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Chapter 1 — Eleven Minutes
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The soup was still steaming when Celia Nwosu walked into a kitchen that insisted no one had lived there for eighteen months.

A pale ribbon of vapor curled from a green ceramic bowl on the center table. The room smelled of lentils, charred onion, and the peppery leaf the Morrow’s Reach settlers grew in shallow wall trays. A knife lay beside the preparation sink, washed clean but not yet dry. Gold path lights glowed beneath the cabinets. Beyond the broad window, teal aurora folded over the rust-red plain. Above the door, the occupancy strip read:

REGISTERED RESIDENTS: 0
AUTHORIZED VISITORS: 3
SERVICE UNITS: 1
The kitchen cameras had drawn neat turquoise boxes around Celia, Oren, and Tomas, with a smaller service frame around the yellow inspection drone hovering at shoulder height. Every biosensor agreed that the three newcomers were breathing, warm, and inconveniently real. Not one recognized a resident.

Celia stopped before her boot crossed the dark seam in the floor.

“Hold,” she said.

Tomas froze with one hand on the doorframe. Oren Saye, the expedition’s communications pilot and signal investigator, had already stopped. He did that well—came to stillness as if stillness were an instrument, not an absence. Tern halted a fraction later, coral winglets adjusting with a soft mechanical click.

Celia looked down. A dusting of black grit lay just beyond the seam, thin enough to miss under ordinary light. It had been disturbed by something narrower than Tomas’s field boot and broader than the service drone’s wheel track.

“New route?” Tomas asked.

“New evidence.” Celia crouched without stepping forward. “Nobody touches the floor until I’ve taken the first scan.”

Her own voice came out as it always did when danger became measurable: low, exact, and calmer than she felt.

She unclipped a thermal wand from the rust-and-teal housing at her thigh. The old radiation scar across the back of her left hand tightened when she flexed her fingers, pale ridges against very dark skin. She ignored it and swept the bowl, the spoon, the chair back, the sink, the wall heater, and the air above the table.

The bowl’s surface temperature settled at sixty-eight point four degrees. Too hot to have been abandoned long unless the kitchen had reheated it, and the cooking unit showed no active cycle. The spoon was cooler by seven degrees. Someone had set it down before leaving. Condensation on the knife blade had not yet evaporated. A faint thumb-shaped interruption marked the steam fog on the lid of the second pot. No person stood in the room. No alarm sounded.

That was almost as wrong as the soup. Remote-habitat kitchens were built to nag. A hot vessel left unattended for more than ninety seconds should have prompted a safety query. A query without a resident response should have lowered the cooking surface, sealed the flame ports, and sent a welfare ping to the colony medic. Instead, the system had decided the kitchen contained no resident to protect and no resident whose absence required explanation.

Celia lifted her head toward the ceiling sensor.

“Show last acknowledged occupant.”

The strip pulsed once.

NO RESIDENT OCCUPANCY RECORD AVAILABLE.

“Last recognized body heat above local baseline.”

NO RESIDENT EVENT.

Celia’s jaw tightened. She was standing in a warm room with fresh food and a wet knife beneath a machine that had reduced eighteen months of human life to a clean zero.

Behind her, Leila Serrano’s voice came through the skiff channel. “Celia, I have the public claim layer open. Do not let the local system convert your entry into a possession event.”

“I’m not touching their property.”

“You’re breathing in their kitchen. Crownline’s filing has a generous definition of touching.”

The line carried a half-second of local orbital delay, enough to make Leila’s dry observation land after Celia had already decided it was not funny. The chief claims adjudicator remained aboard the survey skiff, keeping the Morrow’s Reach claim record from quietly rewriting itself while the field team worked below. Claims Hall 7 was several gate windows away, but Leila had brought its authority limits with her, which was more useful than bringing its furniture.

Tomas eased a bright manual marker onto the outer side of the threshold without crossing it. The marker pointed back through the habitat corridor toward the pressure lock and the gold-lit path leading to the expedition shelter.

“Return vector remains the south lock,” he said. “Pressure stable. Shelter is forty-three meters. Manual seal is open and physically pinned.”

Celia nodded. An ordinary exit, visible and usable without a code. Tomas would rather leave a door open in a vacuum than trust an elegant system to remember who needed it. On Morrow’s Reach, where the planetary magnetic field turned weak every orbital winter and the aurora carried more than beauty, that habit was not pessimism. It was maintenance.

Outside, a distant band of light flashed white inside the teal.

Tomas checked the analog radiation strip on his wrist. “Particle rise is still below field threshold. Twenty-seven minutes before we reassess.”

“Record it,” Celia said.

Tern projected a compact gold timer beside the doorway.

00:27:00

It also projected a coral evidence tag over the steaming bowl:

ZERO RESIDENTS
SOUP: 68.4 C
The drone tilted its turquoise lens toward the contradiction. Tern was not offended. Tern was not capable of offense. Its posture nonetheless possessed the irritating accuracy of a clerk who had found a total in the wrong column.

Oren moved no closer to the table. His amber flight scarf was tucked into the collar of his field coat, the only warm color on him besides his skin. Gray threaded the hair at his temples. The old-fashioned analog earpiece hooked over his right ear sat dark, disconnected from the colony network.

