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Chapter 1
The Spectrum That Should Not Exist
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The Far Gate shone with the private spectrum Iriath had made with Samuel Orren.

Violet swept around the ancient aperture beyond the Bridge’s observation glass. Gold followed, narrowing into a bright thread across the darkness. Through the gate receiver came the less visible part: two interwoven harmonics, an uneven interval, the beginning of an answer she had not offered anyone since him.

Samuel turned toward her. His lips parted.

Before he could speak, before she could form a word for the chamber, every habitat on Cynosure began shutting down.

Seven isolation warnings opened across the operations display. Shutters descended over the water columns. The flight gallery’s access lights went dark. Beneath Iriath, the magnetic route connecting her public lattice to the inner chambers lost its destination markers one after another.

The gold thread vanished from the gate. Its absence left a pale curve across Samuel’s face.

PROTECTIVE SEPARATION IN PROGRESS.

The announcement reached her as a measured sequence of electromagnetic pulses. Human speakers repeated it through the air. In the low-oxygen alcove across the chamber, the resonance floor delivered the same warning to Koro-Five-Tones. He settled his four articulated legs and set a filament against his engineering console.

“Source,” Leena Solano said.

Cynosure’s operations chief had already swept the morning’s meeting documents aside. She braced one hand on the table as the first shutters struck their stops.

“Gate authority,” Koro’s translated voice replied. “It names a closed-handshake protocol.”

“Bring up the procedure.”

A second panel appeared beside the warnings.

NO SUCH PROTOCOL IN THE RATIFIED RECORD.

For a moment, Iriath could not separate the two things she knew: that the message was impossible, and that she remembered it.

Then a support ring changed frequency beneath her, and the immediate work of remaining present displaced everything else. She redistributed her charged filaments through the upper lattice. Blue-white light gathered between the open superconductive rings, spreading through the volume that supported her. The lower field steadied. There was no injury, no failing coherence, only the uncomfortable adjustment of a system moving to reserve operation without warning.

“Leena. Are the habitats losing support, or connection?”

Her interface voiced the question a fraction later. She kept the distinction between support and connection explicit.

“Connection first. Local power is holding.” Leena enlarged the station plan. “Transit restrictions in all seven wedges. Shared diagnostics dropping. I’m getting pressure readings locally, but the central feed is closing.”

“Keep the local authorities speaking. No one needs permission from this room to maintain their own environment.”

“I know. I need the doors to know.”

Samuel moved beside Leena and placed his hands flat on the console: make the body still before deciding what everyone else should do.

“Suspend the separation order pending safety review,” he said. “Human co-director’s authority.”

The request entered a queue. Nothing stopped.

Iriath sent her own challenge through the diplomatic channel, attaching her standing as Lumeni high envoy and co-signatory of the Far Gate Accord. The acknowledgment returned promptly.

The shutters continued descending.

Acknowledgment was not suspension. She would have to tell the delegates that before one of them mistook her intervention for protection.

She opened the Council channel. “Each delegation, confirm whether you requested this action. My challenge is pending. It has not stopped the closures.”

Answers arrived at different speeds, some through translators, others in the limited emergency vocabulary they had agreed together. None of the delegations that answered had requested separation. Two had not yet been reached.

“Keep trying those two,” she told the channel attendant. “Do not mark their silence as a response.”

She had signed the Accord to make these conversations possible. Now she watched a maintenance call fail between two people who, moments earlier, had been working together through adjacent compartments.

Koro detached a small receiver from his console and connected it to a separate recorder. “The gate emitted the spectrum. I have both observation channels. This was not an image inserted into our display.”

He replayed only its timing, stripped of color.

Iriath recognized the uneven interval again.

“Do you recognize it, Envoy?”

She could have answered yes. Instead, she considered the questions that would follow, the names that would enter the record, the governments already waiting to decide whether the recovered archive made everything she had signed suspect.

“Preserve it intact. Hold the interpretation for my review.”

“Then what source should I give operations?”

“Unverified.”

Samuel looked away from the closures.

She knew he had heard her. She also knew the limits of what his face could tell her. The tightening beside his mouth might be anger or fear, or the effort of leaving a question unasked. Once she would have asked him. Now there were microphones between them and a station coming apart into sealed compartments.

Koro recorded the designation. “I’ll check active gate traffic.”

That would take time. A small amount. Enough, perhaps, for her to put the recognition into words that would not be mistaken for authorization.

“East pressure transfer,” Leena said. “Occupied.”

A cradle hung beneath the nearest water column, its rounded shell still wet from the docking seal. Inside, a Pelagri visitor spread eight limbs around the curve of a translucent mantle. The cradle’s pressure indicator remained steady. Its transit rail had stopped with the vehicle halfway between the column and the Bridge receiving bay. Beyond it, a barrier was descending toward the track.

