turning.

      “Find Lina Ng before we lose the ring,” Valeriya said.

      Calix selected one mark near the core. “She's alive in medical isolation. That section still holds air.”

      “Shi, dock us at the nearest stable spoke.”

      Estelle looked at the rotating breach. “We've got room for three hundred people. There are ten thousand still alive.”

      “Then we begin with the scientist who may keep five of us alive, and we fill every empty berth on the way out. Three hundred isn't enough. It is what we can carry.”

      Estelle watched another suit light vanish behind the ring. “All right.”

      The Caprice matched the ring's spin. The drive stone showed Shi a service collar that did not appear on civil charts. It had been built for inspectors who needed to enter without crossing the prison population. The collar's outer jaw was bent, and the ring rolled nine degrees during final approach.

      “I can match one or the other,” Shi said. “I can't match a moving dock and a broken hinge.”

      Estelle fixed her boots beneath the pilot rail. “Which impact leaves us attached?”

      “The one that ruins the jaw.”

      “Do that.”

      Shi brought them in sideways. The connection struck hard enough to bend the docking jaw the rest of the way. She spread the impact through fasteners she had set over four years. A dozen smaller blows ran through the hull. Tiles broke in the galley; a pipe split above the forward bunk; three old repairs held. The airlock reported a seal.

      Shi kept both hands on the controls until the shaking stopped. “That jaw belongs to the prison.”

      “Add it to what the empire owes us,” Estelle said.

      “The empire is becoming a poor credit risk.”

      Inside the ring, gravity pulled at a shallow angle. Prisoners climbed toward the service core along walls and doorframes. Guards had abandoned weapons to carry air bottles. A woman in orange used a shock baton to hold a pressure shutter open while people crawled beneath it.

      The prison had been painted to make crowds easy to sort. Yellow lines led to work cells, blue to meals, white to punishment. Detainees had covered the lower walls with their own directions: a green hand for the contraband garden, three red dots for a guard who traded medicine, a black fish for a corridor where cameras failed. The air smelled of boiled cabbage, old clothes, and the sharp metal scent of the breach. Somewhere deeper in the ring, hundreds of people were singing the same four notes to keep track of one another in the dark.

      No one knew whether Calix's uniform represented rescue or the return of ownership. Several raised tools when he entered.

      He removed the coat and left it by the dock.

      “Our ship can take three hundred without losing life support,” he said. He kept his empty hands where they could see them. “There are emergency capsules along the inner rim. The stone can open them, but I don't know which corridors still carry air. Who here knows the ring?”

      An older prisoner with half his face covered in tattooed equations stepped forward. “I maintained spin before they arrested me. The capsule rows won't launch while the ring is turning this fast.”

      Calix gave him the facility map. The man erased the official route with two fingers and drew another through laundry tanks, a chapel, and a punishment corridor.

      “The chapel wall is thin,” he said. “We cut it years ago and put the panel back. The guards never found out.”

      “Why did you cut it?” Calix asked.

      The prisoner glanced at the light burning under his skin. “To reach people your maps kept separate.”

      Calix accepted the answer without defending the map. He sent half the volunteers toward the chapel and marked the hidden opening for everyone still connected to the prison network.

      Valeriya led Estelle and Jamil toward medical isolation. The stone at her wrist opened the archive as they passed. Every cell had a legal cause. The records said almost nothing about the people inside.

      A boy of perhaps sixteen floated beside a water pipe, trying to knot a pressure bandage around his own thigh. His file named him as a repeat theft offender. It did not say he had stolen air filters for a farm habitat after the local governor raised the price. Valeriya closed the file and fixed the bandage. The archive opened it again when she touched him.

      “Can you reach the dock?” she asked.

      “My mother is in the outer school cell.”

      The archive placed the school cell across two broken spokes. Valeriya showed him the map and the list of suit lockers along the safest route. “The path still has air for nine minutes. Take two bottles, not one. Give the second to whoever is moving more slowly than you.”

      He pushed away before she could tell him that nine minutes was an estimate. Estelle watched him go.

      “You can't follow everyone,” she said.

      “I know.” Valeriya moved toward medical isolation. “Keep moving.”

      The medical door had jammed under the ring's changing load. Estelle pressed her burned forearm to the frame. She had not seen it close and Reopen gave nothing.

      Jamil examined the wall. “Heat latch.”

      He connected two kitchen transfer leaves between the latch housing and an emergency water tank. His talent moved heat through the prepared line. Frost spread across the metal leaves as the latch softened. Estelle and Jamil pulled the door apart.

      Twenty-seven patients lay inside under low red lights. Staff had fled. Two ventilators still ran. The rest had entered battery sleep.

      Lina Ng sat upright in the far bed with a breathing line beneath her nose. She was sixty-two and so thin that her hands made the blanket look heavy. Someone had shaved her head for interface access. She watched the clear lines under Valeriya's wrist.

      “So the archive found another surgeon,” Lina said. Her voice was weak but exact. “It also mistook proximity for consent. Close any file it opened before you read my records by accident.”

      Valeriya closed three records. A fourth reopened. “You designed the engine that could cut command authority away from a living host.”

      “I designed half a correction. Edison Ramos designed the first error, and six committees made sure my half couldn't be tested. We can assign credit more carefully after we leave.”

      Valeriya checked her pulse. “Can you walk?”

      “If you count standing as walking.”

      The ring lurched. Every bed rolled toward the wall. Jamil caught two. Estelle locked the others with her good hand. One ventilator tore free.

      Valeriya reached its patient before the last assisted breath ended. The man had no spontaneous respiration and a fresh cranial incision. She put both hands at his jaw and sternum, maintaining airway and circulation.

      Valeriya caught the man in his last conscious second. His eyes opened. His body kept failing; oxygen fell; the ring moved beneath them. That second would end only when Valeriya let go or her own body failed.

      “Move him,” she said.

      Estelle and Jamil transferred the man onto a sling. Lina disconnected her own line and stood. Her poor definition of walking involved one straight leg and a hand on the wall.

      Calix arrived with six prisoners and portable air. The stone blazed at his neck. He stopped when he saw the open cranial patient. One of the prisoners behind him wore a guard's boots and carried a guard whose leg had been crushed. Nobody explained the exchange.

      “Capsule row three has medical suspension,” Calix said. “The route through the punishment corridor still has pressure. I can carry the patient if Doctor Vargas tells me where he must not bend.”

      The stone opened a file in Valeriya's vision.

      CLARION, STRIKE VESSEL. CIVIL CONTAMINATION ORDER.

      Calix saw it too.

      Forty-two names appeared between them. Video followed: surrendered crew kneeling in three sealed compartments; Calix younger, helmeted, receiving an order authenticated above his rank. He had questioned the contamination finding for eleven seconds. Then he had closed the compartments and removed their air.

      Estelle saw both of them stop moving. “Close the record. Whatever it is, close it until we're off this moon.”

      Neither crown stone obeyed.

      The order bore a neural stabilization attachment written by Valeriya Vargas. It instructed interrogators how long surviving prisoners could remain coherent after pressure trauma.

      Red emergency light filled the narrow corridor. Calix stood close enough for Valeriya to see dust stuck to the blood on his face.

      Calix read Valeriya's name beneath the attachment. “This is your work.”

      “I built a treatment for pressure damage.”

      “Did you know how it was being used?”

      The ventilated man's eyes moved beneath Valeriya's hands. She could not release him to defend herself.

      “Not at first. By the third year I knew enough to stop asking.”

      Calix looked at the names. “I questioned the order for eleven seconds.”

      “Then you carried it out.”

      His face changed. “You had three years.”

      “Yes.”

      The patient's pulse stumbled under her palm. Valeriya changed the angle of his jaw and felt the faint return of air. Calix moved closer, ready to lift, but did not touch until she nodded.

      The ring groaned. A pressure crack ran across the ceiling.

      Lina slapped the archive cutoff beside her bed. The record vanished.

      “Move,” Lina said. “The ceiling is opening.”

      She took the ward slate and began sorting the other patients by what would kill them first. “Leave the neural samples. Take the lung drugs, the seizure packs, and every sealed bag of saline.”

      Valeriya broke open the medicine cart. Lina tucked one small paper notebook inside her shirt while pretending not to notice Valeriya notice.

      They carried twenty-seven people toward the capsules.

      The prison population had begun organizing itself. Former guards and detainees moved air tanks together. The tattooed maintenance worker slowed the ring by venting ballast through an intact spoke. Gravity weakened. Bodies and equipment lifted from the floor.

      The change saved the ring and made every simple job harder. A loaded stretcher no longer rolled; it turned when pushed and kept turning. Air bottles escaped their racks. People who had spent years under fixed spin discovered that the floor could leave them.

      Estelle ran a line through the corridor and tied loops every two metres. She showed the first group how to pull rather than kick. They showed the next. Soon the route to the capsules moved by touch: hand to loop, body through, hand to the next. Nobody needed Estelle's stone.

      At the chapel wall, guards and prisoners passed cutting tools through the same hole. A guard captain began checking names against his release list until the tattooed worker took the tablet from him and pushed it into an air duct.

      “That was the release list,” Calix said.

      “It was slowing the line.”

      Calix looked at the people waiting for air. “Get another tablet.”

      At capsule row three, a pressure shutter had closed between them and the launch tubes. Calix put his hand to the prison control plate. The system recognized him as the authority that had imprisoned half the people waiting behind him.

      “Open all civil release paths,” he said.

      The prison asked for a legal cause. Calix's stone offered a list: transfer, pardon, emergency labor, medical quarantine. Each would free some people and leave the rest behind.

      He looked at the Clarion names still visible in his memory. “Pardon. Everyone.”

      Doors opened around the moon.

      Estelle organized volunteers to load capsules. She asked instead of using the stone. Jamil heated frozen thruster lines. Calix carried the cranial patient while Valeriya kept both hands in place and walked backward through failing gravity.

      They reached the suspension berth. The capsule machinery took over circulation. Valeriya let the stretched second end.

      The man convulsed once. His heart continued. Valeriya checked his pupils, his breathing, and the drainage from the incision before she let herself believe the capsule could keep him alive.

      She sat on the floor because her legs had stopped listening.

      Calix offered his hand when the next capsule needed lifting. Valeriya took it because the capsule was heavy.

      The Caprice left with three hundred people aboard and forty-seven capsules following under autopilot. Three prison transports and two private ore haulers had answered the distress call. More ships were coming. They would not arrive in time for everyone.

      The boy with the leg wound reached the dock with his mother and no second air bottle. He had given it to a former guard whose suit leaked at the shoulder. Valeriya put both of them in the last capsule she could reach. She did not learn what happened to the school cell before the ring passed behind the moon.

      In the galley, rescued prisoners sat wherever a strap could hold them. Jamil served hot water with salt and a little sugar because many had gone too long without either. He corrected anyone who called it soup. Estelle gave up her bunk to Lina, then discovered Lina refused to lie flat because fluid had settled around one lung.

      Lina occupied the salon bench beneath the crown diagrams, supported by three folded coats. She examined the seventh stone through the case without touching it.

      “Ilex lab may be able to separate authority from memory,” she said. “We wrote a cut before the laboratory closed. It requires all seven crown stones in one live circuit while they carry out the same imperial command. The moment of separation is short, and our last test ended before we reached it.”

      Shi looked up from the drive diagram. “The stones control different systems. How do they carry out one command?”

      “One emergency,” Lina said. “Command sends the order. Law opens the civil exits. Works keeps the stations alive. Arms safes the weapons. Gate holds the route. Record carries the order and the evidence behind it. Heir joins them through the successor. If one authority sits idle, there is no cut.”

      “The successor has to be at Heir's cradle,” Lina said.

      “Atara,” Calix said.

      “If the stone still accepts her.”

      Estelle sat opposite her. “If the cut works as you designed it, do the hosts live?”

      Lina looked at each bright wound around the table. “It should. Nobody has ever finished the cut.”

      “Then tell us what you need to learn before Ilex.”

      Lina's thin hand moved over the diagrams, stopping at Calix's stone. “First, I need all of you to stop thinking of these stones as matching keys. They're pieces of one trained body. Every time you bring them together, Edison gets another chance to practice becoming whole.”

      Around them, the rescued prisoners talked, slept, vomited, and asked where the ship was going.

      At the first service aperture, the three prison transports and two ore haulers caught them. The Caprice transferred the other two hundred and ninety-nine rescued people and all forty-seven capsules, along with names, scans, and the little they knew about who needed what. Lina stayed aboard. She was the reason they had come.

      The transport crews warned them that the next public aperture had been closed. Atara had moved capital ships toward Fowler's march after Estelle's retreat order split the fleet. Fowler sealed the route, and civilian traffic had been piling up on the wrong side for two days.

      The Caprice turned toward Ilex with a dead emperor rehearsing inside five bodies and a ship.

    
  
    
      7 The Hungry Fleet

      The refugee convoy had begun eating its seed stock.

      Jamil knew because the first shuttle brought wheat meant for soil rather than mouths. The kernels were small, hard, and painted blue with antifungal compound. Someone had washed them six times. Blue still gathered around his thumbnail when he crushed one.

      “How many people?” he asked.

      The convoy master sat across the Caprice's galley table. She had slept in her pressure hood and wore its seal marks around her face. “Eighty-one thousand across twenty-six ships. Food for two days. Air and water for nine if the recyclers hold.”

      “Which aperture were you promised, and who closed it?”

      “The aperture opens into Fowler's march. She closed it.”

      Through the galley wall came the steady vibration of a hundred ships holding position around the dark fold ring. War had displaced them from three core systems. Atara's loyal fleet waited behind. Fowler's destroyers waited beyond the aperture. Each side claimed passage would permit invasion.

      Jamil poured the washed wheat into a pressure pot. “This feeds thirty. I could stretch it to forty if nobody minds drinking it.”

      “We need a fleet's stores, not one pot.”

      “A fleet carries ammunition for six months and onions for six days. We may still need it, but don't expect scale to make it sensible.”

      Feeding people aboard ships had less to do with recipes than most passengers believed. Bodies could live on nutrient paste. Crews stopped eating enough of it after the taste and texture had not changed for days. A hot meal showed that someone had planned for the next hour and spent heat preparing for it. Texture mattered after the tenth day. Acid mattered after the twentieth. A cook learned which spices remained pleasant in recycled air and which smells stayed in the filters for weeks. Most ship engineers banned frying garlic for that reason.

      Jamil had fed gunners before Port Isen. They ate chickpeas with preserved lemon while the target habitat turned below them. He remembered wiping sauce from the firing control. Afterward, military reports listed fuel, ammunition, and confirmed casualties. No one listed the meal. He had thought that omission indecent without knowing why.

      Now he added dried pepper and the last onion on Caprice. Valeriya watched from the doorway.

      “You can't feed eighty-one thousand from this galley,” she said. “Tell me what the pot accomplishes.”

      Jamil stirred until the first starch thickened the water. “I'm not serving watered-down gruel and calling it dinner.”

      The convoy master ate one bowl and took the remaining pot back to her command ship for the pilots.

      Before she left, she gave him the convoy's full store list. Eleven ships still carried food. Four captains had hidden part of it from the common count. Two had good reasons: one carried children recovering from radiation treatment, and one had lost its water purifier and needed dry stores for trade. The other two had begun selling meals.

      Jamil marked every galley, every working heater, and every load of food that could be moved without opening the ships to vacuum. The convoy had enough for three days if everyone ate the same ration. It had enough for six hours if the ships with money kept buying from the ships without it.

      He sent a plan to all twenty-six captains. Each galley would make the same wheat stew. Ships with peppers or preserved fruit would trade by mass, not by the price their passengers could pay. Children and injured people would receive a larger share. Pilots would eat the common portion with everyone else.

      Seven captains accepted. Five refused. The rest waited to see who gained an advantage.

      Jamil used the stone to mark the convoy as a protected military supply body. The old imperial rule had been written to keep officers from hoarding food during sieges. It gave him no right over a civilian kitchen, but it froze military accounts and stopped the two sales ships from taking payment.