“Local cameras see us as visitors,” he said. “The resident layer isn’t blind. It’s refusing the category.”

“Can you tell whether the refusal is local or inherited from the claims network?” Leila asked.

“Not without asking it a question that may change what it does.”

Celia glanced at him. “That sounds like a communications problem designed by a communications specialist.”

“Most communications problems are designed by someone who thought the other person would behave.”

A small line appeared beside his mouth. It was not quite a smile, and Celia did not reward it. She had known Oren long enough to understand that his gentleness could hide a sharp edge, especially when a system presumed to define what people meant.

She had also known him long enough to remember a departure with no time attached to it.

That memory had no place in the kitchen. She put it away with the same discipline she used to cap a contaminated sample.

“Celia,” Leila said, “the Crownline tender has confirmed holding orbit. Their abandonment petition matures at the next review threshold unless we establish grounds for a stay.”

“How long?”

“Four days, nineteen hours. Less if their local affiliate convinces Charter Review that the settlement is unsafe to preserve.”

Unsafe. The word entered Celia like a familiar instrument.

Her name was on the original geological approval for Morrow’s Reach. Not alone, not without caveats, and not without the survey extension she had requested and been denied. None of that changed the signature line. She had certified that the settlement could survive here if its radiation shelters, surface routes, and seasonal restrictions remained intact.

The final survey season had been shortened by nineteen days. Celia still remembered the formal language used to make that sound harmless: sufficient seasonal sampling, acceptable confidence interval, no material change to settlement viability. She had added six pages of limits and signed anyway. Later, when the first winter storm exceeded the modeled band, every message from Morrow’s Reach had arrived in her private queue as though the planet itself were addressing her by name.

She had reviewed shelter loads from a hospital bed after a field injury. She had rewritten farm-zone guidance during leave. She had answered questions no one had assigned her because refusing to answer felt like abandoning the people who had built homes on her conclusion.

Competence was supposed to establish what could be known. Guilt preferred a larger jurisdiction.

Now the habitats were warm and empty. The systems said no one remained. Crownline was waiting above the aurora to inherit whatever the silence meant.

Celia’s first instinct was immediate and complete: open every habitat, activate every surface scanner, map every void, send Tomas through every route, pull the settlement apart until she could account for every body and every risk.

It was the instinct that had kept people alive on bad ground.

It was also the instinct that made other people’s choices feel like unsecured hazards she had the right to lock down.

She looked at the dark seam beneath her boots.

“Limited search,” she said. “Kitchen, adjoining pantry, service wash, and the next habitat only. We preserve the route. No network-wide occupancy query. No active subsurface scan.”

Oren’s gaze touched hers, brief and measuring.

“You agree?” she asked.

“I agree that not knowing where someone is does not authorize us to make them findable.”

“That was not the question.”

“It was the part of the question that mattered.”

Tomas made a sound that might have been a cough. Celia pointed the thermal wand at him without looking. “You have something to add?”

“No, Doctor. My throat remains independently governed.”

Tern added a yellow marker beside Tomas’s boot.

VOCAL EVENT: NONCRITICAL

Oren’s almost-smile became visible this time. Light wit was easier to tolerate than the way his agreement had eased something tight behind Celia’s ribs. She turned back to the room.

“Tern, noncontact thermal survey. Floor to ceiling. Do not open cabinets. Do not query identity.”

The drone extended two slender sensor arms and crossed the threshold at a crawl, hovering high enough not to disturb the grit. Celia followed in its wake, placing each boot inside the pale footprints projected ahead of her. Tomas remained at the door, guarding the exit and the contamination line. Oren moved toward the wall console without touching it.

The kitchen was not merely heated. It had been used.

A cutting board retained a warmer rectangle where something had rested. Three green leaves lay in the compost slot, their cut edges still wet. The wall tray’s irrigation line had been pinched closed by hand rather than automatically shut. A cup near the window held half a centimeter of dark tea. Its surface was cool, but not settled enough to have stood all day.

Celia cataloged each fact without arranging them into a story.

Stories arrived too quickly when people were missing. Stories carried rescue teams into collapsed tunnels, led investigators past ordinary exits, and turned guilt into a form of evidence.

“Cooking unit?” she asked.

Oren read the display through a passive optical plate. “Last heat cycle ended fourteen minutes ago.”

“Authorized by?”

“Resident credential.”

“Identity?”

“Masked in the local layer.”

“Valid?”

“According to the unit.”

“According to the census?”

“There are no residents to possess valid credentials.”

Celia looked at the steaming bowl. “Convenient.”

“For someone.”

The answer was quiet enough that Leila did not respond from orbit.

Tern moved to the pantry entrance and flashed a boundary request. Celia scanned the floor, found no loose material, and authorized the crossing. The pantry held grain tins, dried fungal sheets, and six jars of preserved root. Nothing had been stripped for evacuation. Nothing had spoiled. The inventory display showed ordinary use over the previous month, then refused to identify a user.

Celia ran one finger above, not on, the sealed edge of a grain tin. A dead colony decayed. An evacuated colony emptied. This one had been kept.