“Return it to the column,” Samuel said.

“Both directions are locked.”

Iriath requested passage to the eastern end of her lattice. Ordinarily the next set of rings established a stable field before the first released her. She waited for that familiar overlap, the widening of supported space into which she could move without losing continuity.

The receiving field rose. Her route marker remained dark.

“Eastern extension,” she told Leena. “It has support, but no movement clearance.”

“Stay where you are until I check it.”

Samuel was already crossing the chamber on his two narrow points of support. He could move through the space between her rings with no more than a change in footing. For Iriath, the same empty distance required a maintained field. She disliked waiting while he walked toward danger, and disliked still more that concern for him made waiting seem less reasonable.

She remained within the approved lattice.

Leena spoke into a local circuit, listened, then sent a clearance distinct from the station’s silent one. “The eastern field is verified. Local transfer only. Don’t try the inner route.”

Iriath moved along the overlapping fields. Her filaments spread into the receiving rings before the former section released its load. Light passed over the glass and the wet cradle, briefly touching the colors Samuel’s eyes could see. She reached the eastern interface as he knelt beside the rail controls.

“The cradle is occupied,” she said into the pressure-bay channel. “We need a safe return. Who can authorize it locally?”

A signal came from the column. Her interface rendered a short operational answer, then marked the remainder uncertain. She did not fill in the missing meaning.

“The local attendant can receive them,” Koro said. “The route controller is refusing the move.”

“Leena?”

“Keep that barrier off the track, Samuel. Yellow handle beside your knee. It arrests the barrier, not the cradle. Hold it until I tell you.”

He pulled the handle. The barrier stopped above the shell.

Through the cradle’s window, light repeated across the visitor’s mantle, faster now. Iriath did not know its exact meaning. She sent the established symbol for return to the column and waited.

The visitor repeated it.

“Return accepted,” she told Leena. “By the passenger as well as the attendant.”

“Local crew has the rail.”

The cradle began moving backward. Slowly. Water clung in bright beads to its outer shell, trembling as the wheels crossed a joint. Samuel held the manual arrest with both hands now. A flush spread into his throat above his collar. Iriath wanted to tell him not to strain. The observation would not make the barrier safe or his body stronger.

“Two wheel lengths,” she said instead. “One.”

The cradle slipped into the column’s receiving collar. Its seal engaged; the attendant’s confirmation followed.

“Clear,” Leena said.

Samuel released the handle. The barrier completed its descent, cutting off the column with a solid gray wall.

They had returned one person to a safe environment. They had not reopened a route.

He rose more carefully than he had knelt. Iriath remembered the younger man’s impatience with his own exhaustion, then dismissed the comparison. This was the man here with her now. The white at his temples, the lines beside his mouth, the pause before straightening his back belonged to a life she had largely watched from a formal distance.

“Are you hurt?” she asked.

“No.” He flexed his fingers. “Iriath. How is your support?”

“Stable here. The route inward is unavailable.”

He had used her name without the title. She had missed being addressed by someone who was not waiting for her signature. Yet she had helped establish the distance between them, accepting his attention only within the narrow permissions of their offices.

His fingers hovered over the local intercom. “Should I call your support crew?”

“Leena has them.”

“Then I won’t distract them.”

He left the support crew to its work. She wished she had found it as easy to trust other people with the larger questions. His attention traveled across the whole space she occupied, from the lower rings to the filaments still settling above him. He had never searched her light for a face.

“Will you have to return to the core?”

“Eventually. Not yet.”

Behind them, Leena issued instructions to the habitat teams. Local support remained active. Nobody was to leave a compatible environment merely because a central notice used the word evacuate. Actual departures would need routes, destinations, and people capable of receiving the travelers.

A door shut somewhere beyond the human passage. The sound reached Iriath through her interface as a brief, unremarkable vibration. On Leena’s board, another stretch of the Bridge disappeared from the usable map.

“The maintenance crew can still reach the Lumeni supply connection,” Leena told her. “After the next closure, they’ll need an exterior approach.”

“How long?”

“Four minutes.”

Iriath examined the scope of her diplomatic challenge. It had been accepted for consideration while the action it challenged proceeded. She requested the authority responsible for deciding it.

No name returned.

Only the closed-handshake designation, its protective purpose, and the same cadence she had recognized in the gate emission.

There it was again: the interval between two familiar harmonics, ending too soon.

It should have left space for Samuel’s answer.

She held herself steady in the rings.

“Koro. The order carries part of the gate signal.”

His recorder registered the next repetition. “I have it.”

“Do not replay the full spectrum to the public channels.”