      The convoy master called him from her shuttle. “You said the stone didn't put you in charge.”

      “It didn't.”

      “Then unfreeze my accounts.”

      “After we agree on a count.”

      On the bridge, Admiral Chiara Fowler waited by transmission. She appeared in engineering black rather than dress uniform. Her gray hair was braided tight to her head. Behind her stretched the command deck of March Resolution, broad enough to contain the Caprice's entire living section.

      The connection failed before she spoke. A convoy ship had drifted out of line and blocked the signal. Its starboard reactor was climbing toward shutdown, and its captain had spent the reserve power keeping the passenger drum warm.

      Shi opened a channel. “Cut the drum heaters now. Your reactor pumps need the power.”

      “There are two thousand people in that drum,” the captain said. “Many have no pressure clothes.”

      “They'll be cold for six minutes. If the pumps stop, they lose air with the heat.”

      The captain did not cut them. Jamil could hear people behind her asking whether the Caprice had food.

      He studied the ship's heat map through the stone. The reactor was small, old, and badly balanced. One cargo tank held forty tonnes of seed oil. Its lines ran past the coolant manifold but did not connect.

      “Shi, can their oil take the reactor heat?”

      “Once. It'll ruin the seed and may cook the cargo deck.”

      Jamil called the captain. “You have two choices. Cut the heaters for six minutes, or let us move the reactor heat into your seed oil. The second keeps the drum warm and destroys most of your next planting.”

      “You're asking us to choose between the children and next year.”

      “No. The children live under either plan if the pumps restart. One plan is cold now. The other is hunger later.”

      The captain cut the heaters. Shi pushed reserve power through the pumps. Six minutes later, the reactor fell into a safe range and the drum warmed again. The seed remained seed.

      “Strategic Custodian Saavedra,” she said.

      Jamil let the title remain unanswered for a moment. “I cook aboard this ship. The stone entered my ribs without appointing me to anything I accept.”

      “Acceptance is irrelevant to the weapons recognizing you. I'll address the condition that can kill my crews.”

      Fowler displayed a tactical map. “Atara has four capital ships behind the convoy. If I open this aperture, she enters the march systems. Move the refugee vessels out of the alignment lane and I'll accept them after the core fleet withdraws.”

      “They can't move far enough on remaining fuel,” Shi said.

      “Then Atara must supply them or move her capital ships out of the aperture line. I won't admit a military formation behind civilians.”

      Calix leaned against the rear console, his white uniform coat abandoned since the prison moon. “Atara's tankers are two days away.”

      “Then you understand that I can't solve her delay from this side.” Fowler looked at Jamil. “Lieutenant Tomas Saavedra currently serves at my forward gunnery station. I'm telling you because your stone will show you in seconds.”

      His son's service portrait appeared. Tomas was twenty-six now. Jamil had last seen him at nineteen, furious that his father confused desertion with principle.

      “He's alive and serving voluntarily. If you use the stone against this ship, his station takes the first hit.”

      Jamil felt the stone search March Resolution. It found reactor lances, magazines, heat reserves, and firing permissions. The facet knew the flagship as part of its own body. It also found Tomas at a gun station beside the forward lance.

      “You had other gunners.”

      “He earned the station. I kept him there because of you.”

      Jamil had wanted her to deny it.

      Atara's fleet began advancing behind the convoy. Fowler's aperture weapons charged on the far side. Refugee ships drifted between them.

      Estelle touched the bright stone behind her ear. “I can order Atara's ships back.”

      “And if they obey,” Calix said, “Fowler owns the march.”

      “If they don't, she fires through the convoy,” Shi said.

      Jamil opened the weapon controls in his stone.

      The nearest core capital ship offered him its strategic lance. So did March Resolution. He could fire either through the aperture and destroy the other fleet before it crossed. Edison remembered this as balance: two knives held at two throats by one trusted hand.

      Jamil selected both lances.

      Fowler sat forward. “Custodian, release both weapons. Any command through my local lock will be treated as an attack.”

      Jamil held his hands above the controls. “I'm not firing either one.”

      He ordered the weapons to disarm.

      The core lance dumped charge into its radiators. Fowler's crew refused the command and locked local controls. The stone treated refusal as damage and began routing around it.

      Tomas appeared on a secondary channel. His face resembled Jamil's before Port Isen, fuller and less tired.

      “Father, if you're inside my controls, get out.”

      “The lance is routing around my disarm order. Leave the forward station before it reaches full charge.”

      “You left seven years ago. Don't come back by taking control of my gun.”

      “You're right. I don't command you. I'm telling you where the heat must go if you decide the lance shouldn't fire.”

      Jamil's talent needed a physical path. Tomas looked offscreen toward the lance cooling array.

      “Reservoir Four,” Tomas said. “Emergency water.”

      “Can you open the transfer from your station?” Jamil asked.

      “Yes, but it destroys the ship's emergency water and may rupture the forward pipes.”

      “I can't open the transfer from here.”

      Fowler cut across their channel. “Lieutenant, hold your station.”

      Tomas looked at his admiral, then at Jamil. “You fired on Port Isen, left the fleet years later, and told everyone the refusal was the story worth remembering.”

      “I told it that way for years.”

      The march lance reached eighty percent.

      Tomas opened Reservoir Four.

      Jamil caught the live heat path through the stone and used his talent along the continuous system Tomas had prepared. The lance's charge moved into six thousand tonnes of emergency water.

      Across March Resolution, pipes struck their mountings. Reservoir Four flashed toward steam. Tomas ran from the station. Fowler's image vanished in white vapor.

      Jamil held the transfer until skin blistered along his ribs. The crown stone's light turned red. Jamil smelled cooked fabric and the pepper from his own galley.

      The march lance went cold.

      Atara's capital ships saw Fowler disarm and stopped advancing. For several minutes no sovereign command governed the space between them. Refugee tugs entered the aperture one by one.

      A hospital ship lost one steering cluster and turned across the next vessel's path. With its captain's consent, Shi took over the tug and guided it through.

      On March Resolution, Tomas reached an auxiliary station. His uniform was wet to the waist. The skin along one cheek had reddened from steam.

      “Reservoir Four is empty,” he told Fowler. “The forward crew has two hours of drinking water in portable tanks.”

      “Move water from the aft reserve,” Fowler said.

      “That leaves the engines without emergency cooling.”

      Fowler looked past him at the damage reports. “Then ask the convoy for water once it's through.”

      Tomas gave a short laugh without humor. “The refugees you wouldn't admit.”

      “The refugees whose passage I'm now allowing. Record the request under my name.”

      Tomas sent the request. Two convoy ships offered water before Fowler's own supply officer answered.

      The shared ration plan was still open on Tomas's side of the display. While pumps moved water between ships, he read Jamil's wheat recipe, marked two quantities, and sent it back.

      “You're editing supper during an arrest?” Jamil asked.

      “The pot needs more acid.”

      “I used our last onion.”

      “Onion isn't acid.”

      Jamil looked at the correction. “You used to eat them raw.”

      “I was twelve.” Tomas closed the file. “The aft tanks are connected.”

      Fowler reopened communication from an auxiliary bridge. Water dripped from her braid. “Your command exposed the Caprice's route through every military channel. I've sent it to both fleets.”

      Jamil pressed a cooling pad against his side. “Tell me whether Tomas cleared the station before the reservoir flashed.”

      “He's alive and under arrest for disobeying a direct order.”

      “You put my son beside the gun you knew Arms would reach.”

      “He's an officer. He disobeyed me.”

      “He saved your ship.”

      “Yes. He's still under arrest.”

      The final refugee ship entered the march systems. Fowler allowed it through. Then she closed the aperture behind the Caprice, forcing the drive stone toward a longer route.

      Jamil returned to the galley. The blue wheat had gone cold in the empty pot. Valeriya cut his burned shirt away from the skin and laid a clear dressing over his ribs.

      “At Ilex you may have to touch both fleets,” she said. “One lance blistered you in less than four minutes.”

      Jamil considered the empty pot, the water request, and the route Fowler had sent to every fleet. “Then I need a larger place to put the heat.”

      He ate what remained, antifungal bitterness and all. On the convoy channel, twenty-six galleys reported their final ration count. The portions were still too small, but they were the same size.

    
  
    
      8 A Civilized Surrender

      Atara's courier caught up with them at Etten, where the fold gate had been dark for twenty years. It came alone, but it carried enough weapons to destroy the Caprice before Shi could open a route.

      Etten had once been a holiday stop on the way to the mineral baths at Lale. The baths dried up, the route closed, and the customs ring became a town built around a door that went nowhere. Thirty families lived in old inspection offices. They grew pale mushrooms in baggage tunnels and hung strips of colored foil from the gate's black rim to show visitors where the stars bent.

      When the Caprice arrived, children came out in patched maneuver suits to sell route charms made from canceled travel tokens. Shi bought three because they had useful copper wire. Jamil bought a fourth because its maker had painted the dead gate green.

      Atara's courier scattered the market without firing. Tea bulbs, foil charms, and a cage of tiny red birds vanished into the customs ring while the residents pulled their children behind old luggage scanners. The courier took position between the town and the Caprice. Its guns never pointed at Etten. They did not need to; everyone in the ring could see them.

      Atara appeared on the bridge screen in a gray traveling suit.

      “Send Calix over to talk,” she said. “I'll stop my fleets for twelve hours. During that time, nobody on your ship gets fired on or taken into custody.”

      “What happens after twelve hours?” Estelle asked.

      “If we're still talking, I'll extend the ceasefire.”

      “And if you're not?”

      “The fleets move again.”

      Estelle glanced at Calix, who stood behind her. “He can decide whether to go. He can't make a deal for the rest of us.”

      “I know. I need the stone in his neck to run the Ilex machine. I also need one person in the room whose word I trust.”

      Estelle looked back at Calix. She did not answer for him.

      “What treatment are you offering?” he asked.

      Atara brought Lina Ng's old plan onto the screen. “Putting the crown back together will stop the stones from spreading through your bodies. If Lina has found a safer way, my doctors will study it. If not, I'll take the crown myself.”

      She had prepared for that sacrifice most of her life. Calix knew the tutors, neurological conditioning, ceremonial rehearsals, and the terror she hid from the court. He believed her offer to take the crown herself.

      “The stone in your neck goes with you,” she said.

      Estelle ended the transmission without accepting.

      The crew met in the salon as soon as Atara ended the call.

      Valeriya put the old medical records on the wall. “Forty-two heirs survived the operation. They kept breathing, walking, and governing. Then their speech and handwriting changed until they matched Edison. I don't call that saving the patient.”

      Shi brought up the dead fold gate. “The drive found a maintenance route. I need eleven hours to open it without breaking the main coil. The ceasefire gives me twelve.”

      “Then we take the twelve,” Jamil said. “My son is under arrest on her ship.”

      Estelle looked at Calix. “And you want to go.”

      “Atara may be right that restoration is the fastest way to stop the war. I need to see her plan before we ask more people to die for ours.”

      Lina tapped the seventh place on the Ilex diagram. “Heir also needs her at the cradle. No prepared successor, no cut.”

      “Then I take her the coordinates and the test,” Calix said. “If she still wants the crown, she'll follow us. If she accepts the cut, she'll come for that.”

      “And if she does neither?” Estelle asked.

      “Then I come back without her, and Ilex can't free us.”

      Shi returned to the aperture map. Valeriya began to object, then stopped.

      The ceasefire gave the rest of the crew work that had nothing to do with Calix's surrender. Shi opened the dead gate's service plans across the table. Its old starting coils would dump their heat into whatever crossed first.

      “The aft water tank can take half,” Jamil said. He leaned over the plan without touching the controls. The burns along his ribs had begun to itch under their clear dressing. “I can move the rest into the customs ring's bath pipes.”

      “Those pipes have been dry for forty years.” Shi enlarged a corroded bend. “This one bursts, and you cook the mushroom tunnels.”

      “Then we ask the people who live there which pipes are real.”

      Shi looked toward the bridge, where the Etten channel had filled with offers to sell them maps of the very gate everyone claimed was useless. “They'll charge.”

      “So would you.”

      “Yes. I want to know how much.”

      They called the customs ring together. Within ten minutes, three mushroom growers and a retired bath engineer had joined the plan. The engineer knew which pipe had been replaced with plastic after a winter freeze. One grower offered a water cistern if Jamil would heat the nursery tunnel overnight. Shi changed the route. Jamil took the bargain.

      At the other end of the table, Valeriya and Lina compared Atara's surgical plan with the unsigned Ilex notes. Lina kept trying to enlarge the crown diagrams with fingers that shook. Valeriya slid a cup of sweet tea under her hand, waited until she drank, and then resumed disagreeing with her.

      “I'm going to the courier,” Calix said. “Atara can hold the ceasefire longer if she believes the talks are real.”

      Estelle looked at him. “Atara wants the crown restored, and the stone in your neck can take control of this ship.”

      “I know. I still need to find out whether she'll stop the war without it.”

      Valeriya took Lina to surgery. Jamil went to the galley. Shi returned to the drive room. Estelle stayed at the table with Calix.

      “If I order you not to go,” she said, “Law might make the order real.”

      “It might. That's why I'm asking you not to make it an order.”

      “I wasn't planning to.”

      “I know.” Calix set both hands on the table. “The stone may act on words you don't mean as an order.”

      She looked at the light beneath his collar. “You're still my prisoner.”

      “Yes. You let everyone else choose whether to go to Ilex. I get to choose too.”

      Estelle went to her cabin. Calix followed. At the door, she stood aside to let him enter.

      The cabin held a narrow bunk, two lockers, a fold-down desk, and more books than its shelves could secure. Some were paper, some film, some printed on cloth. The damaged novel from Harbor Nine lay open beneath a tool wrench so its remaining pages would flatten. A clean shirt hung from a pipe because Estelle had nowhere else to put it. Calix had spent weeks entering the room only when she was armed or injured. Nothing in it had been arranged for him.

      “You believe Atara will hear your argument and let the stone leave again,” Estelle said.

      “I can make her answer in front of her officers. The stone is the reason she has to listen.”

      “It also gives her a reason to keep you until the war ends. Being heard doesn't mean she'll let you leave.”

      Calix removed the false white uniform coat and laid it over the desk chair. Then he took the Law control wafer from his pocket and set it beside the damaged novel. With it he could close Estelle's cabin, restrict her access to her own bridge, or call the courier. He pushed it toward her.

      “I can't lock the door or call her without that,” he said. “If you want me to leave, I will.”

      She looked at the wafer, then at him. “You prepared that before entering my cabin.”

      “I've thought about giving it to you since I recognized you at the third costume meeting. Until now, I always found a reason to keep some control.”

      “At the fourth meeting,” Estelle said, “you moved the security map before I entered.”

      “You had spent twenty minutes pretending not to look at it the week before.”

      “I thought you were testing me.”

      “I was. I also wanted to see which route you'd choose.”

      “That's not better.”

      “No. I wanted another meeting.”

      Estelle touched the control wafer with one finger. “You could have arrested me after the third meeting.”

      “I know.”

      “I'm glad you did neither.”

      “So am I.”

      She moved the wafer beneath the damaged novel, out of easy reach. Her fingers stayed on the book. “You're not my prisoner anymore.”

      Calix looked at her for a moment, then nodded. “All right.”

      “You can stop writing the report now.”

      Estelle caught the hem of his black shirt. “How bad is the shoulder?”

      “Bad enough that Valeriya will know if I lie about it tomorrow.”

      “That's not what I asked.”

      Calix looked at her hand on his shirt. “I can stay.”

      “For the next hour?”

      “Yes.”

      “Then stay.”

      She kissed him before he could turn the answer into a speech.

      He had imagined this during the costume meetings and again after she took him prisoner. None of those versions included the shelf digging into his back, Estelle swearing at the clasp on his borrowed coat, or both of them trying not to laugh when her boot caught beside the bunk.

      The laughter left when she pulled his shirt over his head. She touched the bandage on his shoulder, light enough that he felt the warmth of her fingers but no pain. He kissed the scar beside her mouth, then the place below her ear where the stone shone through her skin.