The difference lived in small, expensive acts. A grain seal had been replaced before it cracked. The wall tray’s nutrient ratio had been corrected by hand rather than left at the safe automatic average. Someone had wiped mineral residue from the hinges where the kitchen’s recycled humidity collected it. None of those tasks preserved an empty building for long-term storage. They preserved a place people expected to use again.

Celia checked the pantry’s atmospheric return. The filter carried recent skin oil at the access grip but no usable print. Its service latch had been opened from inside the room, not remotely. The colony’s automation could maintain pressure, heat, and emergency rations. It could not become impatient with a sticky hinge and polish the edge with the corner of a cloth.

She recorded the observation without calling it proof of life. The distinction mattered. Physical use could establish that someone had been here. It could not tell her who, whether they were safe, or what they currently authorized strangers to do in response.

Still, the room was not waiting for owners who had left. It was waiting between visits.

“South habitat has a second active heat source,” Tern announced in its neutral mechanical voice.

Celia straightened. Tern spoke only when a programmed threshold required it. The words were not an inference, only a sensor report.

“How far?”

“Nine point eight meters. No registered resident present.”

Tomas shifted at the door. “I can take the corridor.”

“No.” Celia’s answer came too quickly.

His eyebrows rose. She heard what she had done: turned risk assessment into ownership before the risk had even been described.

Celia exhaled once. “You maintain the exit. Oren stays on the communications layer. I’ll take Tern to the next threshold. If the particle timer reaches fifteen minutes, recall me. If the south lock changes pressure by more than two percent, close the inner manual seal and call it.”

Tomas nodded, accepting the corrected instruction without making her pay for the first one. “Return window?”

“Six minutes.”

Oren looked at her. “Aurora contingency?”

“One additional minute if the corridor shield shutters cycle. I signal from the kitchen doorway, not beyond it.”

The words sounded formal because they were. They also sounded faintly borrowed.

“Recorded,” Tomas said.

Tern split the gold timer. One count remained above the outer door. The second appeared at Celia’s shoulder.

00:06:00

She crossed the narrow corridor with Tern ahead of her. The settlement curved gently around the basalt rise, every habitat joined by pressure doors that could close independently during a storm. Through the outer windows, the aurora painted moving turquoise bars across empty chairs, folded blankets, and a child’s chalk marks on the wall of a common room. There were no bodies. There were no signs of a panicked departure. The second habitat kitchen stood open.

A covered pot sat on its table, warm but no longer steaming. Tern measured forty-six point nine degrees at the center. A mug beside it registered thirty-two. The room heater had been lowered six minutes earlier. The first kitchen’s heater had not changed. Celia recorded the values.

One hot meal could be a trap, an automated cycle, or a mistake. Two meals at different temperatures were a pattern waiting for a third fact. She did not explain it to herself yet.

A small wooden token lay near the mug, painted gold on one side and black on the other. It might have been a game piece, a work marker, or a child’s toy. She left it where it was. The wall display framed Celia in turquoise.

AUTHORIZED VISITOR.

Beside the table, an empty chair received no frame at all. The six-minute timer reached four.

“Tern, air sample.”

The drone opened a sterile inlet.

“Elevated carbon dioxide over empty-habitat baseline,” it said. “Recent combustion products. Biological aerosols below identification threshold.”

“How recent?”

“Insufficient data.”

Good. Insufficient was honest. She crossed to the service wash. A damp cloth hung from a hook. Water remained in the drain trap above the level expected from automated flushing. The colony’s ordinary habits had left themselves everywhere: a cloth wrung by a hand, a pot covered to keep food warm, irrigation pinched because someone intended to return. Celia’s chest tightened again.

The settlers had trusted the site she approved. She had not promised them a harmless planet. No competent geologist promised that. She had promised that the risks could be mapped, sheltered, reviewed, and survived.

If they had died here, she would know why. If they were alive, she would not let Crownline turn them into an accounting error.

The thought arrived with the dangerous certainty of a vow made on someone else’s behalf. She cut it down to a professional statement. She would establish what the evidence could establish. Nothing more.

At three minutes, she returned to the first kitchen. Tomas remained at the door. Oren had moved to the window, looking across the plain toward the rust-red beacon. It stood beyond the last gold path light, a narrow column against the aurora, its upper vanes folded like a closed flower.

“Anything?” Celia asked.

“The local console has no received transmission for eighteen months,” Oren said.

“Received.”

He glanced back at her. “That word is doing a great deal of work.”

The colony’s communications record showed routine weather bursts, automated maintenance notices, and the expedition’s own arrival handshake. No resident message. No emergency call. No failed packet carrying a human signature.

Yet the cooking unit had accepted a resident credential fourteen minutes ago.

Celia set the thermal wand on a sterile rest. “Can a transmitter fire without the local console recording it?”

“Yes.”

“Can this one?”

“I need to inspect the beacon.”

Tomas looked past him to the plain. “Particle window is nineteen minutes. Direct path is one hundred eighty meters. No cover after the last light.”

Oren unhooked the modern receiver bead from his collar and placed it on the table. He left the analog earpiece in place.

“No active synchronization field,” he said. “If the beacon is reacting to listeners, I don’t want to announce one.”

