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Chapter 1
Two Colors on One Hull
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Iona Mercer had crossed stranger things than a transparent docking bridge suspended over vacuum, but not many with half the audience.

Kepler Gate’s Outer Cradle curved around the returned ship like an unfinished hand, its gold docking arms still extending, its turquoise signal bands pulsing with the afterglow of a scheduled gate transit that should have delivered cargo manifests and grain processors, not a missing passenger liner with two owners. Beyond the clear floor panels under Iona’s boots, the gate’s blue-white flare was thinning into a halo around the vessel’s hull. Starlight lay sharp beyond it, cold and ordinary. The ship in front of her was neither.

The Aster Vale hung in the cradle with the quiet wrongness of a body found exactly where no body should be.

It was real. That was the first thing her eyes, and then the rest of her, accepted. Not a projection. Not a spoofed beacon. Not a ceremonial shell hauled out for the annual Free Salvage Review. The liner bore the accumulated truth of twenty-eight years too long away from any honest dock: micrometeor scoring along the engine cowling, old stress bloom at the forward spine, a rash of amateur patchwork on the portside thermal veins, paint burned down to primer in narrow feathered strips where power fluctuations had run hot. Age and transit had written themselves all over the hull. No one forged wear that well.

The gate record was already telling a less romantic story than the crowd wanted. The Aster Vale had arrived on the published Kestrel corridor, not through an impossible private jump. Its mass had drawn the expected energy from the fixed ring. Its wake had arrived twelve seconds late, a discrepancy large enough to trigger review but far too small to explain twenty-eight missing years. Every transit left consequences; this one had arrived carrying all of them.

Iona had checked the cradle ledger before stepping onto the bridge. The liner's mass matched its last certified departure within the margin allowed for consumed stores and field repairs. The microscopic pitting on the hull agreed with prolonged exposure outside a protected dock. Even the uneven spin of the passenger drum was ordinary in one important respect: it obeyed inertia rather than drama.

Whatever had happened to the ship, it had happened to matter. That meant it could be examined. And yet two ownership beacons were claiming it at once.

The Sol Union beacon had lit first, all judicial cobalt, laying a clean blue wash across the propulsion spine, engines, and outer hull plating. Six seconds later the Kestrel Freeholds system had answered in rust and turquoise, flooding the passenger drum and upper decks in a softer, sea-bright band of color. The two claim fields advanced from opposite ends of the vessel and stopped short of one another, leaving the command spindle and cryogenic ring in a pulsing black gap. Each title had approached the same locked door and declined to admit the door existed.

Iona walked toward that gap with her left hand curled around the strap of her evidence case and her right thumb resting, by long habit, against the scar at the base of her palm.

“Bridge flex is within tolerance,” Tomas Serrano said in her earpiece. “Current load variation point three. You have a clean return vector unless the drum accelerates past the yellow line.”

His voice was easy, unhurried, made for saying practical things in the middle of expensive trouble. On the station side, he stood at the cradle’s route board with one hand on the analog release wheel and the other near the pressure chalk he used the way some people used prayer beads. Senior field examiner, systems engineer, former rescue pilot, and the person she most trusted to tell her when a graceful plan had no ordinary exit. Tomas liked ordinary exits. He regarded them as proof that the universe had not entirely given up on civilization.

“Noted,” Iona said.

“Your coral line is live.”

“I know what a live line feels like, Tomas.”

“That was not doubt,” he said. “That was affection.”

She snorted softly. “You express it like a maintenance manual.”

“Maintenance manuals are where love becomes measurable.”

There was a reason she liked him.

At the bridge threshold, a knee-high canary-yellow drone rotated its single turquoise lens toward her. Coral winglets folded tight to its body as its rail wheels locked onto the guide groove beside the bridge. A tiny indicator arm extended from its side and tagged the bridge status light with a floating coral marker: ROUTE CONFIRMED.

“Do not develop opinions,” Iona told it.

Tern clicked twice, which was not agreement, not insolence, and certainly not personhood. It was only a sound the station’s discrepancy-tagging drone made when it had logged something worth keeping.

The bridge itself was a narrow transparent span from cradle to ship, wide enough for two people to pass if one of them had good manners. Under Iona’s boots, the clear composite showed black space, gold docking structure, and the ship’s cobalt-lit underbelly. Her own reflection moved faintly over the stars: deep brown skin, close-cut curls silvering at the temples, survey jacket patched in three visible places because utility mattered more than elegance and because she had never seen the point of hiding repairs that had held. The jacket’s coral fabric glowed warm against the gate-light blue.

At the far end of the bridge, the Aster Vale’s outer lock waited half a meter misaligned from true cradle centerline. Not much. More than enough. She stopped long enough to look up, not at the lock, but at the docking geometry above it. The Kestrel beacon on the cradle’s port tower sat three centimeters off its proper axis. Three neat centimeters, recent enough that the securing bolts still shone brighter where a tool had touched them.

It explained nothing yet, but it was worth preserving.

Behind the observation barrier on the station side, bodies moved in orderly knots: Sol title officers in ash gray with blue shoulder bars; Kestrel trust representatives in layered turquoise and copper; Free Salvage Review observers with display slates held like shields; one bidder Iona recognized from a firm she did not care to think about before first shift if she could help it. They were all watching her walk onto the bridge, because people loved a professional right up until that professional needed enough authority to tell them no.

The audience mattered for another reason. This was the final supervised survey before Kepler Gate's licensing board decided whether Iona could work here as a permanent independent appraiser or would be required to route every contract through an established firm. A clean derelict assessment could secure the license. A public mistake would let Cairn Recovery and three other firms explain, with sincere regret, why independent methods required corporate supervision.