      It flashed.

      For a moment they shared someone else's memory: Edison holding the first crown designer after a battle, her face wet against his neck, his promise that no ruler would ever carry the empire alone.

      The cabin returned. Estelle covered the stone with her palm until its light faded.

      “Did you see it?” she asked.

      “Yes.”

      “I hate that he gets in.”

      “So do I.”

      She studied him, making sure the answer was his. Then she kissed him again.

      The ceasefire clock glowed above the desk. Estelle reached over and turned the display dark.

      Later, they lay close together in the narrow bunk. Calix kept his injured shoulder against the wall. Estelle rested her hand on his chest.

      “I still hate you in that white coat,” she said.

      Calix looked toward the chair. “This one?”

      “Don't be irritating.”

      “I know which coat you mean.” He found her hand under the blanket. “I don't miss him either.”

      They slept until the clock sounded.

      At the courier deadline, Estelle walked him to the docking collar. He wore plain black rather than Crown Guard white. Law's control wafer remained in her cabin.

      “If Atara has a severance method that can work, I'll bring it to Ilex,” he said. “If she tries to restore the crown instead, I'll come back any way I can.”

      “If she comes for my stone, I'll decide how she reaches me. Don't turn that into a promise to stand between us.”

      “Understood. I won't call it protection when you've told me no.”

      The courier lock opened.

      Calix crossed alone. He looked back before the door closed.

      Atara waited on the other side in a small reception compartment, no guards visible. She wore a gray traveling suit and held out her hand.

      “I'm relieved you came,” she said. “I won't call it coming home until we've spoken.”

      Calix did not take her hand. “Then begin with the ceasefire.”

      The lock closed between him and Estelle.

    
  
    
      9 The Brightest Room

      Vesper had built its pirate congress inside a lamp.

      The habitat's central chamber was a sphere two kilometres wide. Mirrors along the outer shell collected the system's weak sunlight and poured it inward until ships floated in gold. No surface provided gravity. Guests traveled between anchored rooms in silk hand-loops or allowed attendants to tow them through open space.

      Estelle hated it immediately. There was nowhere to stand and too much light to hide a weapon.

      The Caprice needed a route to Atara's flagship. Calix had taken the law stone with him, and the Ilex engine could not work without it. The drive stone could trace imperial apertures, but Atara had closed her public path. Vesper's route brokers knew the private ones.

      Shi brought the ship into the sphere and attached to a cluster of rooms upholstered in blue fur. The docking structure flexed under the Caprice and displayed a surcharge for every new dent it detected. Shi read the damage list twice, objecting under her breath to three items that had plainly existed before they arrived.

      “Fowler's destroyers filed an access request nine minutes ago,” she said. “At their present acceleration, they'll reach Vesper in two hours.”

      “How do you know?” Estelle asked.

      “My stone recognized the military code on their request.”

      “Can you refuse it?”

      “Vesper can refuse them. We don't own Vesper, and the people who do are bidding on whether to be frightened of us or paid by her.”

      Estelle looked at the drive display. “The drive stone might force the exit before they enter.”

      “It might also remove our engine from the rest of the hull.”

      “If the ship gets us close enough to Atara, we can finish on the reserve pod.”

      Shi turned in the pilot couch. Light under her breastbone made a hard oval through her shirt. “No. You keep saying the ship as if none of us is standing inside the thing you're ready to throw away.”

      Estelle heard Jamil stop moving behind them.

      “I command the Caprice,” Estelle said. “That's not a claim that I built it.”

      “Fourteen percent of this hull is mine. I made most of the repairs you're planning to use up, and nobody finished paying me for them. The stone is living in my drive.”

      “Do you want us to take a vote while the destroyers are approaching?”

      “You sound like Boone when you talk about using up the ship.”

      The stone behind Estelle's ear heated. Command offered control of every authenticated mechanism aboard. It could lock Shi out of the bridge.

      The answer that came most readily to Estelle used Command. She could lock the bridge, detach the reserve pod, and make every mechanism treat her decision as settled. She stood and moved away from the command console.

      “What do you propose?”

      Shi's anger did not disappear, but it became more exact. “Sell the reserve drive pod. Keep the hull. Use the money to buy the route. I'll detach it under my own authority and sign the deed myself.”

      “Then Ilex becomes a one-way journey.”

      “It was already one-way if you broke the ship getting there.”

      Jamil set down the coil of galley line he had been pretending to inspect. “I'd rather not arrive at Ilex inside the reserve pod.”

      Estelle looked from him to Shi. “Detach the pod. We buy the route, and we leave with every part of the hull we arrived in.”

      Shi unfastened her restraint. “I can work with that. It isn't an apology.”

      “No. I'll apologize when we aren't running from a destroyer.”

      They detached the pod and took it into Vesper's brightest room.

      The congress had gathered around a hollow globe filled with floating tables, musicians, food spheres, weapons displays, and private capsules whose glass turned opaque by the minute. Estelle wore her brown boarding coat. Jamil came in kitchen gray with Arms covered under a cooling patch. Valeriya pushed Lina in a small maneuver chair. Shi carried the drive deed.

      Nobody had convened the congress. Vesper had offered favorable docking rates to anyone whose enemies included a government, and the guests had discovered that three hundred armed opportunists in one habitat could call themselves a political body without changing clothes. Each delegation marked its airspace with a different color of hand-loop. Crossing a red loop invited a conversation. Crossing a white one without permission invited a bill. The black loops belonged to people who did not explain the result in advance.

      Estelle kept to the uncolored cables used by attendants. A string quartet played from four separate wall anchors, their score advancing at slightly different speeds to account for the time sound took to cross the chamber. Near them, a shipbreaker showed off a foam that sealed a hull wound around any object still lodged in it, including a human body. The model was smiling. Estelle avoided looking long enough to learn whether it had been made that way.

      Shi had chosen to bring the pod in person. It was a ceramic cylinder as long as her leg, with silver folds along its casing and a fresh blank where she had removed the Caprice's ownership plate. She kept one boot threaded through its cargo loop. Twice, buyers tried to scan it without asking. Twice, her stone ruined the scan. By the time they reached the route brokers, a group of offended appraisers followed them.

      Route broker Soren Kessler met them beside a rotating waterfall held together by surface tension. He was beautiful in the manner of people who employed others to suffer acceleration. Diamonds had been set along his eyelids.

      “Captain McCall,” he said. His accent put equal care into every consonant. “Your invitation named the imperial guard. Where is he?”

      “He went to Atara.”

      “Major Leonard went aboard Atara Dey's courier six hours ago. Is he her prisoner now, or her guest?”

      “He chose to go,” Estelle said.

      “People say that just before they fight over someone.”

      “I need Atara's private route from this habitat to her flagship.”

      Soren touched the edge of the drive deed, careful not to touch Shi's hand. “This pod buys the coordinates. Getting through and keeping me quiet cost more.”

      “Once we know where it is, the ship can get us through.”

      “Then you're buying a map and my silence.” The diamonds moved independently when he blinked. “Both are expensive today.”

      Shi rotated the deed so its ownership seal faced him. “The pod is rated for two thousand fold hours and has completed eleven hundred and four. Its second coil was rebuilt at Harbor Nine. I did the work, which means the rebuild is sound and the record admits what I replaced.”

      “You're very protective of merchandise you intend to sell.”

      “If you call it merchandise again, the price increases.”

      Soren considered her, then inclined his head. “Of the drive pod, Engineer Mell. I withdraw the word.”

      He opened a contract between them. The route appeared as an encrypted blank. The price column held the pod, three future passages, and a favor described only as public and inconvenient.

      Estelle pointed to it. “Define the favor.”

      “If you succeed at Ilex, people will ask Vesper what form the next government should take. You'll answer that I wasn't consulted.”

      “Most men charge to put their name on a government.”

      “I don't want my name in your settlement,” Soren said. He glanced at the mark behind her ear. “Whoever loses will blame the person who showed you the road.”

      The contract stalled before either of them could sign. Six liens had appeared against the Caprice, all filed by Boone. Four came from courts that no longer existed. One court was currently on fire. Boone was the clerk of the last.

      Three Vesper judges appeared in the clear capsule above them. They wore no weapons and had already sealed their own air.

      One judge asked Shi for proof that the pod was hers. She sent the purchase record, four years of repair accounts, and the original share agreement.

      The judges refused to decide ownership in the next five minutes.

      Shi looped its cargo strap around her waist. “The pod leaves with me until they decide.”

      Soren started to answer. Around them, the congress became quiet enough for Estelle to hear the separate threads of the quartet.

      Alarms interrupted before he answered. Every mirror in Vesper went dark except one. The habitat fell from gold into blackness around the central sunbeam.

      A wounded ceasefire courier emerged from the exit aperture. Atara had sent it down the Caprice's route after Calix crossed at Etten; Fowler's destroyers had followed. Half its hull had melted. It transmitted one record before colliding with Vesper's outer shell: the reserve command lattice at Canto had begun waking dormant ships for Atara. Once it linked to the crown, six hundred old hulls would enter her chain of command.

      Half those ships had local crews who thought they owned them. The lattice called the crews temporary custodians and gave them twelve hours to accept new orders.

      Fowler's destroyers appeared at the aperture.

      A woman on a black hand-loop drew first. Her coat carried no insignia, but Shi's stone recognized the march lock on her weapon.

      Her shock round struck Soren and threw the broker into the floating waterfall. The globe broke around him into thousands of spinning droplets. Armed guests pushed off tables. Recoil sent bodies across the chamber. Vesper's attendants vanished into service capsules and sealed them.

      The three judges turned their capsule opaque. A moment later, the congress posted a notice that no ruling would be issued while the court was under fire.

      Estelle caught a silk loop and pulled Valeriya's chair behind a weapon display. Shi kicked the drive pod toward the broker's secure capsule.

      “Get the pod into Soren's capsule,” Estelle told Shi. “We need the route even if the sale has to wait.”

      Valeriya had already released her chair and caught a red loop with one hand. “Soren needs air first. If he drowns, the route dies with him.”

      Soren floated unconscious inside a sphere of water. Jamil pushed through it, wrapped one arm around him, and used heat-transfer leaves to warm the emergency membrane in Soren's collar. It inflated, forcing water from his mouth.

      Valeriya caught them when they emerged. She pressed both hands to Soren's chest and neck. Record lit the vessels beneath her wrist. “His heart is too slow. Jamil, keep the membrane warm, but lower it by two degrees. Estelle, pull us toward the capsule without turning his head.”

      Estelle obeyed. Valeriya did not look up to see whether she had.

      The march agents crossed between them with magnetic lines. Estelle fired a borrowed dart pistol and cut one line. The gunman continued in a straight path until he struck the mirrored wall.

      Two more lines caught the weapon display around Valeriya. Estelle cut one with the plain cutter from its case. Jamil put his palm against the display's power cell and took only its heat, not the guns the stone offered him. Frost spread over the case. The second line lost power.

      Fowler's destroyers demanded Vesper surrender Command, Arms, and Gate. The habitat announced neutrality. Its outer guns authenticated Estelle and Jamil simultaneously, failed to select an owner, and powered down.

      Fowler gave Vesper six minutes to comply. Her list named Shi as a needed engineer and Jamil as a military prisoner. Estelle did not appear at all.

      “She left you off the list,” Shi said.

      “Then I should be flattered or dead. We can decide after we get home.”

      Shi looked toward the shell monitors. “The bright room is losing pressure along the courier impact. The patch crews can't reach it through the crossfire.”

      A weapon round had opened the shell beside the courier impact. Air pushed floating tables toward the breach. People caught loops. The drive pod began moving with them.

      Shi launched after it before Estelle could answer. She had not seen the loose sculpture cable, nearly invisible once the mirrors went dark.

      Estelle saw the engineer's path and the field of loose sculpture cable ahead. “Shi, there's loose copper ahead of you. Turn left now.”

      “I see it. I don't have another line.”

      The pod struck the cable. A copper strand looped around Shi's ankle and pulled her toward the outer breach.

      Estelle pushed off. Calix and his talent were gone. She had ordinary hands, a stone the habitat's guns no longer trusted, and three seconds before the room emptied.

      Jamil threw her a heat leaf. Estelle caught it, wrapped its flexible metal around a silk loop, and reached Shi. The decompression took both of them. Shi seized Estelle's burned forearm. Pain opened her grip.

      Estelle caught Shi at the waist, but the pull straightened both their bodies toward the breach. The silk loop cut into the heat leaf behind her. “I was wrong about the ship. It's yours too.”

      Shi's teeth were locked against pain. “Fourteen percent. Don't turn an apology into a gift of what I already own.”

      “All right. Fourteen percent, and the repairs besides.” She locked their wrists together. “Now help me keep both owners breathing.”

      Jamil banked the friction heat from the emergency door motor into the copper cable. It softened. Shi tore her ankle free. The door closed over the breach.

      They hit the wall as Vesper's emergency spin began. Estelle's ribs struck a table anchor. Something cracked. Shi landed across her, then rolled away at once to check the pod. The copper had sliced through her boot and the skin beneath without breaking the suit seal. Blood moved out in round drops and struck the wall one by one as gravity returned.

      “You're bleeding,” Estelle said.

      Shi ran both hands over the pod casing. “The outer coil took a strike. If it reached the inner fold, Soren is buying scrap.”

      “Your ankle.”

      “Valeriya has a patient. My ankle has pressure and can wait.”

      Estelle pulled a sealing strip from her sleeve and wrapped it around the wound. Shi held still until the strip sealed, then pushed back toward the pod.

      Soren recovered under Valeriya's hands. He opened his eyelid diamonds and looked at the drive pod floating beside Shi.

      “I've revised my price,” he said weakly. “Access is included. So is silence, because I'd rather Admiral Fowler never learn how cheaply I bought it.”

      He signed the disputed deed and transferred Atara's private aperture route.

      Vesper's outer guns reopened under local control and forced Fowler's destroyers back. On the shell cameras, Boone crossed from an outer collar into the damaged command courier. He had waited outside the congress while his liens held the sale. Six hired pilots followed him. The courier had carried Calix's Law-authenticated handshake from Etten, and Boone took the record with the ship.

      On the Caprice, the reserve mount stood empty. Soren had the pod, and they had his route. Shi bolted a plate across the open fuel leads while Vesper's spin shook drops of blood from the sole of her boot. Estelle stood in the drive-room door with her ribs wrapped so tightly that each breath stopped halfway. Valeriya had told her to lie down. Estelle had asked whether standing still counted. Valeriya had left without answering, which meant it did not.

      “It looks worse without the pod,” Estelle said.

      “It is worse. We sold a working drive.” Shi checked the plate and tightened one corner by a fraction. “Say it correctly before we leave.”

      Estelle looked around the drive room. Old white tiles covered the walls because the Caprice had once carried fruit, and fruit mold was easier to clean from tile than composite. Shi had replaced half the fasteners. Jamil had repaired the cooling loop with galley parts. People at Harbor Nine had kept the courier flying for shares, meals, favors, and promises.

      “Our ship,” she said.

      The drive stone opened Calix's route.

    
  
    
      10 The Order

      Atara had kept the toast warm.

      Calix noticed because the cabin aboard her courier contained no servants and because she had always burned bread when she made it herself. Two slices sat beneath a silver cover beside coffee, fruit, and a scanner for the stone in his neck.

      “You haven't eaten,” Atara said.

      “Neither have you.”

      “I tasted the first attempt.”

      They sat opposite each other while the courier folded toward her flagship. Calix's shoulder ached beneath Valeriya's sutures. The stone at his spine responded to Atara with warmth and a readiness he disliked.

      She spread Lina's Ilex design between the plates. “Your pirates may be right about cutting the command out of the stones. It works on paper. Every model fails before the cut is finished.”

      “Recombination has.”

      “Forty-two times.”

      “And every heir became Edison.”

      Atara put jam on the less burned toast. “The heirs didn't vanish all at once. My mother still loved music Edison hated. My grandfather still loved his husband. Parts of them stayed.”