“I haven’t. Operations has the timing and the notice. The original is preserved.”

Koro had followed her instructions exactly. She could not decide whether that made her grateful or ashamed.

“The active traffic search?” Leena asked.

“Nothing yet. I can ask gate control to isolate the incoming bands one at a time.”

“That interrupts which services?”

“Navigation references on two. Lumeni remote communications on the third.”

“Then I need a reason before I authorize it.” Leena turned to Iriath. “Is this an incoming contact?”

The old answer rose readily: insufficient evidence, further examination required. Technically defensible. She had used such answers to prevent reckless decisions, sometimes with lives genuinely at stake. She had also used them when the person least prepared for the truth was herself.

“Do not interrupt those services,” she said.

“Why?”

“I recognize the sequence.”

Koro’s filaments stopped over his console.

Samuel remained beside the eastern lattice. He could have supplied the answer she had delayed. He did not. His restraint hurt more than an accusation would have.

“Since when?” Leena asked.

“Since it began.”

The operations chief glanced at the traffic search still running. She closed it.

“I can work with uncertainty,” she said. “I cannot make decisions around something you know and haven’t told me.”

Iriath had intended to explain the archive that morning. The relevant documents waited on Leena’s abandoned meeting slate, arranged in the order Iriath believed would give each fact its proper weight. First the conditions. Then the rescue. Then the decisions neither she nor Samuel had made alone. That arrangement suddenly seemed very far from the stopped cradle and Samuel’s reddened hands.

She had not meant to conceal anything further. She had meant to manage its arrival.

Outside, the gate’s violet rim thinned. A navigational warning joined the isolation notices. Traffic was suspended pending verification of the aperture’s safe width.

Leena glanced at it, then back at Iriath. “Tell me what you can establish now.”

The question offered no room for the whole defense. Perhaps that was why Iriath could answer it.

“The light was a recording,” she said. “A fragment of a private exchange. I did not transmit it today.”

“Whose exchange?”

She let the public interface carry the words without attenuation.

“Mine. And Samuel’s.”

His hand rested beside the boundary marker. Close enough for her to see the small tremor left by effort, not close enough to cross into her field. She wanted, with a force that had nothing to do with the broadcast, to have one conversation with him in which there was no room to protect and no government waiting for an answer.

Instead, she addressed the people whose doors were closing.

“The cadence attached to that order comes from our first contact. From a human survey ship that was lost.”

Leena glanced from the protocol search to the abandoned archive documents.

“That contact isn’t in the ratified history,” she said.

“I know.”

Iriath could no longer leave the rescue in one account and the silence in another.

“The ship was Samuel’s. I helped save it.” She held the channel open. “And we both helped erase the record.”
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Chapter 2
The Story She Owns
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Samuel’s director’s seal opened the emergency coordination chamber. It had done nothing for the doors he had passed on the way there.

He entered with Leena close behind him and the ache of the barrier handle still across his palms. Outside, two reception staff were spreading thermal blankets over the benches. Someone had brought a tray of drinks, then discovered the cups were behind another shutter.

The room’s remote interface lit.

Iriath remained in the eastern public lattice. He could see the open rings behind her, charged filaments crossing and separating within their supported volume. A border around the image marked the spectral ranges the channel could not carry. There was no heat from her on his skin, no change in the room’s electrical instruments. She was several sealed passages away.

“The supply crew reached the service connection,” Leena told her. “Your local support is holding. We haven’t restored the inward route.”

“Understood.”

Samuel chose the chair with an uninterrupted view of the rings, though its position changed nothing Iriath could receive.

He had chosen it before thinking.

Linh Ortega was already at the table, setting a records case beside her slate. She looked up at him.

“Did you mean erased, or suppressed?”

Not whether it was true. The treaty registrar had been asking for access to the recovered archive for weeks.

“Both,” he said. “Different parts of the record.”

“I’ll need you to distinguish them.”

Commander Pavel Arden entered before Samuel could answer. The security chief carried a station plan on which usable passages had been marked by hand.

“Eleven human visitors in the arrival gallery. Their accommodation is beyond the closed transfer spine. We can keep them where they are for another thirty-seven minutes before the temporary air reserve needs replacing.”

“Move them here,” Samuel said.

Leena shook her head. “This room is supplied for the people already in it. My engineers are checking an extension. I need somewhere they can stay if it fails.”

“The diplomatic guest rooms.”

“Allocated to an incoming delegation.”

“Whose transit has been suspended. I can release the reservation.”

He called up the accommodation register, checked the environmental settings, and signed. This time his authority produced a result. Six rooms changed status.

Pavel sent the locations to his route team. “We’ll verify the passage before moving anyone.”

“Are the visitors being given a destination or an instruction?” Iriath asked.