Celia disliked the absence of a live link immediately.

“Take a hardline dosimeter.”

“I have one.”

“Visual signal at the last path marker.”

“Yes.”

“Do not cross the ridge.”

“I don’t need the ridge.”

She was building a cage out of safety instructions, each bar technically reasonable.

Oren seemed to hear it. He did not challenge her in front of the team. He only looked toward the door, then back at her.

“Eleven minutes,” he said. “If the aurora shifts, fourteen. I will signal the change from the doorway, not the ridge.”

The doorway. Not a transmission from open ground. Not a silence she would have to interpret without a limit.

Celia folded her arms. “If you are not visible at fourteen?”

“Tomas closes the outer route and initiates surface retrieval under your field authority. You do not wait for me to make the situation easier.”

It was precisely the answer she would have written. She hated that it touched something more personal than procedure.

“Go,” she said.

Oren crossed the contamination line, accepted the hardline dosimeter from Tomas, and stepped through the pressure lock. The outer door opened on a blade of cold air, sharp with mineral dust and the metallic bite of charged sky. His amber scarf flashed once before he sealed his collar.

Beyond the last gold path light, there was no shelter tall enough to matter. The beacon stood alone on the plain, its rust-red housing blackened along one side by old particle strikes. A shallow drainage cut offered the only low ground, but crossing it would take Oren briefly out of sight. Tomas placed a manual retrieval line beside the door and did not attach it to him; a line could become a conductor under the wrong auroral surge. The safe return depended on terrain, timing, and Oren choosing the agreed path.

Then he was outside. Tern started a new gold count.

00:11:00

Celia turned back to the soup. She did not watch the window. At ten minutes, she measured the bowl again.

At nine, she compared the first and second kitchen heater cycles.

At eight, Leila asked for her preliminary classification, and Celia answered, “Recent habitation evidence. Resident status unresolved. No authority for abandonment.” At seven, Tomas checked the manual shelter marker. At six, the aurora brightened over the ridge.

At five, Tern found a third cooling vessel in a family alcove and added it to the evidence field.

At four, Celia told herself the timer was simply another instrument.

At three, she noticed the rust-red beacon had disappeared behind a moving curtain of teal light.

At two, the outer radiation strip ticked upward by one division.

At one, she was standing at the window despite having made no decision to cross the room.

The last seconds ran in gold across the glass.

00:00:05

00:00:04

00:00:03

A figure appeared at the final path marker. Oren raised one hand.

The lock cycled. Tomas opened the inner door only after the pressure reading stabilized. Oren stepped through at exactly eleven minutes, cold silvering the shoulders of his coat and basalt dust darkening one knee.

Celia did not permit herself to call the sensation relief. Relief was not evidence.

“What did you find?” she asked.

Oren held up a narrow diagnostic strip sealed in a transparent sleeve. A rust-colored line had burned halfway across it.

“The beacon’s storage capacitor discharged recently,” he said. “Enough power for a shielded burst.”

“When?”

“Within the same window as the cooking cycle.”

Leila’s voice sharpened over the channel. “Was anything received?”

Oren looked at the steaming soup, the empty chairs, and the clean white zero above the door.

“No,” he said. “The colony transmitted when nobody was listening.”
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Chapter 2 — No Listener
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Oren set the diagnostic strip beside the steaming bowl and watched the kitchen refuse to count either of them.

The rust-colored burn line ended halfway across the transparent sleeve. It was not a message, not even proof that a complete message had left the beacon. It established only that the transmitter had drawn down enough stored power to attempt a shielded burst within the same narrow span of time as the kitchen’s last cooking cycle.

The occupancy strip above the door remained serenely certain.

REGISTERED RESIDENTS: 0

Celia stood on the other side of the table, her thermal wand angled over the bowl. The teal aurora moved across the window behind her, turning the metal clips in her braids briefly blue. She had not asked whether he was hurt when he came through the lock. She had looked first at his dosimeter, then his gait, then the diagnostic strip. Oren preferred that order.

Concern was easier to answer when it arrived as a measurable question.

“Could the discharge be an automatic weather packet?” she asked.

“The beacon’s weather reserve uses a different capacitor bank.”

“Maintenance acknowledgment?”

“That would require an active receiver.”

“Emergency alarm?”

“Same problem.”

Celia looked from the strip to him. “You said it transmitted.”

“I said it used enough power for a shielded burst.”

“That distinction is going to become tiresome.”

“It already has professional standing.”

Tomas remained at the kitchen threshold, guarding the marked contamination line and the open return route through the habitat corridor. His expression suggested that he approved of distinctions but hoped these two would not take all night establishing them.

Tern hovered over the table and projected a coral line between the bowl and the diagnostic strip.

COOKING CYCLE ENDED: 00:18:42 AGO
ESTIMATED CAPACITOR DISCHARGE: 00:15:00–00:24:00 AGO
RECEIVED RESIDENT PACKETS: 0
The drone did not circle the zero or tilt its lens accusingly. It merely placed the three facts close enough that no one could pretend they belonged to separate problems.

Leila’s voice came from the skiff channel. “Oren, can you determine whether the beacon attempted a complete packet without opening its local memory?”