      “Would you choose it without the war?”

      “I chose it before the war.”

      They reached the flagship Civic Grace under the remaining ceasefire. Atara took Calix through wards holding crews from both sides. Her doctors treated march prisoners beside core officers. She had opened military food stores to refugees and postponed three battles by appearing personally on command channels the fleets no longer authenticated.

      “This is what restoration preserves,” she said.

      “It also preserves the Archive.”

      “No. I'll open it.”

      “With Law.”

      “With law.”

      They continued through the flagship.

      The ceasefire had turned Civic Grace's central passage into a town. Refugees slept behind curtains made from signal flags. A barber worked beneath a missile-loading sign and took payment in fruit. March prisoners traded black bread for core coffee through the bars of an equipment cage while their guards pretended not to see. The ship's ventilation carried clove soap, onions, hot metal, and the sweet rot of too many oranges ripening at once in the garden.

      Every wall had acquired handwriting. People listed missing ships, open bunks, blood types, rumors, card games, and the hours when the good water tap worked. Children had drawn arrows toward the school in six colors. Someone kept changing IMPERIAL COMMAND above the main lift to TEMPORARY COMMAND. Someone else kept painting it back.

      Atara moved through the passage without an escort around her. People still made space, but not enough to hide what they were saying. A mechanic complained that her hazard pay had vanished with the old payroll seal. Atara borrowed Calix's pen and wrote a personal draft against her household account.

      “That account may not exist next week,” the mechanic said.

      “Then cash it today.”

      “With which bank?”

      Atara looked down the passage at three homemade currency boards covered in crossed-out rates. “Whichever one still fears my signature.”

      The mechanic laughed, then stopped when she realized Atara was serious. She took the draft.

      Atara had converted a gunnery gallery into a school for children evacuated from the core battles. Their teacher had taped colored paper over the targeting displays and written six local alphabets across an armor schematic. In the observation well, mechanics slept beneath drive components because their quarters held surgical beds. Two march officers played a quiet board game with the core guards assigned to watch them.

      The school smelled of wax pencils and the bitter orange drink served throughout the ship. Children had made paper animals from obsolete firing tables. A flock of them hung over the teacher's desk: green fish, red birds, one animal with nine legs and ADMIRAL written across its stomach.

      A girl of about ten recognized Atara and stood. Her hair had been cut close after a scalp burn; new growth made a dark shadow over the scar. She did not bow.

      “My mother says your ships fired on us,” she said.

      The teacher began to apologize. Atara stopped her.

      “Which system?” Atara asked.

      “Lenna.”

      Atara knelt so the girl did not have to look up at her. “My ships fired on the Lenna relay. The order said the civilian decks were empty. They weren't.”

      “Did you give the order?”

      “No. The officer who did served me.”

      The girl was not impressed. “Is he in prison?”

      “He's dead.”

      “That isn't the same.”

      “No.” Atara stayed on one knee. “It isn't.”

      The girl sat. On the way out, Atara took one of the paper firing tables from the teacher and wrote the number of the Lenna claims office across the back. The teacher looked at it, then folded it into another bird.

      Calix had arranged enough royal tours to know how much could be hidden.

      “You could build something without Edison,” Calix said when they entered the lift.

      “While Fowler controls the march apertures and McCall can authenticate fleet orders?”

      “Estelle doesn't want a fleet.”

      “She may change her mind. The fleet will still obey her.”

      “You trust yourself with it.”

      “No.” The lift crossed a clear shaft through the ship's central garden. Refugees slept among fruit trees below. “That's why I accept the crown. I trust a succession planned years in advance more than whoever has the most guns when everyone stops being careful.”

      Below them, a child slept with both arms around a fallen orange. Calix had no easy answer while looking at her.

      Atara took off her shoes in the lift. Coronation fittings had rubbed both heels raw. She tucked the silver shoes under one arm and walked the rest of the way in dark stockings.

      “Your staff will object,” Calix said.

      “My staff is asleep under a gun mount.”

      “You used to carry spare shoes.”

      “You used to carry them for me.”

      Calix remembered a dozen state visits with Atara's shoes hidden inside his uniform coat: jeweled pairs for the cameras, soft black ones for stairwells and long treaty dinners.

      At the crown-room door, a repair call opened across the wall. Henry Ballard appeared from the remote anchor station in a dirty pressure suit. He was captain of Pardon and the best crown engineer still alive. He had Fowler's gray eyes, though he used his other father's surname and had spent twenty years arguing with his mother in public.

      “The thieves cut the emergency anchor line with carbide,” Henry said. “Clean work. Bad line to choose.”

      “Shi cut it on Estelle's order,” Calix said.

      Henry looked at the stone in Calix's neck. “Then tell her engineer I hate her professionally.”

      “Can you rebuild it?” Atara asked.

      “Ten hours if the identity stacks stay cold. Once it wakes, the anchor will pull hardest toward the command host.”

      “Estelle,” Calix said.

      “Probably. That's what the old engineers wrote down, which isn't the same as knowing.” Henry glanced toward an alarm outside the picture. “March scouts entered the next system.”

      “Leave if they enter weapons range,” Atara said.

      “I know the evacuation drill.”

      Henry closed the call without promising to use it.

      In the crown room, an empty chair stood beneath seven silver arms. Six body scans surrounded it. Estelle's was in the center.

      “Why Command?” he asked.

      “The restored mind forms around the command stone,” Atara said. “Estelle's stone has grown farther than the others.”

      “You said you'd submit.”

      “I'll take the seventh stone and as much of the crown as the machine will give me. It still needs Estelle to finish.”

      “She dies.”

      “Parts of her remain.”

      “Against her will.”

      “Calix, fleets are firing on inhabited stations. Fowler has closed four food gates. Canto is waking six hundred reserve ships, but it needs the crown to keep them in one chain of command. Estelle can move warships by speaking, and she doesn't know how to control it. This is the only way we know to stop the war.”

      He thought of Estelle laughing with one boot caught beside the bunk. Edison had memories of tenderness too. A body could survive while the person inside it disappeared.

      “You selected her body before she entered the room,” he said.

      “The stone chose her.”

      “A broken security system chose her.”

      “However it happened, we still need Command.”

      Atara walked to the empty chair. The silver arms opened around her head without touching. “Do you think I never wanted another life? I can name the hour each tutor took from it. I learned seventeen court languages because Edison remembered five and they were afraid the gaps would damage the crown. At twenty-seven, the doctors made sure I could never become pregnant because they didn't know what it would do to the process. I don't want to disappear any more than Estelle does.”

      “The difference is that you consent.”

      “The difference is that I was raised to do it.”

      “Then choose it for yourself,” Calix said. “You still don't get Estelle.”

      Atara's face tightened. For a moment he saw the woman who had danced with him in an empty hall after both their mothers left, counting steps because the musicians were asleep. Then she looked back at Estelle's scan.

      “If Estelle refuses,” she said, “Fowler's next aperture closure starves four systems. If I refuse, the core fleet breaks. You're asking whether one life can be taken to prevent millions of deaths. You've answered that question before.”

      “Yes.”

      Atara waited.

      “And?”

      “I gave the order. I know what came after.”

      The stone in Calix's neck opened a sealed file.

      The Clarion appeared around Calix. Surrendered crew knelt beyond three pressure doors. A sealed order warned that they carried an infection. He questioned it for eleven seconds, then obeyed the order to empty the compartments.

      The file continued beyond the part he remembered. There had been no infection. The prisoners had seen imperial ships bomb a neutral station.

      Atara saw the file on the laboratory screens. “I didn't know.”

      “No one can know everything the system does.”

      “Then we change it.”

      “After you give it back all its power.”

      Guards entered quietly. Atara had known the talk might end here.

      “The ceasefire ends in forty minutes,” she said. “I can't let you take that stone.”

      Calix looked at the guards. Each had served with him. “Do you accept my protection?” he asked Atara.

      Her expression altered. “From whom?”

      “Them.”

      She understood too late and said yes because she still trusted him.

      The first guard was Lieutenant Brose, who had shared Calix's room during training and snored through decompression alarms. The second had carried Atara out of a bombing. Calix knew the third woman's children. Their familiarity made them more dangerous, since none expected him to use Atara's body as the path through their formation.

      Calix's talent showed him Atara's next three heartbeats: a step toward the alarm, a turn behind the silver chair, then a drop as the guards fired past him.

      He moved first. He pulled her down and took one stunner across his right hip. His wounded arm failed under Atara's weight. With the other hand he pressed Law to the civil-release plate.

      “Open every prisoner deck,” he said.

      Doors unlocked throughout Civic Grace.

      The stone offered him more. He could empty the guards' weapons, lock loyalist decks, or cut air to the command center. He opened doors and nothing else. The guards kept their weapons, and he had to run past them.

      Atara struck him under the chin and reached for the alarm. Calix rolled away. Guards crowded the cradle, unwilling to fire through their empress.

      Freed march officers entered the passage outside. Core detainees came from the other direction. They met at the intersection and blocked the guards long enough for Calix to reach the Canto relay.

      The Canto relay filled the wall outside the gunnery gallery. Six hundred and thirteen reserve ships showed green as the lattice woke them one by one. Most had local crews. Two hundred had only watch teams aboard, people meant to keep dust out until a sovereign needed the hull.

      Calix could have kept running.

      He opened the relay cabinet with his Crown Guard key. Atara reached him over the wall speaker.

      “Cut this ship's link if you must,” she said. “Don't burn Canto.”

      “You'll use it to make the fleet one body.”

      “Some of those crews have twelve people and food for a week. They can't own a warship because you dislike my plan.”

      Calix did not know how to free the crews and preserve the supply network. The controls offered no clean division, and guards were already crossing the gallery behind him.

      He drove the stolen stun baton across the identity contacts.

      The relay flashed white. Canto's command stacks overloaded through the open aperture. Six hundred and thirteen ships woke without a central chain. Some crews cheered. Others immediately asked who would bring fuel.

      Calix dropped the melted baton. On the relay, three watch teams asked which depot would recognize them now. He had no answer.

      The schoolchildren had come out of the gunnery gallery. They stood against the wall in paper crowns cut from old target sheets while their teacher tried to keep them behind her. A little boy clutched a cup of the bitter orange drink the galley served at breakfast. It spilled down his bare shins when the first prisoner ran past.

      Brose caught Calix at the laboratory exit. His stun baton struck Calix across the ribs and dropped him to one knee.

      “You taught us never to run toward an unsecured dock,” Brose said.

      “I hoped you remembered.”

      Brose raised the baton again. Atara shouted his name. The pause let Calix drive his head into Brose's chest, take the baton, and close the laboratory door between them. He heard Atara order her guards not to shoot through detainees.

      He ran.

      Calix ran for the old warship docked beneath the flagship.

      Pardon had spent eighty years as a training vessel. Generations of cadets had carved initials beneath the crash couches and left lucky beads tied to the drive cage. The ship's blue paint had gone gray where thousands of boots had rubbed the same corners. Detained reservists and mechanics were already gathering at the open hatch, along with prisoners Calix had released. Henry Ballard was still at the anchor station. His captain's coat hung beside the hatch with a packet of sesame sweets in one pocket.

      The ship smelled of hot dust and the clove soap once issued to cadets. Training labels had been painted around every control in letters large enough to read while panicking. The pilot was a retired woman with a copper jaw and three red glass beads threaded through one eyebrow. She said she hadn't flown a departure in fourteen years and didn't care to begin again under gunfire.

      “Can you fly it?” he asked.

      She settled both hands on the controls. “I can find out.”

      The drive required three manual ignitions along the central trunk. Calix and two mechanics ran them while guards entered the aft dock. The first ignition woke maneuvering power. The second opened Pardon's old civil transponder. The third had fused.

      Calix struck the housing with the stolen stun baton. Training ships were designed to survive generations of frustrated students. The contact closed.

      Thrust came up while he was still clipped to the drive rail. Acceleration dragged him the length of his tether. The clip caught him hard across the waist and held.

      Calix reached the bridge with Atara's guards behind him. His left arm hung useless at his side. The bridge crew watched him brace it against the console.

      “The law stone is in my neck,” he told them. “It has been used to kill people. I'm asking you to take me to Ilex, where we may be able to cut its control out of the fleet. Anyone who wants to stay can leave before we detach.”

      Half the crew left. The rest closed the hatches.

      Some who left still opened the final dock clamp. One woman saluted Atara's internal camera before crossing back to Civic Grace.

      Atara appeared on the forward screen as Pardon released clamps. “Calix. If you go, the ceasefire ends.”

      “Then extend it without me.”

      “The fleets need someone they'll obey.”

      “Then give them orders. You don't need the crown for that.”

      She could have fired. Civic Grace's batteries tracked Pardon through the dock. Atara held them.

      The aperture lay beyond two rings of gun platforms. The stone opened a lane meant for hospital ships, but the local gunners swung their weapons across it without firing. The retired pilot sent Pardon between the barrels with six metres to spare. The second scraped paint from the top sensor mast.

      She let out a breath. “I remember more than I thought.”

      Behind, Atara transmitted a final private channel.

      “Bring her back alive,” she told Calix.

      She meant Estelle. Calix no longer trusted himself to know what Atara meant by alive.

      “I'll keep her alive,” he said. “The cut needs you at Heir's cradle. I'm sending you the Ilex coordinates and Lina's test.”

      The files opened on Atara's screen.

      “You know I'll bring the fleet.”

      “Yes.”

      “That wasn't my request.”

      “No.”

      Calix used the stone to open the flagship's civil departure lane. The old warship accelerated through it and folded toward Ilex.

      Behind him, Atara's twelve hours ended. The fleets resumed fire.

    
  
    
      11 The Hand at Ilex

      The Ilex aperture had broken with a ship halfway through it.

      The wreck protruded from both sides of the black ring. Its stern floated in the approach system; its bow had entered Ilex sixty years earlier and never arrived. Through the stone beneath her sternum, Shi could sense the missing bow caught somewhere along the route. Its engines were still warm. For sixty years, the dead ship had been falling through a journey that took everyone else less than a second.

      “We fit along the lower edge,” Shi said.

      Estelle stood behind her on the Caprice's bridge. “How closely?”

      “Close enough that the number will make you tell me to stop.”

      Pardon waited three thousand kilometres astern. Calix had rejoined them six hours earlier, transferring through a service pod while both ships matched thrust. He brought the law stone, an arm he could barely lift, and news that Atara intended to put Edison inside Estelle. No one had found time for the private consequences.

      Lina Ng leaned over Shi's engineering display. Her gray braid had come half loose during the flight, and a pencil remained stuck through it though no one had seen her use paper. “Ilex maintained a service fold.”

      “The stone found it,” Shi said. “The dead ship blocks eleven percent.”

      “That sounds small.”

      “So does the gap under a door until your hand is in it.”

      The Caprice entered first. The drive stone aligned them with a route no living navigator had used. Shi felt her stone answer structures on the far side: power lines inside Ilex, pressure doors, the dormant machinery that had manufactured sovereigns.

      She took the ship into fold.

      The dead vessel never touched them. The hull screamed anyway. Every ceramic tile in the drive room cracked at once, a sound like a cupboard of plates dropped onto stone. Shi had tied the Caprice together with new fasteners from bow to stern. Now she made all of them share the strain.

      They emerged inside rock.

      Ilex's receiving shaft ran through the moon for forty kilometres, a straight industrial cavern lined with dead rails. The Caprice arrived crooked. Its port quarter struck a tower. Hull alarms filled the bridge.

      Shi held on.

      The tower tore along the ship. The blow ran through bolts, ribs, collar repairs, and the fasteners at Harbor Nine. The Caprice bent without opening. An empty washroom flattened. The pantry door burst and sent tins of fruit hammering through the galley. Everyone inside remained inside.

      The pilot console came free and crushed Shi's left hand against the couch.

      The ship stopped inside a cloud of rust and stone.

      For several seconds nobody spoke. The bridge lights had failed; Shi's stone lit her from inside. Dust moved past the windows in the ship's own weak lamps. Somewhere aft, a pressure alarm repeated two notes, paused, and began again.