Samuel had been about to send an assurance that they were being relocated.

“A destination,” he said. “With the present limits explained.”

“The gallery notice tells them to await protective transfer. They may believe refusing means forfeiting help.”

“Then we correct the notice,” Pavel said. “And ask them.”

Leena dispatched supplies to the guest rooms without waiting for the conversation to become a statement of principle.

Samuel watched Iriath’s image. There had been nothing spectacular about the question. Yet she had noticed the decision missing from a plan three competent people had almost completed without it.

He had once fallen in love with the pleasure of being corrected by her. Somewhere along the way, he had begun treating correction as something they should manage in private.

His slate vibrated. Human diplomatic liaison wanted an account of the gate emission before its next briefing. The request described the signal as a possible unauthorized Lumeni intervention.

He could see how the sentence would travel. A recorded spectrum would become an intrusion; an intrusion would become a hostile act. By the time the actual history arrived, people would already have moved ships, withdrawn personnel, sealed borders.

“I need to issue a preliminary account,” he said.

“You need to tell them what you know,” Linh replied.

“Yes.”

“That isn’t always the same document.”

He opened a draft.

For most of his career, he had been paid to understand how institutions described decisions they did not want to own. A village became an unsettled district. A coerced agreement became a necessary accommodation. As a young historian, he had marked such evasions with a confidence he remembered uneasily now. Then he had come home aboard a survey ship that should not have survived, with Iriath’s signals in its recorder, and discovered how much could be accomplished by changing a description.

He wrote three sentences.

I altered the human survey account following the rescue of our vessel. I accept full responsibility for the suppression of the encounter. The High Envoy’s intervention was undertaken to preserve life.

He read it twice. Every sentence would let the human authorities act against him without requiring them to declare Iriath’s presence a continuing threat.

He placed the draft in the meeting’s shared workspace.

“Remove the second sentence,” Iriath said.

Samuel kept his hands still beside the slate. “I signed the human report.”

“Then say that. You have.”

“The suppression followed the report.”

“Not only on the human side.”

“I’m addressing the human government.”

“With an account you know will be sent to mine.”

A filament crossed the central space between her rings. He had known that movement in many different conversations; it told him nothing certain about this one. He waited for her words.

“You have given yourself a decision and given me a purpose,” she said. “You altered. You suppressed. I preserved life. Where is the choice I made afterward?”

He had expected resistance to an admission. Not to the shape of the protection surrounding it.

“They will use your choices to question everything you have done here.”

“They may question them.”

“They will question whether you were acting as an envoy at all.”

There it was, almost spoken. Whether she had saved a crew or selected a man. Whether the Accord had been diplomacy or the price of keeping him near. He had heard variations of those accusations leveled at other people and had always known precisely where to cut into the argument. Now the simple vocabulary of their own past felt dangerous in his mouth.

“I can keep that from becoming their first account of you.”

“Protection without informed choice becomes possession of another person’s story.”

Her voice came through the room’s speakers, level and unadorned.

Samuel looked at the three sentences. He had spent less than a minute writing them. She would have had to live inside their implications.

“You want the whole record released now?”

“I want this statement not to speak for me.”

“And the record?”

“Examined. Compared. Released with the information needed to understand it.”

He could already hear the waiting inside that answer. They had been preparing comparisons since the archive’s recovery, and every unfinished question had made another delay defensible.

But her delay did not make his draft honest.

He moved it out of the outgoing queue.

“Keep the version,” Linh said.

He looked at her.

“You presented it in an official meeting. Withdrawing it doesn’t mean it was never written.”

“Mark it not issued.”

She did. No satisfaction, no softening. Only the small movement of her finger confirming the entry.

Leena’s console sounded. The route team had reached the arrival gallery. All eleven visitors had accepted the guest rooms; one needed assistance walking. Pavel assigned a second escort.

“How long to clear the gallery?” Samuel asked.

“Fourteen minutes,” Leena said. “Provided the next barrier stays open.”

“What stops it closing?”

“A local crew, a mechanical restraint, and two people who will miss their scheduled rest.”

She sent the relief request and turned the station plan toward him.

“Your challenge is still pending. So is hers.”

Samuel opened the acknowledgment. Beneath the polite confirmation was a review notice he had not seen on the Bridge.

HUMAN CO-DIRECTOR: AUTHORITY RECOGNIZED.

SUSPENSION OF SOURCE ORDER: OUTSIDE COMPETENCE OF OFFICE.

He read it again.

“Is the credential failing?” Pavel asked.

“No. It recognizes the office. It denies that the office has jurisdiction over this order.”

“Whose office does?”

Samuel followed the source reference. The register returned the same answer Koro had obtained: no such protocol in the ratified record.