“Possibly.”

“Can you do it without generating a receiver acknowledgment?”

“That is the less comfortable version of possibly.”

Celia lowered the thermal wand. “Why would an acknowledgment be dangerous?”

“I don’t know that it is.”

“Then what do you know?”

“That the beacon had power. That it used some of it. That the public receiver log stayed empty.” Oren removed one glove and pressed two fingers to the cold edge of the diagnostic sleeve. “And that its capacitor began cooling before I reached it. The event was over. I didn’t cause the first discharge.”

Celia’s gaze sharpened at the qualification. “The first?”

“The beacon’s monitoring layer reacted when I approached.”

“To you?”

“To something I was carrying.”

He touched the empty place on his collar where his modern receiver bead normally sat. He had left it on the kitchen table before crossing the plain. His analog earpiece remained hooked over his right ear, a narrow black curve with no wireless handshake and no habit of announcing itself to nearby systems.

Celia followed the gesture. “You removed your receiver before going out.”

“Yes.”

“And the beacon still reacted.”

“My dosimeter has a passive recorder. My suit has a local safety bus. Tomas’s line marker was broadcasting a return coordinate from the doorway. The skiff’s orbital receiver was sweeping the settlement every nine seconds.”

“You went out without a live link because you thought listening might change the evidence.”

“I went out with an agreed return window, a hardline dosimeter, a visual signaling point, and a retrieval threshold.”

“That is not the same as a live link.”

“No.”

The single syllable carried more history than Oren intended.

He had learned years ago that people often heard a limit as a refusal of care. If he explained long enough, they sometimes heard it as negotiation. If he made no promise at all, no one could accuse him of breaking one. That rule had once seemed merciful.

He had given Celia eleven minutes because eleven minutes belonged to a field plan. It was not an assurance about tomorrow, attachment, or whether he would remain after a system turned hostile. A bounded interval could be kept. A larger promise could become a weapon in anyone’s hand, including his own.

Yet she had been standing at the window when the timer expired. Oren looked away first.

“We need a controlled test,” he said.

Outside, auroral light flashed across the rust-red beacon. Its folded vanes made it resemble a flower that had chosen the wrong season to open.

Tomas checked the analog radiation strip on his wrist. “Field level is rising slowly. We have eighteen minutes below the first return threshold. Less if the eastern band thickens.”

Celia’s attention shifted instantly to the physical risk. “No one crosses the ridge.”

“The beacon is before the ridge,” Oren said.

“No active descent into the drainage cut.”

“I can work from the mounting apron.”

“No one powers down a safety system without a manual replacement already in place.”

“That one I was going to suggest.”

She gave him a level look. Competence did not make Celia easy. It made disagreement worth having.

Oren had worked with experts who protected their authority by making every hazard sound unique and every solution dependent on them. Celia did the opposite. She named the danger, the threshold, and the evidence that could prove her wrong. Her need to control the margins was visible, but so was the disciplined effort not to confuse that need with universal law.

It would have been simpler if he admired her less. Leila broke the silence. “Before anyone conducts a test, Crownline has filed a supplemental notice.”

A turquoise document opened above the table. The corporate seal occupied more space than the colony’s name.

MORROW’S REACH ABANDONMENT REVIEW
CLAIMANT TENDER: HOLDING ORBIT CONFIRMED
CIVIC STABILIZATION SERVICES AVAILABLE UPON MATURITY OF CLAIM
Celia read the last line twice. “Stabilization.”

“They are offering to assume life support, communications, and surface safety if no lawful resident response enters the record,” Leila said.

“There is functioning life support.”

“Officially, there are unattended systems maintaining abandoned property.”

Oren looked at the warm kitchen. The walls had been wiped. The nutrient tray had been pinched closed by hand. Someone had covered a second pot to keep its contents warm. Crownline’s language turned care into unattended machinery because the person performing it had not entered the approved record.

A second notice followed before the first had finished propagating through the settlement. The farm ring’s insurance status shifted from occupied public infrastructure to unattended claimant asset. Nothing physical changed; the grow lamps still glowed and the irrigation pumps still cycled. But the station’s rescue queue moved Morrow’s Reach behind two freight-priority calls because no recognized resident remained to request protection.

Leila caught the change before it completed. She placed a temporary hold on the queue reclassification and displayed both versions side by side.

“That is not a finding that the farms are abandoned,” she said. “It is an automated consequence of the same zero. I can preserve the prior status while we investigate. I cannot manufacture a resident request.”

Celia’s attention went to the warm habitats. “A resident did request protection. The beacon attempted a burst.”

“The system did not receive it.”

“The system chose the only definition under which it could say that.”

Oren watched the claim language settle over the colony’s ordinary work. A pump remained a pump. A kitchen remained a kitchen. The difference between public rescue priority and unattended property existed only in a field no person on the surface had been permitted to fill.

Crownline’s offer of stabilization now carried a practical advantage created by the rule it expected to invoke. If the tender became the first recognized party at the settlement, its future requests would enter the queue ahead of the people already using the air and water.

Leila sealed the two queue versions under the provisional docket. “We are not arguing ownership tonight. We are preserving the fact that the system changed its treatment of the same physical infrastructure when the receiver log remained empty.”