      Shi had heard that interval after the dockworker died.

      The flaw had been a hairline crack beneath a freight collar. A proper repair meant twelve days without work. Estelle had fuel money for four. Shi filled the gap with sealant, signed the inspection, and promised herself she would open it again after the run. The collar held through two folds. On the third, it failed while a dockworker stood outside it. Everyone called that bad luck except Shi.

      Her talent had come later. It let her spread a blow across the ship so no single seam broke first. It also meant the whole ship took every blow. Shi could choose where damage went. She could never choose for there to be none.

      Shi looked at her hand. Two fingers pointed in directions no glove had been cut for.

      “Pressure stable,” she said.

      Then she vomited across its display.

      Valeriya numbed the hand and pulled the fingers straight while the others ran lights and air hoses into Ilex. Shi refused anything that would put her to sleep. She wanted to hear the hull and feel each tremor through the deck.

      “Pain is not a diagnostic instrument,” Valeriya said.

      “It found the console.”

      “I also found the console.”

      She splinted Shi's left hand into a broad silver paddle.

      Ilex still held air. It was cold and smelled of stone dust, machine oil, and the dry pepper once used against moon mold. Emergency lamps woke ahead of them one by one. Their red light showed hand-painted arrows, a faded cartoon of a worker losing three fingers to a closing door, and black-glass walls that reflected each person a fraction too late.

      The place had been shut in a hurry and cleaned by no one. Coats hung from pegs. A lunch tin sat open beside a dead hot plate, its noodles gone to a little nest of gray threads. Someone had arranged six sugar packets around a seventh and drawn a crown on it. Shi nudged the packets with her boot as she passed. They collapsed with a soft, dry sigh.

      They passed rooms built for work no one wished to name plainly. One held forty plaster heads, each cut open along a different line. Another contained trial crowns made of wire, bone, clear resin, and once-living tissue that had dried black. In a dormitory, seven narrow beds remained neatly made. Someone had left a red shoe beneath the third. Dust softened everything except the toe, which had been polished before it was abandoned.

      Lina stopped at the shoe.

      “She wore red even under isolation clothes,” she said. “Management claimed color interfered with the visual tests. She asked them to prove it and wore brighter red while they tried.”

      “Did she leave before the laboratory closed?” Shi asked.

      “We all left.” Lina touched the bed rail but not the shoe. “I don't know where she went. For years, I told myself I didn't look because the court watched my messages. Later, nobody was watching. By then I was used to not knowing.”

      Shi had also left messages unanswered until it seemed too late to answer. She did not say so.

      Estelle paused at a wall of sovereign photographs. Each heir faced the camera before integration and at one month, six months, one year. The changes were small until the sequence made them cruel: preferred side reversed, smile narrowed, shoulders adopting the same slight angle. Forty-two different faces learned one man's patience.

      “Atara knows this room existed,” Calix said.

      Lina answered from the next doorway. “Atara knows the official conclusion. Continuity preserves more than it replaces. A percentage reassures people who don't know which memories become the remainder.”

      At the main laboratory, Lina stopped before an old paper notice pinned beneath a transparent seal.

      The handwriting leaned sharply right. Corrections crowded the margins in three inks.

      Official archives discarded handwriting. Search systems worked best with stable symbols and clean names. A handwritten page preserved speed, pressure, hesitation, fatigue, the replacement nib used after lunch, and the moment a writer discovered the sentence was false. Transcription kept the words and lost those physical traces.

      Shi had learned old technical hands because refinery manuals outlived their manufacturers. A rushed seven resembled a broken bracket. A grease mark could turn close into clear. People died from errors like that. Lina's severance design had been deleted from the archive, but the laboratory kept the page because someone once considered paper beneath notice.

      Shi read the marginal corrections aloud.

      “All authorities present. Live host consent. Command circuit active. Cut authentication after identity synchronization and before Heir closes permanent pathway.”

      Lina touched the last line. “That's my hand.”

      “You wrote the correction?”

      “I wrote it after the official test failed. They closed Ilex lab before we could try again.”

      The central engine opened when Shi approached. Seven couches unfolded around a hollow shaped for the coronation crown. Five were fitted for human bodies. Thick cables from the sixth disappeared into the ship connection. The final cradle waited for the seventh stone.

      The machine had been built with imperial money and kept alive by people who stole parts from the staff kitchen. Shi recognized drawer handles used as cable guides, a tea strainer over one coolant intake, and tray racks cut into supports. Someone had painted each private repair the same blue so an inspector might mistake them for design.

      “Yours?” Shi asked Lina.

      “The tea strainer. The tray racks were better work.”

      They followed the coolant path together. Lina remembered what the engine was meant to do. Shi found what it could still survive. They crawled behind the seventh couch, shoulder to shoulder, and uncovered a bypass drawn in blue pencil directly on the rock.

      “That line isn't in the official design,” Lina said.

      “Good. The official line is cracked.” Shi tested a valve with her good hand. “Who drew it?”

      Lina traced the first two marks, then stopped. “The woman with the red shoe.”

      The bypass opened. Cold moved into the cutting rings with a deep knock under the floor. Lina sat back against the rock and laughed once, surprised by it. Shi left the blue pencil marks uncovered.

      Estelle walked between them. Her stone woke the old displays. Calix remained at the entrance, giving her room that looked deliberate from either side.

      “What does active command mean?” Estelle asked.

      Lina pointed to a current monitor. “All seven stones have to be doing their jobs in the same event. For a few seconds, the crown treats every host as one person. We cut its authority then.”

      Jamil looked at the weapons couch. “A battle.”

      “Or a civil emergency involving fleets, prisons, infrastructure, apertures, weapons, succession, and Command.”

      “A battle,” Estelle said.

      Lina opened a cabinet below the note. Inside lay handwritten consent forms from the last experimental cohort. None had been signed.

      “We asked for volunteers,” she said. “The imperial household offered prisoners. We refused the substitution. Ilex lab closed within a week.”

      Valeriya examined the forms. “You kept working for them afterward.”

      “Eleven years.”

      “Why?”

      “Because they'd have replaced me with someone who accepted the prisoners.” Lina met her eyes. “I told myself that for eleven years. Some days I even believed it.”

      Valeriya put the forms back without granting her relief.

      Shi connected the Caprice to the ship arm. It appeared in the engine map as a living outline full of red structural warnings.

      The moon's old cooling system woke in Shi's mind. Most of its radiators were broken or buried. Starting the cutting engine once would heat miles of rock. Starting it twice would melt the arms meant to enter their bodies.

      “We test the couches without the seventh stone,” Valeriya said.

      “One test,” Shi answered. “Then one cut, if the test doesn't cook us.”

      They put Shi in the couch because her stone could keep the test inside Ilex. Valeriya fixed the neural arm beneath Shi's breastbone. It was cold enough to make her gasp. Estelle, Calix, and Jamil stood at the emergency releases. Lina took the controls.

      Lina brought out one of the old unsigned consent forms. Its first page promised dignity, permanent medical care, and a payment in imperial bonds. Valeriya tore that page off. On the back of the second, she wrote what they knew in large plain letters: Your heart may stop. The emperor may enter your memories. We may not be able to get you out.

      Shi read it twice. With her left hand trapped in the silver splint, she signed with her right. The signature slanted uphill and ended where the pain made the pen slip.

      Lina signed below as the person running the test. Valeriya signed as the doctor. Estelle reached for the pen.

      “Not the captain,” Shi said. “Jamil.”

      Jamil read the warning before he added his name as witness. He put the paper in the pocket over his heart, away from the engine sparks.

      “Consent?” Valeriya asked.

      Shi looked at the Caprice outline. Every bent frame represented her own work and everyone who lived inside it. “Yes.”

      Estelle crouched beside Shi's couch. “If you want the test stopped, say so. If you can't speak, close your right hand.”

      “The left would make a stronger statement.”

      “I'm apologizing.”

      Shi looked at her.

      “I called it my ship,” Estelle said. “I've done it for years. You corrected me when the correction could cost us both. I'm sorry.”

      “After we survive,” Shi said.

      Estelle nodded. “All right.”

      The engine joined Shi to the moon.

      For one terrible instant, Shi had a moon for a body. She felt air trapped in sealed rooms, coolant buried in rock, doors, rails, the broken aperture, and the Caprice lodged in its shaft like a splinter. Then someone else put his hand over hers from inside the stone.

      Edison remembered laying out the first imperial station. His certainty entered her hands. People were loads. Systems were members. A good structure distributed both.

      “Begin separation,” Lina said.

      The neural arm tightened.

      Shi's heart stopped.

      Valeriya used her talent before Shi could die. One hand pressed over the stone; the other held Shi's jaw. Shi remained awake between heartbeats. Pain had no next moment in which to fade.

      Estelle used her talent to open the couch release after its motor locked. Calix pulled Shi free. Jamil moved the engine's heat into dormant coolant tanks through lines Shi had prepared.

      Her heart resumed under Valeriya's shock.

      Shi woke on the floor with her splinted hand against Estelle's coat.

      “Test unsuccessful,” Valeriya said.

      Lina examined the burned neural arm. “The cut began too early. Synchronization has to reach Heir.”

      “Which gives Edison a path,” Estelle said.

      “For about four seconds.”

      Every stone lit at once.

      An alarm sounded through Ilex. Fowler's march fleet had entered the outer system. Atara's core fleet followed through the damaged aperture. Their first exchange struck the moon hard enough to shake dust from the ceiling. It came down smelling faintly of pepper.

      Shi looked at the broken engine and her altered ship in the shaft.

      “We've got one operation left,” she said. “It's to be the real one.”

    
  
    
      12 The First Emperor

      Edison Ramos tried to use Valeriya's hands while she repaired Shi's.

      The impulse entered between one stitch and the next. Turn the wrist. Push deeper. Touch the stone under Shi's skin. Valeriya stopped with the needle above Shi's breastbone.

      They had made a surgery out of what had once been the staff kitchen. A green kettle still sat beside the sterilizer. Cabinets held tea stained dark by age, three clean cups, and rows of surgical thread. Someone had painted yellow flowers along the counter, then scrubbed at them without quite getting them off. Valeriya had covered the delayed black-glass reflections with sheets. She didn't care to watch Edison borrow her face while she worked.

      “Did I move?” she asked.

      Shi lay under local block, gray with exhaustion. “You stopped.”

      “Before that.”

      “Your hand turned.”

      Shi watched her set the instrument aside. “Can you tell which thoughts are his?”

      “Not reliably.”

      “That's reassuring.”

      “That's useful to know.”

      Valeriya finished the suture with her left hand while her right remained strapped to the table. It took longer. Shi did not offer to endure speed for the sake of pride, which Valeriya counted as progress in both of them.

      Valeriya put the needle down. The bright lines beneath her wrist had reached the elbow. In the one uncovered strip of black glass, a man stood where her reflection should have been. He had long hands, a shaved head, and black rings around his eyes from old neural work. When she turned to face him, the glass showed only the empty kitchen.

      “He can coordinate us without the engine,” she said.

      Lina sealed the room against outside signals. “The test gave him a partial route.”

      “How partial?” Estelle asked.

      “Ask what you remember.”

      They did.

      Estelle remembered Calix giving the Clarion order. Calix remembered the Harbor Nine book stall, including the exact weight of Estelle's hand on his shoulder. Jamil knew Shi had hidden the pressure flaw. Shi remembered Valeriya taking three years to leave imperial medicine and packing her bag every winter before putting it away again.

      Jamil knew the lullaby Estelle's father sang during station alarms. Calix could taste the preserved plum Valeriya ate on the morning she finally resigned. Shi remembered Jamil's first sight of Port Isen through a gun scope. No memory arrived with a warning that it was private. Shame crossed as easily as breakfast.

      “We separate until the operation,” Valeriya said.

      “The fleet arrives in hours,” Estelle answered.

      “Then spend those hours without touching. Speak before entering rooms. Don't share cups. No sex.”

      Calix's gaze moved to Estelle before discipline stopped it.

      Valeriya sighed. “I'm trying to stop a dead emperor from using your nervous systems as a hallway. Your private life is safe from my interest.”

      Calix stood apart from Estelle near the surgery door. Since his return they had spoken about apertures, the engine, fleet positions, and her neural symptoms. Valeriya had watched them avoid the only subject either noticed in every room.

      “Touch,” she said.

      They looked at her.

      “All integrated hosts. Skin contact. I need to measure cross-signal.”

      Jamil took Shi's uninjured hand. Valeriya held Jamil's wrist. Estelle placed two fingers in Valeriya's palm. Calix completed the line by touching Estelle's forearm above the burn.

      The stones recognized a circuit.

      Edison entered them.

      Valeriya stood inside the first emperor's last morning in his own body. Edison woke beside his husband in a room that smelled of mineral rain. The windows were open. A bowl of tiny blue fruit sat between their shoes, and his husband had eaten all the ripe ones during the night. Edison was frightened of dying. He was more frightened that the provinces would go back to war once he did.

      The stones were meant to carry his judgment through one bad succession, perhaps three generations. He believed there would be time afterward for ordinary rulers again. He kissed his husband's shoulder, went to the crown room, and surrendered his body with the calm of a man who thought sacrifice made him safe from vanity.

      Later rulers extended the design. They added more memories and cut away more of each heir. Edison accepted every change from inside the crown. Every crisis seemed to prove they needed him a little longer. Three generations became three centuries.

      Valeriya broke contact.

      Everyone staggered. Jamil sat down hard beside the green kettle. Shi clutched her splinted hand against her chest. Estelle reached for the counter and Calix reached for Estelle; both stopped before touching.

      “You had yellow boots,” Calix said.

      Estelle looked at him.

      “When you were nine. During the station alarm.”

      “They were my best boots.”

      “I won't tell anyone.”

      “There are four witnesses.”

      Jamil had tears on his face from hearing her father's lullaby. He wiped them with the heel of his hand. “Five, if we count the emperor.”

      For a few seconds, nobody treated that as a joke.

      Jamil turned toward Shi, then remembered Valeriya's order and stopped an arm's length away.

      “I saw the freight collar,” he said.

      Shi's face went still. “I saw Port Isen.”

      “I didn't tell you.”

      “No.”

      “Neither did I.”

      They each knew the worst thing the other had done. Jamil kept his mouth shut. So did Shi.

      Shi nodded toward the cracked pump monitor. “The coolant line still needs a clamp.”

      “I can hold the pipe. You have the good hand.”

      They went to fix it without touching.

      Lina stayed beside the counter with the green kettle. She poured the old tea, smelled it, and put the cup down without drinking.

      “Before Ilex closed, three engineers volunteered for the cut,” she said. “The household rejected all three. One had debt. One had been treated for sleeplessness. One had slept with a married supervisor and told the truth when asked. The court said their minds were unsuitable for the Crown. Then it offered us twenty prisoners.”

      “You refused them.”

      “Yes.”

      “You tell that part often.”

      Lina looked at her across the kettle. “I prefer it to what came before.”

      “It ends with you refusing.”

      “Yes.” Lina pushed the cold cup away. “I spent three years doing what I was told. Then I stopped. That's the part I can stand to tell.”

      Valeriya understood the habit. She had told the story of leaving imperial medicine until the leaving grew large enough to hide the three years before it.

      “What did you do after the lab closed?” she asked.

      “Taught neural design. Signed two loyalty statements. Published around the missing work and pretended the hole had a respectable shape. Would you like my reasons?”

      “No. I have a collection of my own.”

      They stood in the ruined kitchen while Shi and Jamil argued over a clamp in the passage. Lina opened the old consent files on a tablet.

      “If we live,” she said, “every page goes out with the archive.”

      “Not with the patients' names.”

      “The names prove the empire used people.”

      “The files prove it. Their names stay out.”

      “Someone will call the records invented.”

      “They already call my retraction senile.”

      “The patients' names aren't evidence for your reputation.”

      Lina picked up her tea again. “I don't like you.”

      Valeriya filled the cup and put it back in Lina's hands. “Drink.”