He tried the documentary index rather than the current procedures list. Nothing.

The room seemed abruptly warmer.

“What?” Leena asked.

“A station order can be challenged against the procedure that authorizes it. This says the authority comes from somewhere else.”

“The gate?”

“That is where the message came from. It isn’t a legal answer.”

He had taught officials to distinguish a message’s arrival from its authority. Delivery by the gate established neither its issuer nor the right to obey it.

“The notice recognizes my authority too,” Iriath said. “It does not identify anyone who can suspend the action.”

Samuel put both responses beside the empty register result. The contradiction was plain enough without knowing its cause: a rule absent from the public record outranked the people charged with protecting the station.

“Could it be a false notice?” Pavel asked.

“Yes,” Samuel said. “Or a real notice asserting authority it doesn’t possess. We cannot establish which from this.”

Linh saved the references.

“The original documents,” she said. “I need an inventory. Not an account of what you think they prove.”

Samuel looked toward Iriath.

Her transmission briefly lost its spoken output. A band of notation appeared beneath the image, identifying a passage not rendered. He waited while the channel recovered.

“Do not complete that from the previous sentence,” she said when the voice returned.

“I wasn’t going to.”

“You were looking at the text.”

“I was trying to decide where to ask you to begin again.”

A pause. Then: “At the inconvenient part.”

Despite everything, he almost smiled.

She repeated the passage. The Lumeni holdings required comparison in their native medium. An inventory compiled entirely from human exports would omit material their instruments had never captured. She would identify the holdings, their custodians, and the conditions under which the originals could be examined. She had stopped an incomplete sentence becoming an answer while contending with a blocked route, a degraded interface, and questions capable of ending her career.

He wanted to be in the room she actually occupied. Not to reassure her, or touch her, or say something only they could understand. He wanted the possibility of remaining after the work was finished and being asked to stay.

There had been years in which he could have asked.

“Your holdings?” Linh said.

He brought up his archive index.

“The survey recorder. The filed report. The classification correspondence and revision notes. There are personal records associated with the contact.”

“Locations and access histories too.”

“Yes.”

“And the archive recovered from the core stays under its present custody. We aren’t moving originals into your office for convenience.”

“I didn’t ask you to.”

“No. I’m establishing it before someone does.”

Pavel checked the surviving route to the registered archive site.

“I can place guards at the access points. They’ll record entry and prevent unlogged removal.”

“Not at Iriath’s support controls,” Samuel said.

Pavel’s gaze settled on him. “The records, Samuel. Not her.”

Heat rose into his face. “Of course.”

Iriath’s image remained within its marked frame. He could not tell whether she had noticed how readily his concern had become an instruction.

He authorized the inventory and examination of the human holdings. Whatever Linh found, his name was still the one required to open the files.

“Will you provide the classification correspondence yourself?” she asked.

“It’s in the indexed collection.”

“I’m asking because the filed survey report may be easier for you to explain with those letters beside it.”

He understood. She was giving him an opportunity to name the pressures without letting them arrive later as an excuse.

“I’ll identify them,” he said. “I signed the report after receiving them. The signature is mine.”

On Leena’s display, the last visitor left the arrival gallery. The escort paused to retrieve a bag somebody had almost forgotten. Such a small delay; such an ordinary possession to want beside a borrowed bed.

Then the group moved beyond the camera, and the passage went dark.

Linh turned the inventory request toward both of them.

“Which document should we begin with?”

“The human survey record,” Samuel said.

“The one filed with your government?”

He looked at Iriath’s remote image, at the missing bands the receiver made no attempt to disguise.

“Both,” he said. “The one we kept. And the one I certified as complete.”

His director’s seal still glowed beside the withdrawn statement.

Linh opened two spaces in the comparison record.

“Then we start with what you made disappear.”
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Five Missing Years
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By evening, strangers were sitting outside the room in which Iriath had kept her history.

Through the archive camera, she saw a security officer checking Linh’s access against a slate. Samuel waited behind her with the survey recorder in its transport case. The officer examined his authorization too. Nobody bowed, stepped aside, or pretended the delay was beneath his office.

The inward route remained closed. From the eastern lattice, Iriath watched the archive relay as Samuel entered a room she could no longer reach.

Linh placed the case on the examination table.

“External condition and index first,” she said. “No playback until we agree the scope.”

“The origin timestamp,” Iriath answered. “The associated calibration. The opening communication only.”

“And the filed report,” Samuel said.

“Yes.”

The last word cost more than it should have. She had arranged the examination so carefully, yet never quite imagined Samuel’s recorder beside his false certification, opened by the people who would judge them.

Leena appeared in a small operations window.