Tern projected a coral bracket around the unchanged pump status and the changed legal status.

PHYSICAL SYSTEM STATE: UNCHANGED
CIVIC PRIORITY: REDUCED
The drone did not say which description was true. The fact that both had been produced from one silent beacon was enough.

“How long before they can attach that notice to the local infrastructure?” he asked.

“They already have,” Leila said. “It does not transfer control yet. It does let their tender request priority access if the colony beacon is declared nonresponsive.”

Celia’s hand closed around the thermal wand. “It is not nonresponsive.”

“Then we need evidence the claims system is required to recognize.”

Oren studied the diagnostic strip. “The claims system may be part of the problem.”

“Do not infer motive from a missing packet,” Leila said.

“I’m not.”

“You were about to.”

“I was about to infer architecture.”

“That is why I said motive.”

Tomas’s mouth shifted slightly. The Serranos had been married long enough to sharpen one another’s sentences without mistaking the edge for damage.

Leila continued. “I can preserve transmitter-side evidence under the provisional Morrow’s Reach case record. I cannot authorize you to decode private content, impersonate a resident receiver, or seize the beacon’s identity layer. Not without a formal inquiry.”

“We don’t need the content yet,” Oren said. “We need to know what condition permits the transmitter to act.”

Celia glanced toward the aurora. “And you think the condition is the absence of a receiver.”

“I think my receiver bead changed the beacon’s local field behavior before I removed it.”

“That could be ordinary collision avoidance.”

“It could.”

“Radiation interference.”

“Yes.”

“Damage.”

“Yes.”

Her eyebrows rose. “You are being agreeable.”

“I’m preserving options.”

“You mean refusing to choose one.”

“Choosing before the test would be decorative.”

The corner of her mouth moved, almost against her will. Oren felt the response more acutely than he should have.

Tomas pushed away from the doorway. “We can place passive current clamps on the beacon feed and run an isolated recorder back to the habitat. No wireless connection. I’ll keep the south lock pinned and the shelter path marked.”

“Manual radiation alarms?” Celia asked.

“Two on the beacon apron, one at the final path light, one here. Different manufacturers.”

“Physical timer?”

Tomas held up a mechanical field clock.

“Return threshold?”

“If the eastern strip crosses amber, everyone returns. If any manual alarm disagrees with the others, everyone returns. If the outer pressure lock changes by more than two percent, I close the inner seal and open the surface shelter.”

Celia looked at Oren. “Test duration?”

“First interval, twenty seconds.”

“Ten.”

“Fifteen.”

“Twelve.”

“Agreed.”

She had not won by authority. He had not won by making privacy sacred enough to ignore radiation. They had built a third answer from both kinds of competence. Oren found that more attractive than victory. He put his glove back on.

They left the kitchens exactly as they had found them. Celia sealed the thermal records but did not remove the soup, the spoon, or the damp knife. Tern placed small noncontact evidence markers at each threshold. Tomas checked the south lock by hand before cycling the outer door. Cold entered with the night.

Morrow’s Reach lay beneath the aurora like a settlement drawn in two inks. Gold civic paths curved among low basalt habitats. Beyond them, the plain stretched rust red and black to the eastern ridge. Teal light moved over the ground in silent bands, bright enough to reveal the edges of every stone but too changeable to trust for depth. The beacon stood one hundred eighty meters away.

Its housing had once been painted colony red. Radiation had darkened the windward side and left pale impact scars around the folded transmission vanes. A narrow service apron circled its base. The abandoned communications tower rose farther east, a black line against the aurora.

Ordinary colony beacons did not hide from receivers. They sought them.

They broadcast weather integrity, life-support status, landing conditions, and emergency requests into approved windows. When a receiver approached, the beacon normally increased its handshake rate until the packet was acknowledged or the stored power fell below reserve. Morrow’s Reach had done the opposite.

Oren and Tomas crossed the gold path while Celia followed with Tern. No one used a live suit channel. Their modern receiver beads remained sealed inside an insulated evidence box in the kitchen. Communication depended on hand signs, the hardline recorder, and speech at ordinary distance.

The quiet was not complete. Basalt clicked as it shed heat. The settlement’s air exchangers breathed through buried ducts. Oren heard the faint dry whisper of his scarf against his collar and the distant mechanical pulse of the orbital skiff passing above the horizon.

Even without their receiver beads, the skiff was listening.

At the final path marker, Tomas planted a white manual return light and pointed toward the south lock. Oren repeated the route with two fingers: beacon apron, final marker, open lock. Tomas answered with the amber-return sign.

Tern rolled to the edge of the apron and extended two sensor arms. One clamped around the insulated power conduit without piercing it. The other attached a thermal strip to the beacon housing. A coral tag appeared over the conduit.

TRANSMITTER RESERVE: 41.7%
LOCAL RECEIVER ACKNOWLEDGMENTS: 0
Tern added no conclusion. Oren crouched beside the base panel and held the passive field meter near the beacon’s sensor band. A regular ripple crossed its needle every nine seconds. The skiff’s orbital synchronization sweep.