      Lina drank. They began removing names.

      Estelle said, “He loved someone.”

      “So did the people in the prisons,” Valeriya answered.

      An hour later, a distress pod tumbled through the damaged aperture. One side had burned down to bare metal; CIVIC GRACE remained visible across the other in white paint. Shi caught it with an old rail arm and dragged it into the moon. Inside were four anchor engineers packed among oxygen bottles and loose tools. Two were dead. One of the living had Henry Ballard's tool case strapped to her chest with a trouser belt.

      Valeriya treated them in the receiving lock while the fleets fought outside. The woman with the tool case had a hole in one lung and black powder buried in her cheek. She wore one red sock and one blue. The other engineer had lost both feet in the blast and remained awake mostly through anger.

      “The warning said eight minutes,” he said. “The shot came in four.”

      “The pilot launched anyway,” Valeriya said while sealing the stumps.

      “He left the others.”

      “He got this pod clear.”

      The woman with the punctured lung spoke around the drain in her chest. “The first march shot took the cooling mast. Ballard sent us down the service ladder while he dumped the identity load.”

      “Where is he?” Calix asked.

      The engineer looked at the tool case. “Dead. The second shot broke the control floor. The stacks went after.”

      The case was older than Henry Ballard. Its corners had been repaired with green resin, and two generations of inventory numbers had been scratched out beneath his name. Valeriya opened it to find a clean driver set, anchor gauges, one pair of cracked reading glasses, and a wax-paper packet of sesame sweets. Three remained. Black dust from the blast covered everything except the places where his fingers had rested.

      March Resolution called the medical lock. Fowler appeared without her command coat, still strapped into a seat somewhere on her auxiliary bridge. She did not ask for Estelle or the stones.

      “Put the engineer on,” she said.

      Valeriya turned the screen toward the woman with the chest drain.

      Fowler looked at the tool case before she looked at the wound. “You were with Henry?”

      “Until the control floor.” The engineer struggled for breath between words. “He sent us down the service ladder. Said he could stop the identity fire.”

      “Could he?”

      “He did. He couldn't save the station.”

      Fowler's jaw tightened. “Did he hear the evacuation order?”

      The engineer began to answer quickly, as subordinates did when they sensed the correct reply. Pain stopped her. When she could speak again, she said, “Yes. He said he was nearly done.”

      Fowler looked off screen. “We marked the station clear.”

      Nobody answered.

      “Keep his case until you can stand,” she said. “Don't let anyone seal it as evidence before you've taken what belongs to you.”

      “Nothing in it belongs to me.”

      “Then keep the sweets. He hated sesame and carried them for his crew.”

      The engineer touched the wax paper with two burned fingers.

      Fowler ended the call. For three minutes her ships held their positions around Ilex. Then their formation changed. They stopped trying to seize the moon intact and began firing at its radiators.

      Henry Ballard had been Fowler's son. Valeriya had not known until the admiral's call.

      Atara called Estelle from Civic Grace. She had taken off her uniform coat. Behind her, officers worked at a command table crowded with chipped tea cups and plates of untouched food. Someone had broken a bowl during an earlier strike and swept the pieces into a careful blue pile against the wall.

      “Fowler will melt the laboratory,” she said. “Give me Command and Heir. I can order the core fleet to shield Ilex.”

      “You need my body for Command.”

      Atara looked at Calix, then back to Estelle. “Yes.”

      “You told him?”

      “He forced clarity.”

      “A neglected imperial resource.”

      “Estelle, Fowler has learned her own strike killed her son. She blames me for sending him to the anchor and you for making the anchor necessary.”

      “Did you send him?”

      “Yes. That won't keep the radiators in one piece.”

      “The cut still needs you at Heir's cradle,” Estelle said.

      “I read the test Calix sent.”

      “When we call, come to the empty throne dock. Alone.”

      Atara looked toward the battle display. “Give my pod a clear lane.”

      “You'll have one.”

      Another strike hit Ilex. One of the old radiators disappeared from Shi's display. The pepper dust came down again, into open wounds and drinks and the rice Jamil had just warmed for everyone.

      Jamil examined the heat map. “I can bank one operation into the moon's mining reservoirs. After that the rock fractures.”

      “Then we operate during the battle,” Valeriya said.

      They ate the rice anyway. It was gritty and too sweet because Jamil had emptied a tin of peaches into it after the pantry broke. Everyone stood around the old kitchen counter, far enough apart not to touch. The room shook under them. Nobody suggested a table.

      Then they used the remaining hour to prepare. Jamil ran heat straps from the cutting rings into abandoned mining tanks. Shi, one-handed and furious about it, called out each connection and made Estelle repeat the numbers back. Calix walked the route between the couches and the exits until he could do it with the lights gone. Atara's fleet sent medical instructions. Valeriya kept the useful parts and cut out every line that would have let the flagship control her instruments.

      Lina stared at the neural couches. “If Edison closes through Heir before the cut, one host becomes dominant.”

      “Which?” Shi asked.

      Every display selected Estelle.

      Calix moved beside her. She did not look at him. His hand stopped short of her back.

      Valeriya understood the gap. “Captain, do you accept his protection during the operation?”

      Estelle faced Calix. “Will you take me out if I become Edison?”

      “Yes.”

      “Even if the fleets obey?”

      “Yes.”

      “Then I accept.”

      Calix's talent linked them. If Edison moved through Estelle during the operation, Calix would see her next three heartbeats in time to act. Nothing else between them changed.

      Valeriya prepared the neural arms. Her own talent could hold one final interval. Five nervous systems would enter the cut. She could not maintain all through direct contact unless the circuit itself counted as continuous treatment.

      “We need the hosts linked,” she told Shi.

      Shi looked toward the Caprice in the shaft. “Use the ship's medical ground. Every couch connects through the hull.”

      “You set those conductors?”

      “After Jamil complained the galley shocked him.”

      Jamil said, “A historic complaint.”

      Calix came to Valeriya after the conductors tested clean. “During Hold, will they feel damage?”

      “Yes.”

      “Can you hold Estelle if the others fail?”

      “You're asking whether I can select her nervous system.”

      “I'm asking what I may have to do.”

      Valeriya looked at the shoulder he had refused to rest. “If the seventh stone takes her, breaking the circuit may kill all five. If Edison gets control of her stone, he can order the battle before she dies. You'll have less time than I will.”

      “You didn't answer.”

      “No. I hold all of you or none of you.” Valeriya looked down at his braced shoulder. “Pull Estelle loose and you may kill everyone on those couches. Don't forget it because she's the one you love.”

      They connected the seven couches through the Caprice. Valeriya tested every wire by hand. The ship was bent, disputed, and full of repairs. For the operation, it would be the one body holding all of them.

      Outside, Atara and Fowler's fleets entered weapons range of the moon.

      Estelle went to the bridge to bring the battle into one command event. Valeriya watched her leave, Command bright beneath the ear.

      Edison tried her hands again while she washed them. Her right hand reached for a scalpel without permission.

      This time Valeriya let it go far enough to learn what he wanted. Then she strapped both wrists to the couch, palms up, where he could reach nothing at all.

    
  
    
      13 The Empty Throne

      Estelle needed both fleets alive and angry for another twenty minutes.

      The Caprice was buried inside Ilex, so Estelle saw the battle through old mining cameras. The pictures arrived in different colors and decades of quality. On one screen, Atara's core fleet shone white against the sun. On another, Fowler's march ships were green bars around the broken aperture. Between them drifted Pardon, refugee pods from the prison moon, ore tugs, two family ferries painted with blue fish, and enough civilian traffic to put a kitchen or a sleeping child behind every clean target.

      Lina had explained the rule until Estelle hated it. All seven stones had to carry the same order before the engine could cut them free. A general stand-down would reach the fleets, prisons, stations, weapons, routes, records, and succession systems at once. But most of the old systems could hear it only through the imperial antenna at the center of Ilex.

      The flags no longer explained much. Atara's left squadron sheltered medical ships while her right tried to arrest them for retreating. Two march ships fired on Fowler's command relays and then went back to firing on the core. Pirate craft sold the same target coordinates to both sides until three buyers collided.

      Open channels crowded the bridge with ordinary panic. A ferry captain sang numbers to keep her passengers quiet while she looked for a gap. A core gunner refused to fire through a hospital ship and was relieved at his post; everyone heard the argument because nobody closed his microphone. Somewhere in the noise, a man kept trying to trade forty cases of frozen shrimp for a route out of the system.

      Estelle could feel every authenticated captain waiting for Command to simplify it.

      Fowler's first strike had broken the antenna's outer mast.

      “The internal line still works,” Shi said from the engine chamber. “It ends at the empty throne dock.”

      The dock lay fourteen kilometres deeper in the moon. Rails and factory chambers connected it to their shaft. The Caprice could reach it through a tunnel built for unmanned barges half its width.

      Calix brought Pardon alongside their damaged hull. His retired pilot offered tow lines and every crew member willing to follow a pirate empress into a hole.

      “Don't call me that,” Estelle transmitted.

      “The crew suggested ‘authenticated thief,’” Calix said. “I said no.”

      His face held no smile. His shoulder brace showed above a plain black shirt. They had not touched since he returned.

      “Tow us through,” Estelle said.

      The two ships entered the fabrication tunnel.

      The retired pilot on Pardon inspected the tow lines and called Shi directly. “Your upper collar is pulling away from the hull.”

      “I know.” Shi sent her a picture of the bent frame. “Move the starboard line down two metres.”

      “That puts it on a baggage ring.”

      “A baggage ring I rebuilt. The upper collar was weak when the ship was new.”

      The pilot moved the line. Shi watched the load settle across the repair, then asked for ten percent less thrust. Pardon's old drive answered in a series of small surges. The first pulled the Caprice sideways.

      “That's eight,” Shi said.

      “The lever says ten.”

      “The scale is eighty years old. I'm telling you what the line feels.”

      The pilot looked down at the lever, then eased it back by hand. The tow steadied.

      For the next kilometre the two women spoke almost without pause: thrust, angle, cable heat, and which part of which ship was allowed to bend. Calix and Estelle listened because neither of them had anything useful to add.

      Inside Caprice, people secured what remained. Valeriya locked instruments into surgery. Jamil put his spice leaves inside a pressure jar and bolted it beneath the galley table. Shi sent a private message to the dockworker's family before the aperture network failed. Estelle placed her damaged novel under the cabin mattress, an absurd protection against a moon falling on it.

      The bridge had lost half its ceiling panels in the crash. Bundles of colored wire hung over the pilot couch like festival tassels. A tin of peaches had lodged behind Estelle's left pedal. Every time the ship rolled, it knocked once against the metal. Shi could hear it over the channel and hated it with increasing focus.

      Calix's channel remained open between ships. Neither of them spoke. The line carried engine vibration and his breathing, enough to establish that he was there without asking what his return meant.

      Pardon pulled from ahead. Caprice fired its small jets in short bursts. The stone in the drive showed Shi a line between dead presses, rail arms, and fallen scaffolds. The clearance above the hull fell below a metre.

      The tunnel had never carried people. It had no windows, handrails, signs, or lights meant for eyes. Machines loomed out of the dark already in motion, woken by Shi's stone after sixty years. A press the size of a tower opened as they approached. Black grease hung between its teeth in perfect round drops. Pardon passed through. The press began to close around the Caprice.

      “It thinks we're raw material,” Shi said.

      “Can you correct it?” Estelle asked.

      “I'm trying to explain that we're a ship.”

      The gap narrowed. Estelle fired the lower jets. The Caprice rose until the loose wires brushed the torn ceiling. Metal scraped along the belly of the ship. In the galley, the bolted table tore one foot loose.

      Shi got the press stopped with its upper plate against their hull. Pardon's tow lines pulled tight. The old warship dragged them through, peeling a long strip of silver paint from the Caprice. When the stern cleared, the press closed behind them with enough force to shake the tunnel.

      The peach tin knocked against Estelle's pedal.

      “If we live,” Shi said over the channel, “throw that away.”

      Estelle wedged it beneath her boot. “If we live, I'm eating it.”

      Outside Ilex, Atara ordered Fowler to withdraw. Fowler demanded the crown stones be distributed among seven regional commands. Core and march ships exchanged fire across the moon.

      One beam entered an old mining bore. It crossed the fabrication tunnel ahead of Pardon and turned a rail carriage white.

      Calix cut tow thrust. Caprice continued under momentum.

      “Port jets,” Shi said.

      Estelle fired them. The ship rotated around the glowing carriage. Its starboard hull struck a press arm. Shi spread the impact through her repairs. A cabin wall collapsed. No pressure opened.

      They cleared the hot metal with scorched paint and twenty minutes less air.

      The empty throne dock appeared ahead: a round cavern around a narrow command tower. At its center sat a black chair surrounded by seven transmission rings. Edison had directed the first empire from this room before the crown became portable.

      The chair looked smaller than Estelle expected. A wool blanket lay folded over one arm, faded almost white. Beside it stood a cup with a stone lid and the mineral ring left by years of bad tea. The first empire had been commanded from a place where someone got cold and forgot to wash up.

      Seven shallow wear marks surrounded its arms where former operators had gripped during long commands. A child's scratched drawing remained beneath the seat: a round ship, six stars, three people holding hands. Edison had occupied the chair before he became a system. Someone had entered this dock while he was still a father or uncle or merely a man children believed would look.

      Command supplied the child's classified name. Estelle refused it.

      Boone's damaged courier waited beside it. Its copy of Calix's Etten handshake had remained paired to Law. When Calix sent Atara the Ilex coordinates, the courier received them too. Boone's investors had bought fuel and repairs, then followed the route here.

      Two of Boone's investors had died bringing the courier through the moon. Their suited bodies were clipped outside the hull, boots toward the stars. Pirate law gave their families a share only if the bodies completed the voyage with the ship. Boone had fastened both tethers himself. He had also fired on Harbor Nine. Estelle disliked him more when he did one thing decently.

      Pirates came from maintenance hatches around the dock, wearing suits patched in the colors of half a dozen crews. One had prayer ribbons tied behind her helmet. Another had glued gambling chips over the dents in his breastplate. Boone had sold them the idea that the seventh stone could still make one of them sovereign. His red coat showed through his visor.

      “You took a slower route,” Estelle called.

      “I brought investors.”

      Their magnetic tethers struck Caprice. Boarders crossed toward the hull.

      Shi locked the drive room. Jamil and Valeriya were already in Ilex. Estelle had only herself and three Pardon volunteers on the bridge: a prison teacher with a shaved head, a cadet who had never fired at a person, and an old engine mechanic carrying a wrench longer than his arm.

      “Calix,” she transmitted, “hold the command tower.”

      “And you?”

      “I'm receiving investors.”

      She opened the forward airlock before Boone's boarders cut it. Reopen would give her one final closure if the mechanism survived.

      The first pirate entered behind a shock shield. Estelle fired when the shield shifted around the hatch curve. He spun backward into the next boarder. The prison teacher caught his tether and hauled both through. The cadet froze until a glove closed around his ankle; then he kicked hard enough to break the fingers inside it. The engine mechanic shut the outer hatch on a pirate's rifle and bent the barrel with his wrench.

      Nobody looked elegant. The airlock filled with breath, curses, and the sweet chemical smell of suit coolant. A shock round hit the wall beside Estelle and burst every cabin light along the passage. Emergency strips came on at ankle height. They fought among their own shadows.

      Boone crossed through the upper maintenance lock. He knew Caprice from commissioning inspections. He avoided the main passage and entered Estelle's cabin.

      She found him holding the damaged Harbor Nine novel.

      “You've become sentimental,” he said.

      “Put it down.”

      “The crown was business. This is where I begin to worry.”

      He threw the book toward the open waste chute.

      Estelle caught it with her burned arm. Boone fired. The round struck her rib wrap and drove her into the bunk. Pain stopped breath.

      He stepped over her toward the Heir route display. The jewel had already moved to Ilex lab, but its signal remained.

      Estelle reached for Command. Boone's suit was civilian. The cabin door was a machine she knew.