“You have fifty minutes of the present access route. The room itself stays supplied. After that, my crew needs the passage for a coolant transfer.”

“We may need longer,” Samuel said.

“Then you’ll leave through the service lock. It takes twelve minutes to cycle. Decide before you’re late.”

Iriath confirmed the limitation. Samuel took off his jacket and placed it over his chair, as if settling in could still make time accommodate him.

A separate channel requested entry. Serai-of-Blue-Flare’s identifying harmonics preceded a bounded transmission from her own support chamber. The historian had agreed to examine calendrical conventions, not the content of the personal exchange. Linh displayed that limit alongside the recording notice.

“Accepted,” Serai said. “Iriath, are you receiving my lower reference band?”

“Only through the instrument relay.”

“Then use its measures, not how it feels.”

The familiar impatience relieved her. Serai would not surround a useful correction with ceremony merely because Iriath had spent the day becoming a scandal.

Linh opened the human recorder’s index. Pale blocks filled the display, each linked to the original instrument calibration. Beside them she placed the government’s accepted account of the mission.

Samuel leaned forward. “The survey team changed its clock reference after—”

“I have the correction,” Linh said. “Is there another?”

“No.”

“Then let me finish applying this one.”

She did. Iriath watched the two chronologies settle against the same reference. Linh anchored the comparison to the year of Cynosure’s water-treaty crisis, nearly two years earlier. The secret survey contact fell eleven years before that crisis. Official first contact followed the rescue by five years, through another relay.

Five years between two beginnings.

Linh moved one entry out of the sequence. “This is the date the native copy entered the construction archive. It isn’t the date it was made.”

“That distinction must remain prominent,” Iriath said.

“It will. Otherwise someone will claim the whole object was manufactured during construction.”

The accusation had occurred to her. Hearing Linh anticipate it without proposing to hide the underlying record unsettled her more than a careless challenge would have.

Samuel indicated a second entry. “That one is the human classification decision. The recorder kept running after the rescue. Don’t use the closure of the file as the end of the encounter.”

Iriath remembered how many exchanges lay between those points. Useful questions, trivial questions, a human voice returning when she had not expected it. The date Samuel identified made room for all of them without describing any.

Linh marked it separately.

“Three dates, then. Creation, classification, later custody. I need both of you to identify where you know which is which.”

Linh sent the source references to separate workspaces. Iriath began her own answers.

“I raised the discrepancy during the refugee appeal,” Linh said. “Then I had a date attached to a record I couldn’t inspect. This gives me an event sequence.”

“You already knew there was a gap,” Samuel said.

“I knew there was a discrepancy. There are several reasons records acquire those. I didn’t know which reason you had given me.”

He looked down at the filed account.

Iriath wanted the Lumeni distinction between detection and an intentional exchange established before the dates were aligned. Otherwise they might choose the wrong instant.

“Serai should establish the native measure before we align the events,” she said.

“I can establish it alongside the human measure,” Serai replied. “Neither needs to wait for the other.”

The displays separated into parallel tracks.

There was her first transmission, preserved in a range the ship had barely been able to receive. There was the ship’s response. Both had limits, errors, losses. The comparison would take work.

But the first human answer was there.

Linh requested permission to play the opening interval. Samuel gave it. Iriath held the request a moment longer, aware of the old, impossible desire to hear him as she had first heard him—without everyone who came afterward listening too.

“Proceed,” she said.

The familiar interval entered the relay.

***
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THE FIRST TIME, THERE had been no voice at all.

A signal struck the survey receiver out of alignment with the Far Gate echo. It repeated too closely to be natural, then broke apart under interference from the magnetosphere. Iriath followed the return down through the broad supported region where she was working, allowing her filaments to redistribute as the local gradient steepened.

Below her, the gas giant’s aurora opened in a long white arc. Its currents belonged to a world she understood. The narrow, stubborn transmission did not.

She directed the receiver to preserve it rather than improve it. The automatic correction made the pattern smoother and less useful. Without correction, she could distinguish a repeated shape inside the noise: a route, perhaps, with one point moving away from the rest.

She requested the available observations.

The echo came from an object near the far aperture, too small for a habitat and too structured to be debris. It was rotating. Heat escaped unevenly along one flank. At each rotation, its transmission weakened and returned. A ship, then. One of the unregistered vessels the contact restrictions were meant to keep at a distance.

The rule stood within the receiver’s permissions: observation allowed; directed response prohibited without review.

She sent the review request. The next consultation interval lay well beyond the time the vessel’s present drift would carry it across the unstable edge.

The ship transmitted again. The moving point on its diagram crossed a line. The message began over, now with less distance remaining. Iriath adjusted the receiver’s observation angle. The unsafe region was visible to her as a distortion in the returning field, a place where the vessel’s own emissions spread and arrived out of sequence. The ship appeared to be aiming toward the brightest part of the return. Brightness was no assurance of passage.