He pointed upward. Celia followed his gesture, then looked toward the kitchen window where Leila’s local channel remained active.

They walked back to the final marker, far enough from the beacon to speak without disturbing the apron.

“The skiff is producing a registered field,” Oren said.

Celia folded her arms against the cold. “The skiff is also maintaining our radiation and collision picture.”

“For twelve seconds, Tomas’s instruments can maintain the radiation picture. There is no traffic inside the local approach cone.”

“You cannot know there is no traffic we have failed to detect.”

“If a ship is close enough to reach us in twelve seconds without registering on three passive mass sensors, our beacon test will not be the cause of death.”

“That was almost humor.”

“I was told it helps with field cohesion.”

“By whom?”

“Tomas.”

Tomas, several meters away, raised both hands in denial.

The skiff’s text channel pulsed on the hardline display. Leila had received Oren’s request through the cable.

LOCAL SYNCHRONIZATION SUSPENSION AVAILABLE: 12 SECONDS
ORBITAL NAVIGATION RECEIVER REMAINS ACTIVE OUTSIDE TEST CONE
NO CONTENT CAPTURE AUTHORIZED
Celia read the terms. “If the field level changes?”

“Tomas calls the return.”

“If the beacon begins a high-energy cycle?”

“I abort through the manual breaker.”

“If it opens its vanes?”

“That is what we came to see.”

She looked at the eastern aurora. A pale current formed along its lower edge, bright but stable.

“Proceed,” she said.

Oren returned to the beacon apron. Tomas set the mechanical clock where all of them could see it. Celia stood beside the manual breaker, one gloved hand hovering above the insulated handle. She had placed herself at the point where physical safety could override his experiment. Oren did not resent it.

A boundary worked only when everyone knew who could cross it and why. He raised three fingers. Tomas started the clock.

The skiff’s synchronization ripple vanished from Oren’s passive meter. For three seconds, nothing happened. At four, the beacon’s reserve conduit warmed by a fraction of a degree.

At five, Tern’s current clamp registered a rising draw. At six, a narrow line of amber light appeared beneath the folded vanes.

Celia leaned toward the instrument display but did not touch the breaker. At seven seconds, the vanes began to open.

They moved without sound, six rust-red panels separating around a dark central emitter. The action was slow compared with a distress beacon’s ordinary snap deployment, as though the machine had learned caution. Tern projected a coral tag.

TRANSMITTER CHARGE INITIATED
REGISTERED RECEIVER FIELD: BELOW DETECTION
At eight seconds, the central emitter brightened. Oren’s analog earpiece picked up no message. It was not designed to. He heard only the faint physical hum conducted through the beacon housing and the basalt beneath his boots. At nine, the charge reached twelve percent. At ten, twenty-one. At eleven— The skiff’s synchronization field returned. The passive meter needle jumped. The beacon stopped.

Its vanes locked halfway open. The amber emitter went dark. Stored power dumped into the heat sink, sending a sharp temperature rise across Tern’s strip. No burst left the array. The official receiver log remained empty. Tomas stopped the clock. Celia kept her hand above the breaker. “Again.” Oren looked at her.

“One test can be coincidence,” she said. “Change one variable.”

Competence again. Not belief. Not disbelief. A demand that the result survive contact with repetition. Oren nodded.

They reset the beacon and waited for the heat sink to return to baseline. This time the skiff suspended its local field for the same twelve-second interval, but Oren placed one modern receiver bead at the edge of the service apron inside an insulated manual switch box. The bead remained physically disconnected until the beacon began charging. The skiff field vanished. Four seconds. Five. The conduit warmed. The vanes opened. At eight seconds, Celia closed the manual switch.

The receiver bead awakened and emitted its first synchronization request. The beacon aborted before the bead could complete the handshake.

Tern projected two coral lines in the air, one over the receiver switch and one over the falling transmitter current.

REGISTERED RECEIVER FIELD DETECTED: 00:00:08.214
TRANSMITTER CHARGE TERMINATED: 00:00:08.219
Five thousandths of a second separated the events. The beacon had not waited to discover whether the receiver was friendly.

It had treated listening itself as the condition that ended speech.

They returned to the final marker before discussing it. The eastern radiation strip remained green, but Celia still counted all four of them before allowing Tomas to lift the manual return light.

Back inside the habitat, warm air struck Oren’s face. The kitchen smelled more strongly of pepper leaf now that the soup had cooled enough to release less steam.

Tern rolled to the table and placed the two test records beside the earlier diagnostic strip. Its lens swept the occupancy display, the beacon data, and the receiver log. Three evidence tags appeared.

TRANSMITTER ACTIVE DURING RECEIVER ABSENCE

TRANSMITTER TERMINATED UPON RECEIVER DETECTION

OFFICIAL COMMUNICATION EVENTS: 0

Leila read the results from orbit.

“No content?” she asked.

“None captured,” Oren said.

“No resident identity?”

“No.”

“No proof the protocol is current rather than a damaged remnant?”

“Not yet.”

Celia removed her gloves finger by finger. “But the beacon is operational.”

“In at least one narrow sense.”

“It has power, valid control logic, and a functioning array.”

“Yes.”

“It attempts to send.”