      She ordered it closed on his trailing tether.

      The door trapped the line. Boone's momentum turned him. Estelle came off the bunk and drove the book's metal wrench through his visor plate.

      Pressure leaked around the tool. She could have left it there. Instead she slapped a patch over the crack and took his pistol.

      “Why?” he gasped.

      “You owe Harbor Nine testimony.”

      She marched him to the bridge.

      Boone moved carefully around the torn salon wall, one hand pressed to the patch on his visor. “You could own all of this after today.”

      “I own enough.”

      “You own a bent courier and debts.”

      “Fourteen percent less than I believed.”

      He looked at her as if the sentence confirmed brain damage. “If you take the throne, nobody can collect from Harbor Nine again.”

      “Someone always tries to collect. I don't need a throne to argue with them.”

      Pardon had reached the command tower. Calix and his crew fought boarders among the transmission rings. His talent could protect Estelle only after she agreed to it; it offered him nothing in return. She watched him guard the antenna because she had asked and because he trusted her to do her part.

      Shi connected the ship's stone to the tower. Old lights came on throughout Ilex. Jamil linked the battle's reactors and weapons. Valeriya opened the sealed records from the prison moon. Calix unlocked evacuation routes across every ship in range. Lina lowered the seventh stone into its cradle.

      Six rings lit around the empty chair.

      Command waited for Estelle.

      If she sat, the throne could command both fleets directly. Edison remembered the posture. He offered her Fowler's weapons, Atara's engines, every pressure door, every oath-bound captain. She could stop the battle before Ilex lab operated. She could free Harbor Nine, rescue Jamil's son, protect Shi's ship, and ensure Calix never surrendered to anyone again.

      She imagined using it for one month. That would be long enough to open the food routes and empty the prison moons. One year might keep the next government from putting everything back. Five years would let her train people to replace her. At every end date, someone still needed rescue.

      Edison showed her the people they loved and what the throne could do for each of them.

      Estelle remained standing.

      She touched the Command ring. “All vessels in the Ilex system. Prepare to stand down on my mark. Civil evacuation paths remain open. No captain is ordered to surrender crew or ship.”

      The command reached every machine. Humans began answering.

      Atara's core fleet accepted if the march ships did the same. Fowler's flagship refused. Individual march ships split. Pirate crews asked whether the stand-down preserved salvage rights.

      One of the blue-fish ferries accepted without conditions and asked every warship to move away from its children. A hospital ship powered down its guns, then transmitted the names of three captains it did not trust to do the same. The man with the frozen shrimp offered his cargo holds for medical supplies if anyone could get him through the aperture.

      A pirate captain agreed to stand down for eight minutes and refused to promise a ninth. Three core gun crews accepted against their captains' orders. A march destroyer said no, then opened its civilian dock anyway.

      The answers overlapped until Estelle could no longer hear individual words. Nothing in the crown knew what to do with agreement that arrived in pieces. Lina's engine did.

      The seventh ring flashed and held at amber.

      “Command state active,” Lina said from Ilex lab. “Bring every host to the engine. Heir is waiting for Atara.”

      Estelle opened a private line. “Atara. The lab is ready. Use the empty throne dock.”

      “My pod is launching.”

      “Come alone.”

      “I am.”

      Estelle looked at Calix across the dock. He had blood along one side of his face. Between them, the empty throne transmitted her voice to a galaxy waiting for a ruler.

      She shut it off and went to be cut free.

    
  
    
      14 The Cut

      The last thing Estelle wanted during a battle was to lie down and let a machine close over her face.

      Five narrow couches formed a broken circle around the seventh stone. Cables from the sixth ran through the floor and into the Caprice. Above them, seven rings of black glass began to turn. Pepper dust clung to the wet edges of the couches. The room smelled of hot wiring, old oil, and the peach rice nobody had finished.

      Estelle took the Command couch. Its surface fitted the back of her skull as if Edison had left the shape there.

      Calix lay to her right with the machine's arm above his chest. He reached across the gap between couches. She put her hand in his. His fingers were cold.

      “Do you still want my protection?” he asked.

      “Yes.”

      “If you stop being you?”

      “Don't wait for permission.”

      Across the circle, Jamil let out one quiet laugh. Shi lay with her splinted hand tied over the stone in her chest. Valeriya had forced her couch upright so she could reach everyone if the controls failed. Lina stood at the seventh cradle with both hands on the cutting levers. Her loose braid was tucked down the back of her shirt, pencil and all.

      Boone sat cuffed against the wall. He had asked to leave. The only way out crossed open space under gunfire, so Estelle made him stay.

      Atara called from a pod approaching the empty throne dock. “Wait for me.”

      “How long?”

      “Three minutes.”

      The pod crossed active fire without escort. One maneuvering jet had failed; it corrected by venting cabin gas in short white bursts. Atara's fleet tried to cover it. Fowler's ships fired around their own rescue tugs, unwilling to kill the heir openly and equally unwilling to let her reach Heir.

      Estelle could clear the pod a protected route, but that would wake her stone before Lina was ready. She watched Atara's pilot bring it in with one bad jet and no help from the crown.

      Atara's name appeared on every display.

      Her pod struck the dock. “Open the laboratory.”

      The exterior pressure door closed behind her and sealed. Estelle watched it on the camera. She had seen the threshold close.

      “Open,” she said, and used her talent on the sealed door.

      It opened once. Atara entered in a pressure suit, alone and carrying no weapon. The door shut behind her and would not open again.

      Her suit had been punctured high on the thigh. Black sealant covered the hole and half her leg. Her hair had been shaved close on one side for the crown fittings and left long on the other; freed from its pins, it stuck to her damp face. She took off the helmet, breathed once through her mouth, and leaned against the wall when Ilex's gravity took her weight.

      Calix tried to rise from the Law couch.

      “Stay,” she said.

      It was the old Crown Guard order. He stopped, then looked angry at the reflex. Atara saw both.

      “I'm sorry,” she said. Her eyes remained on Calix.

      “For which part?”

      “I can't sort them before the moon melts.”

      Estelle had expected Atara to arrive immaculate, as if rank might keep dust off her. Instead the woman limped to the center of the room, leaving small black prints where sealant dripped from her leg. She looked thirty-one, exhausted, and badly frightened. None of that made Estelle willing to die for her.

      “Couch?” Lina asked.

      “There isn't one,” Atara said.

      She stepped beside the seventh stone and put her bare palm against its cradle. The stone brightened. Light ran under her skin but did not stay.

      The engine accepted her.

      Outside Ilex, Fowler's flagship charged its forward lance. Jamil felt the weapon wake behind his ribs.

      “Tomas remains at gunnery?” he asked.

      Atara checked the fleet feed. “He returned after arrest to prevent another officer taking the station.”

      Jamil closed his eyes. “That sounds like him.”

      Lina pulled the first lever.

      Works brought lights and air to rooms throughout the moon. Law opened escape routes across the battle. Arms gave Jamil every hot reactor and loaded gun. Gate caught the broken aperture and held it wide enough for a signal. Record opened the prison files. Command sent Estelle's unfinished order again. Heir joined them through Atara's bleeding hand.

      Edison came through.

      The black-glass rings filled with scenes from lives he had occupied. A sovereign gave birth during integration while doctors kept asking whether she could hear the first emperor. Another signed a treaty in a language she no longer remembered learning. Atara, nine years old and dry-eyed, recited Edison's first campaign while a tutor corrected the order in which she named her dead. The crown had used every one of those lives as practice.

      Estelle felt what Atara had done to prepare. Years of drugs had softened certain memories. Tutors had made her rehearse surrender until her own wants felt childish and temporary. She had cleared space for Edison in every plan she made. If she refused him now, she would have to learn what she wanted at thirty-one from almost nothing.

      Estelle felt the other four people and the ship before she felt him.

      She felt Valeriya's instrument scars, Shi's crushed hand, Jamil's burned ribs, Calix's shoulder, the Caprice's bent frames. Their memories opened without sequence. Harbor Nine. Port Isen. The Clarion. The dockworker under Shi's failed pressure plate. Eleven marines clawing at a vented patrol door while Estelle held the control.

      Then Edison gave the memories order.

      He stood inside Estelle with three centuries of practice. He remembered the empire before its offices had names. He loved Atara for arriving. Her refusal was only another fear to wear down. The crown had kept all his reasons and very few of the people those reasons had killed.

      Her mouth opened.

      “All fleets,” Edison said through Command, “submit to Heir.”

      Calix moved before the sentence ended. His talent showed him Estelle's next three heartbeats: she would rise from the couch, take Atara's hand, and close the crown through her body.

      He tore free of Law's neural arm and threw himself across Estelle. The arm tore the sutures in his shoulder open. He pinned her right hand to the couch.

      Edison used her left.

      Atara caught it.

      For one instant Estelle saw what Atara could do. She could complete the transfer into Estelle. Both fleets would obey. Fowler's lance would stand down, and the battle would end before another ship died.

      Atara released her.

      “No,” she said to the man she had prepared to become all her life.

      Heir faltered.

      Lina began the severance cut.

      The engine struck all five of them at once. Shi's heart failed again. Jamil stopped breathing. Calix went limp across Estelle's chest.

      Valeriya used her talent.

      Her face went white. The bright lines under her skin reached her throat and stopped. Blood gathered beneath the straps at both wrists as Edison tried to move her hands. She looked at Shi, Jamil, Calix, and Estelle in turn. She made herself see people, not five failing bodies.

      “I'm holding you,” she said.

      The words reached them through the Caprice rather than the air. Her mouth had not moved.

      Her hands could not touch everyone. The couches were connected through wires Shi had put in the Caprice after Jamil complained about the galley shocks. Valeriya pressed one palm to her stone and the other to the bare hull wire. The same small repair held all five of them awake.

      Time did not stop. Their bodies kept failing inside one stretched second. Estelle felt her heart trying to finish a beat. Calix's blood hung warm and still against her shirt. Jamil's lungs remained empty. Shi knew she was dying and had nowhere in time to go.

      Edison moved freely through the interval.

      He reached the gun first. Fowler's lance waited hot and loaded. Jamil's hands curled around the couch controls.

      Tomas Saavedra appeared at the gun station through the shared link. He had Jamil's broad nose and the same habit of biting the inside of his cheek when frightened. His march uniform was open at the throat. Someone else's blood had dried across one sleeve.

      “Father, it's armed.”

      Jamil could fire on Atara's flagship, break Atara's fleet, and save Ilex from Fowler's next shot. Thousands of people stood between the hot gun and that result.

      “Open your reservoir,” he told Tomas.

      “We lost the water.”

      “Use the lance shield.”

      “It melts.”

      “Yes.”

      Tomas opened the shield's coolant path. Jamil took the heat his son gave him and drove it into the lance's own armor.

      On March Resolution, the forward hull began to glow.

      Fowler ordered Tomas removed. The gun crew refused her. Several had crossed the refugee convoy and remembered the children climbing out of ships that smelled of sewage and burned grain.

      Fowler gave the order again. This time nobody on the gun deck answered.

      The lance shield began to come apart. Tomas sounded the evacuation alarm and sent his crew toward the aft door. One of the younger gunners remained strapped into a couch that had twisted around her suit hose. Tomas went back with a cutting bar.

      “Leave the harness,” Jamil said. His voice reached Tomas through the gun controls. “Cut the suit.”

      “Then she loses air before the next door.” Tomas wedged the bar under the couch rail. His burned cheek had begun to blister. “Hold the blast door.”

      Jamil held it open through the stone.

      Fire followed the shield lines into the gun room. Jamil felt it come. He tried to take the heat back, but the old mining tanks under Ilex were already near their limit. If he drew more, the moon would crack through the room where all five of them lay.

      Tomas bent the rail high enough to pull the gunner's hose free. She crawled through the aft door. A shield support fell behind her and pinned Tomas across one boot.

      “Again,” Jamil said. “Use the bar again.”

      Tomas tried. The bar slipped from his burned hand. Beyond the open door, seventeen crew members waited in a passage filling with smoke. The fire in the gun room reached the magazine wall.

      “Close it,” Tomas said.

      Jamil kept the door open.

      “They're behind it, Father.”

      The stone gave Jamil the door control. It could not lift the support from his son's leg. It could not make the fire move elsewhere without moving it into Ilex. It could only keep the door open or let it shut.

      Jamil closed it.

      Through the little wired window, Tomas put one hand flat against the glass. He had bitten the inside of his cheek bloody. Jamil saw the nineteen-year-old who had stood in their kitchen and told him desertion was not an apology. He saw the twenty-six-year-old officer who had opened the water at the convoy after telling his father to stay out of his gun.

      “I should have come back,” Jamil said.

      Tomas looked at him through the camera. He did not make the answer easier.

      “Yes,” he said.

      Fire turned the window white.

      Jamil told every strategic reactor he could reach to shut down. Some did. On other ships, crews kept them hot. The stone could open the controls; it could no longer make the people at them agree.

      “Heat,” Shi said without breath.

      Ilex's cutting rings had passed their limit. Jamil pushed the heat toward the old mining tanks. Three coolant lines burst before it reached them.

      Shi felt the pipes go and spread the blow through the ship.

      The engine recoil spread into every fastener she had personally set in the Caprice. The ship folded around them. Salon walls buckled. The plum bench tore from the deck. Ceramic tiles burst from the drive room. Repair seams from Harbor Nine took load and failed one after another, each failure buying a fraction before the laboratory opened.

      The restraint shifted around Shi's splinted hand. Pain knocked the room out of focus, but the bones held inside the brace.

      Shi kept the moon's machinery running.

      The drive stone lost its connection when the trunk shifted. The broadcast aperture began to close. Without it, Valeriya's records would reach only the fleets at Ilex.

      Through Edison, Estelle knew exactly how to abandon the Caprice and move the drive stone to Pardon.

      Shi saw the choice through the shared memory. “No,” she said inside the interval. “This hull.”

      Shi opened the drive-room emergency clamps. The stone and half its frame dropped through the floor on their cables. The weight pulled the damaged trunk back into line.

      The Caprice remained connected by three wires and Shi's work.

      The aperture opened.

      Valeriya began the broadcast.

      The first system tried to decide what kind of file it was. The answer was too large and too dangerous. It spilled into school networks, military logs, private readers, memorial pages, court files, ship libraries, and the cheap public channels normally used for recipes and missing cargo. People began copying pieces before governments could close them.

      Valeriya added a plain index: names, dates, doubts, and the original files.

      Records crossed 186 systems: the first overwrite, the prison moons, Law silences, strategic strikes, rulers who entered coronation and emerged with Edison's handwriting. Valeriya included her own stabilization designs and the evidence of what followed. Calix released the full Clarion file. Jamil opened Port Isen's gun record. Estelle supplied the vented patrol.

      Edison tried to close the files.

      Valeriya held the interval and opened wider.

      Edison spoke to Estelle in her own voice.

      Someone will command after this. Fowler. Dey. Pirates. Men with less restraint than you. Keep the authority and use it once to protect them.

      He showed her Harbor Nine with every breach sealed and clean water running from the galley taps. Norah grew old behind the counter at the book stall. Tomas came home and complained about Jamil's cooking. Shi rebuilt the Caprice with a blue drive trunk and no borrowed parts. Calix woke beside Estelle in a cabin where neither of them had to leave.

      Estelle accepted in the vision. She was not cruel. She opened prisons, fed stations, stopped wars, and kept enough power to prevent each good thing from being undone. Years passed. The view never moved outside the places she loved. She never saw the people who died when her clean orders met a dirty room.

      Estelle tried to look past Harbor Nine—to Lenna, to the school cell left behind on the prison moon, to any place where nobody knew her name. The vision brought her back to Norah's book stall and its clean running water.

      Estelle resumed the command she had begun at the empty throne.

      “All vessels in the Ilex system, stand down if your crews consent. Open evacuation paths. Release no weapon through automatic authority. No command transfers with the crown stones.”

      The stone pressed her to make the order shorter. She kept the conditions.