She could give it a better reference. She could not know whether the beings aboard would understand one. The ship’s rotation brought a new signal into range: a narrow visual transmission, crudely encoded but sufficient for the instrument to unfold. An enclosed compartment appeared. Several articulated beings occupied it, tethered to fixed surfaces. One had drawn close to the transmitter.

Iriath knew almost nothing about the species. She could infer that the enclosure mattered. Its seals, its retained gas, the warmth concentrated inside their bodies—all of it separated them from the space that sustained neither them nor the vessel. The being beside the transmitter moved one appendage across a flat display. The image of the ship appeared again. He indicated its present path, then the bright region of the gate return.

She would learn later that he was male. That he was not the pilot. That the crease between his brows had deepened while he tried to turn terror into a question she might understand.

Now she knew only that somebody was asking.

Iriath opened a directed channel.

The receiver presented the prohibition again. She recorded her identifying pattern against the decision and opened the directed channel.

She returned the ship’s diagram without changing it.

The response came back. Identical, except for a small mark at the edge. She repeated that mark, then added the region she could observe: the unstable edge, the narrower quiet interval to one side, the limits beyond which her measurements became unreliable. She did not send an instruction to cross. She did not know what thrust the vessel could produce.

The being at the display turned away. Another joined him. Their upper limbs moved over separate controls, and the ship’s diagram acquired a curved proposed path.

It missed the quiet interval.

Iriath repeated the measured boundary. She made no alteration to their route. The path returned, shifted, now passing through the region she could actually verify.

She sent the observation again with the proposed path laid over it.

For a moment nothing happened.

Then heat flared at the ship’s stern. Its rotation slowed, but the turn carried the transmitter out of alignment. The contact vanished.

Iriath held the receiver on the last position. There was no supported path by which she could reach the vessel herself. She could not sustain it with her body or enter its machines. The people aboard had to make the maneuver with the resources they possessed.

The signal returned weakly. A section of the boundary diagram was missing. She resent that section, at lower resolution, leaving the interval between transmissions long enough for the ship’s damaged equipment to answer.

This time its marker entered the quieter region.

The vessel’s emissions steadied. It was still damaged, still far from any place its occupants could safely leave it, but it no longer drifted toward the broken edge. Inside the visual transmission, the being at the display bent forward until his head almost touched the surface. Another placed an appendage against his shoulder. Iriath did not know whether she had witnessed celebration, injury, or some practice for enduring what had happened.

He straightened. He pointed toward the transmitter, then laid a flat appendage against his own body.

A sequence followed. She could distinguish its parts without knowing what any of them meant. She answered with the least complex form of her public identifying pattern. Not the whole translated name. Nothing he had the means to receive. A mark for the presence that had answered him.

He repeated it badly.

She corrected the shape.

The second attempt was closer.

Above the receiver, her unanswered review request remained active. The law had not changed. Neither had the surviving ship.

Iriath preserved both records.

***
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THE PRESENT RELAY STOPPED at the agreed boundary.

A navigation update arrived on the operations strip: another inward movement of the Far Gate’s measured boundary. Transit remained suspended. Through the public observation glass, the ancient aperture still looked immense. Iriath could not judge from its light how much useful space had been lost; she kept the navigators’ actual finding beside the archive rather than trusting the reassuring view.

Samuel sat with his hands on either side of the recorder. The younger figure had disappeared from the archive display, leaving him alone in the same posture, older now and without a damaged ship to explain the effort it took to remain still.

“You sent a permission request before you answered,” Linh said.

“Yes.”

“Was it granted?”

“No.”

“Rejected?”

“No answer arrived before the danger became immediate.”

Samuel drew breath. Iriath knew what he wanted to say because he had said it in other rooms, in more careful language: that she had been forced by circumstances to make the only possible choice.

“I could have obeyed,” she said. “I chose not to.”

His hands moved apart slightly. He left the answer hers.

Linh linked the native observation log to the human receipt. Serai supplied the limits of the time conversion. Neither asked Iriath to certify that her motive had been good.

“The human report records an instrument failure followed by a course correction,” Linh said. “No external guidance.”

“That is what I filed,” Samuel answered.

“Who made the course correction?”

“Our pilot.”

“On what basis?”

“The information Iriath sent.”

Linh entered the contradiction without embellishment.

A service warning crossed Iriath’s local field. She redistributed around a small change in the lower rings, bringing her transmission back into tolerance before the remote interface registered a fault. It was manageable. Everything was manageable when considered separately.

Samuel noticed the interruption in her reply anyway.

“Do you need us to stop?”