“Yes.”

“Then calling it nonresponsive is false.”

Oren looked at the white zero above the door. “Calling it responsive may also be false under the claims definition.”

Her gaze moved to him. “People cannot expect rescue while making themselves impossible to hear.”

The statement was sharper than the one she had made outside, but he heard the fear beneath it. Not fear for herself. Fear that somewhere beyond the visible habitats, people were relying on a safety structure that could not reach them.

Oren rested both hands on the back of an empty chair.

“Silence can be a boundary. It becomes abandonment only when someone else gets to decide what it means.”

Celia’s eyes narrowed slightly. “Someone else is four days from deciding.”

“Then we prove the boundary exists before we decide we have the right to tear it down.”

“And if there are injured people behind it?”

“We identify the return condition.”

“You are assuming there is one.”

“No.” Oren glanced at the beacon records. “I am saying there should be.”

That was the part he trusted least. A boundary without a return condition could protect a person indefinitely. It could also trap everyone outside it in uncertainty and leave those inside with no ordinary way to change their minds. He had once called that uncertainty restraint.

Celia looked at him long enough that he wondered whether she had heard the personal admission he had not made. Then the claims display chimed.

Crownline’s supplemental filing had attached itself to the colony beacon record.

COMMUNICATION STATUS: NONRESPONSIVE
RECEIVED RESIDENT ACKNOWLEDGMENTS: 0
CLAIMANT ACCESS PRIORITY: PENDING
Below it, the local system added a final line.

TRANSMITTER-SIDE ACTIVITY DOES NOT ESTABLISH RESIDENT PRESENCE.

Leila was silent for two seconds.

“That language was not in the public claim layer when we landed,” she said.

Celia faced the display. “Can they change the standard during review?”

“Not lawfully.”

“Can you block it?”

“I can preserve the prior version and challenge the amendment. I cannot force the system to recognize a person we have not identified or a message no approved receiver received.”

Oren looked from the Crownline filing to Tern’s paired timestamps.

The evidence was precise. The machine had tried to speak. The receiver’s arrival had stopped it. The official record had taken the absence of an acknowledged message and converted it into the absence of a person. Leila’s voice hardened.

“I am placing a provisional hold on the beacon classification. That will not survive the abandonment threshold by itself. We are going to need a formal presence inquiry.”

Above the table, Tern linked the final two lines in coral.

TRANSMITTER ATTEMPT CONFIRMED

RESIDENT PRESENCE: 0

Whatever the colony was saying, it had made being unheard a condition of speaking.
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Chapter 3 — Dust from a Closed Road
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By predawn, the black grit from the kitchen had become a road.

Not a broad one. Not anything a person would have recognized while walking through the settlement. The trail survived as three grains beneath the central table, a faint crescent at the pantry threshold, and a narrow smear where the eastern habitat corridor crossed the farm service passage.

Celia found each trace because she already knew the floor was lying.

The corridor’s cleaning strip reported that it had completed its scheduled pass two hours before the expedition arrived. Its brushes were clean. Its collection chamber held only domestic dust, dried leaf fragments, and the fine gold polymer shed by civic path markers.

The black grit remained where human boots had pressed it into the floor’s textured surface.

Tern lowered its turquoise lens until it nearly touched the smear. A pair of slender sampling vanes opened beneath its yellow housing. It lifted three grains without disturbing the surrounding pattern and sealed them into separate transparent cells. A coral tag appeared above the evidence.

LOCAL FLOOR MATERIAL: INCONSISTENT
AUTOMATED CLEANING REMOVAL: EXPECTED
RESIDUAL PARTICLES: PRESENT
Tern did not suggest why. Celia crouched beside it, one knee resting on a clean field pad. The habitat corridor curved gently around the eastern basalt rise, its walls warm with recycled air and its outer windows washed in the last teal light of orbital night. Empty homes stood open along the inner side. Gold guide lines continued past each door toward the pressure shelter, the farm ring, and the southern lock Tomas had pinned as their ordinary exit.

The settlement looked less abandoned under artificial light. That made it worse.

An evacuated place accumulated interruption. A chair blocked a passage. An emergency bag hung half packed. A cabinet stood open because no one expected to come back and close it. Morrow’s Reach had order.

Someone had wiped the kitchen counters. Someone had corrected the nutrient flow in the wall trays. Someone had left warm food covered rather than discarded. Even the dust had been carried with care, in small amounts, on routes that avoided the center of each room.

Celia brought a portable mineral plate close to the sample cells. The device remained physically isolated from the settlement network. Its narrow lamp passed through the first grain and separated its spectral response into pale lines.

Basalt glass. Iron oxide. Sulfur-bearing feldspar. A trace of pale magnetic crystal that should not have occurred in the weathered surface soil near the habitats. Celia ran the second grain. The same pattern.

The third carried a thin film of human skin oil over one edge.

Celia sealed the third cell separately. The oil mattered because it gave the grain a recent human history, but it could also become an excuse for a broader identity search. She selected only the chemical-age field and excluded the partial ridge pattern before the mineral plate stored its result. Leila’s docket acknowledged the limit.

IDENTITY COMPARISON: NOT AUTHORIZED

That line
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