      Atara's fleet stood down first. Captains accepted through individual channels. Pardon powered off weapons. Pirate craft scattered. On the march side, Fowler ordered continued fire. Half her ships followed. The rest refused or withdrew.

      Fowler came onto the shared channel herself. Grief had stripped ceremony from her voice.

      “Your engineer cut the anchor,” Fowler said. “Dey sent Henry to rebuild it. I ordered the station disabled and was told it was clear.”

      “It wasn't,” Estelle said.

      “No.”

      For one breath Fowler had no order ready.

      The fire from the lance shield had reached her forward magazines. Fowler remained on the command deck, trying to separate the burning section from the rest of the ship.

      Atara's people had died under march fire minutes earlier. She used no stone. With one hand still pressed to the cradle, she ordered Civic Grace between the fleets and sent its rescue tugs toward Fowler's ship.

      “Chiara, take the tow,” Atara said over the open channel.

      “Don't use my name as if we're friends.” Fire flashed behind Fowler. She had lost her command coat and one side of her face was dark with smoke. “Your tug pilots will die before they reach us.”

      “They know. Most of your forward crew is clear.”

      Fowler closed her eyes for half a second. “Not all of them.”

      “Then get them to the rescue lock. You have ninety seconds.”

      “You're not my empress.”

      “No. Take the tow anyway.”

      Fowler looked toward someone off screen and began giving evacuation orders. The first tug caught her ship before the forward magazines blew.

      Across the system, guns shut down or stayed hot. Prison doors stood open. Stations shifted power to fleeing ships. The aperture carried Valeriya's files. Atara kept her hand on the stone and refused the crown it offered. For one moment, all seven parts of the old empire were answering the same order, even when the humans operating them said no.

      “Now,” Lina said.

      She made the cut.

      The six embedded stones went dark but stayed rooted in five bodies and the ship. Heir alone split into seven clear pieces. The sound was small, like ice in a glass.

      Atara's hand remained on the cradle. The splitting planes cut her palm in seven straight lines. She did not pull away until the light went out. When she did, Estelle saw blood on the inert stones and no imperial system moved to help her.

      Across the old empire, locked screens asked for a sovereign. No name appeared.

      Valeriya let the stretched second end.

      Estelle's heart completed its beat. Calix's blood ran hot across her chest. Jamil dragged in air. Shi screamed. The cutting rings stopped before the moon reservoirs broke.

      Jamil's first breath became his son's name.

      No one answered from March Resolution. The gun-room camera remained in the stone for another second: a closed blast door, the wired window black, the young gunner Tomas had freed curled on the safe side with both hands over her helmet. Then the feed went dark.

      Jamil pulled against his couch restraints. One wrist came free. Valeriya reached toward him, saw his face, and used the hand instead to stop the blood running from Calix's shoulder.

      “Did she live?” Jamil asked.

      Atara still had a line to the flagship. She checked it without asking which woman he meant. “The gunner is alive. Seventeen people made the aft passage.”

      Jamil nodded. His eyes stayed on the black gun-room feed.

      Edison came apart inside them.

      His memories remained: mineral rain, war, his husband's shoulder beneath his cheek, the first fleet, the first prison he had called necessary. What vanished was the power to make a machine agree with him.

      Calix opened his eyes. He was still lying across Estelle, one hand locked around her wrist.

      “Tell me your name,” he said.

      “Estelle.”

      His body loosened. He did not release her until Valeriya confirmed the Command light had gone dark.

      Around Ilex, some ships kept fighting. Most stopped.

      One march gunship fired twice after the cut. Its captain ordered a third shot at a core medical ship. The order went out over an open channel with no crown seal behind it.

      The gunner said, “No, Captain.”

      For a moment the only sound on the channel was breathing. Then someone else refused an order. Then another.

    
  
    
      15 Cut Glass

      Six weeks after the battle at Ilex, Estelle returned to Harbor Nine on a ship that bent slightly to port.

      The Caprice had lost its original drive trunk, two cabins, the salon wall, and every decorative tile Shi claimed to despise. Pardon towed it through the final aperture. Shi spent the transit correcting anyone who called it a wreck.

      Above her surviving console, the little clay person held up a mended umbrella. Gold cord showed along the repaired break.

      Harbor Nine turned below them, an old cargo ring patched in brown steel and sun-faded advertising cloth. Laundry crossed one observation window in bright rows. Dock lights flashed welcome patterns no central office had approved. Through the open channel came six offers of repair work, three marriage proposals for Jamil, a hymn sung badly by tug pilots, and somebody demanding payment for a noodle cart lost during the attack.

      Estelle knew she was home when the station controller told Pardon to move its imperial ass away from Dock Six.

      Ring Four remained under repair. The air smelled of welding smoke, hot sugar, and the cumin oil vendors rubbed on the grills to keep station dust from sticking. New pressure plates covered the breach, each painted with the name of a person lost there. Estelle found nine names from the first count and four added afterward.

      Children had drawn ships between the names. Some resembled the Caprice, recognizable by its silver repair seam and exaggerated guns it had never possessed. Paper lanterns made from ration sleeves hung above them. One drawing showed Estelle wearing a crown and being eaten by a waste pump. The likeness was good.

      At the pressure memorial, a sealant worker asked whether Command could have closed the failed door.

      “Yes,” Estelle said.

      “Why didn't you?”

      “I didn't know it had failed until after the shot.”

      “But you could have commanded the whole ring.”

      “Yes.”

      The worker's sister was one of the added names. She looked at Estelle for a long time, then wiped a thumb across a place where the paint had run and walked away. Estelle stayed until the woman had disappeared into the market crowd.

      Norah met the ship at Dock Six. She wore an orange work suit with one sleeve tied around her waist and another colored-glass necklace. This one included a clear shard from an imperial command display. She smelled of citrus cleaner and the fried dough sold near the tram.

      “Do I bow?” she asked.

      “Only if your back needs stretching.”

      Norah bowed deeply, held it until Estelle became uncomfortable, and came up smiling. “The station council rejected your grant.”

      “I didn't offer one.”

      “Atara did, in your name.”

      Estelle looked toward Calix. He had come through the lock behind Valeriya, wearing a dark coat with no insignia. The wound in his shoulder required a brace. Law remained as a colorless ridge along his spine, bright only under medical light.

      “Atara is adapting,” he said.

      Atara now governed thirty-one core systems from Civic Grace. No machine confirmed her orders. People called her First Minister, Regent, Pretender, or Atara, depending on whether they hoped to be invited back. Estelle admired the nerve. She wished dislike were simpler.

      Fowler held twenty-eight march systems. The crew of March Resolution removed her from military command after Ilex, then elected her to negotiate for them because every rival still answered when she called.

      Boone awaited a Harbor Nine hearing in an old customs room under Dock Six. Norah had assigned the guards herself.

      Five days after the battle, she sent Tomas's service box to the Caprice without a state letter. Jamil asked Shi to sit with him while he opened it. The box held two uniforms, a cracked watch, seven unpaid mess chits, and Jamil's old tin of smoked pepper. At the bottom lay a folded copy of the convoy ration plan. Tomas had corrected three measurements in the margin and written more acid beside the stew.

      Jamil laughed once. Then he sat on the galley floor with the paper in his hand. Shi sat across from him and sorted bent bolts into little rows until he was ready to stand.

      Two border wars continued. One aperture remained sealed around a famine. Imperial money still bought bread, and aperture workers kept the old schedules with the royal titles crossed out in black pen. Some worlds celebrated freedom by driving out imperial residents who had nowhere else to go.

      Norah walked them into the station.

      Residents had turned the Dock Six loading hall into a public kitchen while Ring Four rebuilt. Jamil entered and was immediately given six problems involving flour. He removed his coat. The scar along his ribs no longer glowed. Arms could remember every imperial gun and command none.

      The kitchen ran between freight marks painted on the floor. Soup steamed in old sealant vats scrubbed three times clean. A trio of cousins slapped flatbread against the hot back of a broken cargo lifter. Someone had found a brass horn, and every twenty minutes he played the same four notes until a woman selling pickled beans threw a spoon at him.

      Jamil tasted the dough, told one baker the yeast was dead, and squeezed half a preserved lemon into the bowl. “More acid,” he said. Then he vanished into an argument about whether the station's thin air required more salt. None of it needed Estelle.

      Shi and Norah were already fighting beside the Ring Four plans. Norah wanted the public kitchen moved over the new pressure plates before the next trading day. Shi refused to sign the floor safe while three supports remained patched with ship braces.

      “People need the hall,” Norah said.

      “People need the hall to remain a hall.” Shi tapped the plan with the blunt end of her hand brace. “If you put two hundred bodies and six hot vats here, this plate bows.”

      “You used the same brace in the Caprice.”

      “The Caprice is allowed to bend. Markets become unpopular when they do.”

      Norah called over two grill vendors, a tram mechanic, and three children who had been listening from beneath the table. By the time Estelle understood the plan, they were moving the heavy ovens over the strongest crossbeams and painting a dancing lane where no stall could add weight. Shi checked the new load, swore once, and signed.

      Norah handed her a piece of fried dough. Shi held it in her teeth while adding two conditions beneath her name.

      Valeriya occupied a former sealant shop as a clinic. Lina Ng had already filled it with neural scans and offended local doctors. Their first public paper described the crown stones as a failed continuity prosthesis. Valeriya insisted on listing every host and engineer as author. Shi refused because her name appeared beside the phrase catastrophic structural accommodation.

      “It sounds like I accommodated catastrophe,” she said.

      “You did,” Valeriya replied.

      The clinic had no proper waiting room. Patients sat on coils of clean hose beneath racks of colored pressure patches. Lina wanted the remaining stone scans sent to every hospital at once. Valeriya wanted the patient names removed first. They had been having the same argument for three days and, judging from the tea cups on opposite counters, sleeping in shifts so neither could publish without the other.

      When a dock child came in seeing a stranger's face in polished metal, both women stopped arguing. Lina dimmed the shop window. Valeriya sat on the floor and asked the child to describe the stranger's shoes. Between them they found a way to quiet the memory without erasing it. Then they resumed the argument at exactly the point where they had left it.

      Estelle's first testimony took place that afternoon in Lower Pump Three, which had been a music hall since before she was born. The old pump housing served as a stage. Somebody had painted its pipes purple. The house band stacked their drums against the wall and gave the room to eleven families joining by screen from six systems.

      Estelle sat alone at a card table beneath the stage lights. Valeriya watched from the back row but did not sit beside her. The hearing officer asked whether the stone in Estelle's head had affected the patrol killing.

      “No,” Estelle said. “That happened six years before the vault.”

      She described boarding the patrol ship. The marines had refused surrender and killed two of her boarders. They sealed themselves inside an aft compartment with weapons, and Estelle feared they would retake the ship before she could leave. She opened the compartment to space from the bridge.

      “How long did you give them?” asked the sister of one of the conscripts.

      Estelle had reviewed the ship log before coming. “Forty-one seconds after the final demand.”

      “Did you know two were conscripts?”

      “Not then.”

      “Would it have changed what you did?”

      The easy lie would have cost nothing. “I don't know.”

      The sister turned away from her screen. Behind her stood a kitchen with yellow cabinets and a child's drawing held to one door by a magnet. She came back carrying a folded blue shirt.

      “He hated the marines,” she said. “He enlisted because our father owed a transport fine. I keep hearing people call him one of the patrol marines as if that tells the whole story.”

      Estelle looked at the shirt in the woman's hands. “His name was Miro Hale.”

      “I know his name.”

      “Yes.” Estelle put both hands flat on the table. “I'm sorry.”

      The woman did not forgive her. She told the hearing about Miro until the transcript held more than the forty-one seconds before he died: that he cheated at tiles, sang too loudly, hated uniforms, and had promised his niece a blue glass fish from the next port.

      When the hearing ended, Estelle stayed while the band carried its drums back onto the stage. She helped move the card table. No order she had ever given had felt as long as listening.

      Her cabin aboard Caprice had survived, though the bunk now sloped. Calix helped rehang the bookshelves. He repaired paper badly and wood with surprising competence.

      “Atara offered me Crown Guard command,” he said while fitting a bracket.

      Estelle held the shelf level. “Did she misunderstand Ilex?”

      “She believes guards remain useful when crowns don't.”

      “She's right.”

      “I declined.”

      The bracket slipped. He caught it with his good hand.

      “Because of me?” Estelle asked.

      “In part.”

      She waited.

      “I've had enough of command rooms,” he said. “I'm joining the aperture inspection crews. Canto first. Some of the watch crews are still locked out of their own supply depots.”

      “That takes you away.”

      “Yes.”

      “Good.”

      He looked at her.

      Estelle kept both hands on the shelf. “That was a lie.”

      “I know.”

      “Don't look pleased.”

      “I'm not.” He set the bracket down. “Some routes take months.”

      “I hate that,” Estelle said. “I don't want you to stay because you think you owe me. I also don't want to be generous about you leaving.”

      “You don't have to be.”

      “Will you come back?”

      “If you'll have me.”

      “I may not know until you arrive.”

      “Then I'll ask when I arrive.”

      Calix picked up a thin cadet handbook from the bunk. It was old enough to be printed on paper, its margins crowded with his neat notes and a second person's obscene drawings. He put it on the shelf.

      Estelle moved it to the left. “You get half.”

      Calix touched the book's worn spine with one finger. “I can live with half.”

      The shelf slipped again when he kissed her. Estelle laughed into his mouth and caught it with one hand. His bad shoulder made the angle clumsy. They stayed there anyway, pressed between the bunk and a row of books, until somebody in the passage shouted that the stew was getting cold.

      Calix rested his forehead against hers. “I've got to leave in nine days.”

      “I know.”

      This time she did not call it good.

      In the former salon, the crew held dinner and decided who owned what was left of the ship. Shi sat at the head of the bolted table with her healing hand in a lighter brace. Jamil brought pepper stew and a stack of hot bread wrapped in a towel. Valeriya wore green silk beneath her clinic coat. Lina had changed out of the same gray work shirt at last and appeared in a red one exactly like it. Calix attended without a vote.

      Penn and Ader came from Ring Four. Norah represented the station's repair claim. Shi presented a list of every time Estelle had said “my ship” in front of witnesses during the last four years. It required scrolling. Norah read selected examples aloud until Jamil took the screen away so they could eat.

      They gave ship shares to the people whose work had kept the hull closed and left repair shares with Harbor Nine. Penn argued for a dead rigger's husband. Valeriya caught Shi trying to reduce her own portion by the cost of the old failed collar. Jamil refused to let either woman turn guilt into arithmetic. The argument lasted through two pots of stew.

      They signed before the stew went cold.

      Jamil had made the stew from the ration plan Tomas corrected. He used the smoked pepper from his son's service box and more preserved lemon than he thought the pot needed. When everyone had signed, he served Shi first.

      She tasted it with the grave attention she gave a pressure test.

      “Too much acid,” she said.

      Jamil looked at the bowl. “He wrote more.”

      “He was a gunner.” Shi tore bread and dipped it into the stew. “They always think more is better.”

      Jamil laughed. It broke in the middle, and he covered his eyes with one hand. Shi kept eating. Nobody at the table looked away, and nobody tried to improve the moment for him. After a while he wiped his face on the dish towel and filled his own bowl.

      Lina set Heir's seven dead pieces in plain steel mounts. Jamil tested one near an oven, Shi near a station grid, and Calix beside a police door. Nothing obeyed.

      Estelle used them to hold open the pages of the damaged novel from Harbor Nine.

      The book had lost its ending before she bought it. A woman crossed a sea to find the friend who betrayed her; the last page stopped outside his house. Calix thought she entered. Valeriya thought she burned it. Shi maintained that the house was unsound.

      Estelle had found a complete copy and deleted it unopened. Calix called this affectation. He was probably right.

      Jamil served another bowl. “Perhaps she opened the door and asked what percentage she owned.”

      “That's not how novels work,” Estelle said.

      “It's how ships work.”

      Outside the patched salon wall, Harbor Nine turned against the stars. The seven pieces kept the pages flat when the fans came on.
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