“No. The local crew is adjusting a supply.”

“Do you want us to stop?”

The second question reached a part of her the first had not. She had grown accustomed to being permitted rest only when continuing became impossible.

“We should finish the chronology,” she said.

He nodded. It was not a promise that he understood every reason for her answer. She was grateful for that too.

Serai requested the timing sample from the morning’s gate emission. Linh transmitted the approved fragment, not the private spectrum around it.

“I have a related interval in the unofficial contact songs,” Serai said.

Iriath’s attention tightened. “Related in what way?”

“The spacing around an interrupted exchange. I would need to compare the source before claiming more.”

“Could your collection have supplied what was broadcast?” Samuel asked.

He asked it plainly. Not accusingly. Iriath still disliked hearing her friend become a possible route into the record.

“The collection holds several kinds of source,” Serai said. “I can give Linh the inventory and access history. I won’t answer from memory.”

Iriath almost added that she would examine the material first. She recognized the impulse in time to leave it unspoken.

The clock beside the human access route showed nine minutes remaining.

Linh brought the two chronologies back together. The official relay greeting stood at the beginning of one. In the other, five years earlier, the broken survey transmission had received a directed answer.

“We need both visible to the review team tonight,” Linh said.

“The comparison needs its uncertainty ranges,” Iriath replied.

“They’re attached.”

“And the distinction between first detection and sustained contact.”

“Also attached.”

A third objection would have been easier to invent than to admit why she wanted one. Once those dates were placed side by side, every delegation could ask what else had happened in the space between them. Some would ask fairly. Others would use the gap to attack agreements that had saved people who knew nothing of the original ship. Samuel watched her through the archive receiver. He was not asking her to make it easy for him. She found herself wanting that steadiness, wanting him, with an immediacy that did not belong to memory.

“Enter the comparison,” she said.

Linh did.

Beyond the table, the camera showed the open doorway and the officer waiting to clear the passage. Samuel put his jacket on. He left the recorder in Linh’s custody.

The two dates remained after he had gone.

Iriath could alter the scale, add the missing context, show the limits of every surviving instrument. None of it would shorten the five years between them.
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Chapter 4
A Receipt the System Denies
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By morning, the medical passage had been declared available twice. Nobody had been able to open it.

Samuel stopped outside the treatment wing with Linh’s message still on his slate. Beyond the closed door, a nurse waited beside a transport bed. The woman on it had drawn one knee up under her blanket. Her companion stood with her shoes in his hands, as if putting them down might delay whatever happened next.

The passage indicator was green.

Samuel checked the room number against the promised destination. Both sides were presently set for humans. No atmosphere change was required. The transfer had clinical approval, a receiving nurse, and the patient’s agreement.

It lacked an open door.

“Director?” the companion said through the intercom. “They told us this would take a few minutes.”

Samuel nearly said he would have it sorted out. He had used the phrase so often that it arrived before he had examined whether it was true.

“I’m finding out why it hasn’t opened.”

“Will we lose the room?”

“No. I can make sure of that.”

He sent the reservation hold. Something his office could actually do.

The nurse turned the bed so the patient did not have to keep looking at the shutter. Samuel continued toward the evidence office.

Linh had cleared a worktable beneath the internal window. On the other side, in a low-oxygen service alcove, Koro-Five-Tones held a receiver between two filament manipulators. Its housing was scuffed where a panel had pressed against it. A third filament remained connected to his console.

“Noah found this at the transfer controller,” Linh said. “It records what enters the local unit before the record goes through the station’s presentation service.”

Noah Danner’s voice came from a separate speaker. “And before anyone asks, I haven’t changed the controller.”

Samuel looked toward the speaker. “I wasn’t going to ask that.”

“You were looking at the access panel.”

“Habit.”

“It’s keeping company with several bad ones this morning.”

Iriath’s remote interface opened beside the window. Her supported volume appeared cropped until Koro changed the display scale. He did it without altering the incoming signal. The full arrangement of rings became visible, the limits of the transmission marked around it.

“Linh asked me to attend the comparison,” she said. “Is the medical route still blocked?”

“Yes,” Samuel answered. “A patient is waiting at the inner door.”

“Does the receiving team know the route isn’t usable?”

“I’ll tell them.”

“Tell the dispatch system too,” Leena said over the operations circuit. “It’s assigning another transfer.”

Samuel stopped the second dispatch through the staffing schedule. The system still believed the passage existed; the people now knew better.

Koro placed the receiver in the transfer drawer. Samuel stepped toward the outer catch, but Linh raised a hand.

“Wait for the compartment to finish cycling.”

The drawer looked harmless, but Koro’s air belonged beyond its seals. The two indicator lamps had not yet agreed
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