She had not spent twelve years rebuilding her work to put another company between her name and the result. The board could review her safety record, challenge her conclusions, and deny the license if the evidence failed. It could not have the method merely because the ship was interesting.

Iona looked away from them and reached the first service anchor on the bridge. She clipped her coral line in, more because it was good practice than because she expected to fall. The bridge’s vibration traveled up through her boots. Normal. Structural hum from cradle contact, slightly complicated by the rotating passenger drum, but still within the chart in her head.

The normal bridge signature gave her a second baseline. A person crossing produced a shallow flex wave that reached the station anchor, reflected from the shipside lock, and returned through the transparent span. The cradle computer displayed the same curve it had shown during the pre-entry test, with a small extra harmonic from the liner's rotating drum. If the wave changed shape on her return, she would know the bridge had begun sharing load with the ship.

She touched the manual tether release at her hip. The electronic line could fail. The mechanical hook could not decide she lacked permission to leave. Ordinary baseline, she told herself automatically. Find the ordinary first. Then you know what’s wrong.

Her evidence case rested against her thigh as she unsealed it. Inside lay a stack of thin projective slates, two manual gauges, and a padded tray holding the cobalt seal that had come in with the Sol title packet: one fractured half of a salvage-custody emblem, old metal rubbed smooth at the edges by years of handling. She had agreed to carry it for direct comparison with the Kestrel submission because her hands were steadier than most under public scrutiny and because she had already made it clear she would not let either claimant treat the other’s evidence as contagious.

The seal half shivered, just enough to tick against its padding. Iona went still.

“Tomas.”

“I saw it,” he said immediately, the humor gone from his voice. “Mag field fluctuation?”

“Maybe.” She studied the far end of the bridge. Beside Dorr at the ship lock, mounted inside a protective frame, the second half of the cobalt seal had begun answering the first with the faintest metallic tremor of its own.

Neither claimant noticed. Or if they did, they had the sense to pretend otherwise.

“Logging,” Tomas said.

On the guide rail, Tern extended another marker arm and tagged both seals with paired amber indicators. There was the first real thing: not an explanation, only a fact that existed whether anyone wanted it or not. She locked the case again and kept walking.

The bridge gave beneath her weight in the minute, honest way every suspended structure did.

At the shipside third of the bridge, Iona stopped and requested a manual cradle pulse. Tomas released one gold arm by two millimeters and returned it. The transparent span answered with the same shallow flex wave she had measured at the station threshold. The Aster Vale did not yet own any part of her route home.

“Bridge baseline confirmed,” she said.

Dales asked why the test mattered when the ship was already physically secured.

“Because secured is not the same as stable, and attached is not the same as shared load.”

Dorr watched the black gap rather than the bridge. “Does the dark region carry the drum?”

“Some of it.”

“How much?”

“Enough that neither title should pretend it can be ignored.”

She resumed crossing before either man could convert the answer into jurisdiction. At the halfway point she paused to glance down through the clear floor. The cradle’s gold arms sat ready but not yet fully mated to the ship. Below them, a coral emergency shelter clung to the bridge’s underside like a barnacle, one of the pressurized pods Tomas insisted on wherever a route crossed open vacuum. An ordinary exit remained in plain sight, exactly where it belonged.

Ahead, the ship’s skin showed its damage more clearly. The Aster Vale had once been elegant in the practical way of old passenger carriers, built to persuade ordinary civilians that interworld passage could be made tolerable if not pleasant. Broad viewing bands. A rotating drum to simulate intermittent gravity. External panel lines fine enough to suggest care, not extravagance. Now the hull wore twenty-eight lost years badly and with dignity. Someone had made repairs in transit—small ones, ingenious ones, desperate ones. A seam patch on the port brace had been laid by hand over a heat-fracture that should have spread; the patch was ugly and exact. Whoever had done it had known that unattractive was an acceptable price for alive.

Iona felt the old involuntary tightening in her chest that certain ships brought on. Respect, mostly. Anger too, sometimes. A vessel told the truth about labor if you knew where to look. It never claimed the wrong hands had saved it unless a person later lied on its behalf.

That thought nudged close to another one she had no use for this morning: people with polished slates and smooth assurances who loved methods right up until they could steal them. Her hand went briefly to the case again.

No public server copy. No full Mercer lattice uploaded for everyone with a license seal and a sense of entitlement to pick through. She had already given cradle control the threshold outputs they needed to keep the bridge open and the drum from wandering into the red. They could have the conclusions. They did not get the whole tool.

Once was enough.

“Iona.” Tomas again, softer now. “Bridge side port tower. You were right. Beacon’s off.”

“How recently?”

“Recent enough that whoever nudged it was in a hurry. Not recent enough to leave skin oil. I’ll have station security enjoy themselves later.”

“Later is generous.”

“Later is professional.”

She smiled despite herself. “Tell Leila?”

“She already has the log. She says the phrase ‘hold that thought’ in a tone that suggests several future disappointments.”

That sounded like Leila Serrano, chief claims adjudicator and the only person on Kepler Gate who could make three worlds behave for almost a full minute by asking them precise questions in a voice too dry to swat at.

“Good,” Iona said.

At the shipside threshold, the Sol officer took one pace forward and lifted his slate. He was young enough to believe authority looked best when displayed at shoulder height.

“Surveyor Mercer,” he said. “On behalf of the Sol Union registry, you are entering a property subject to sovereign title and salvage oversight. Please restrict movement to the hull and engineering zones until our full chain-of-custody packet—”

“Mr. Dales,” Marek Dorr, counsel for the Kestrel Passenger Trust, cut in. His layered turquoise-and-copper coat marked him as Freeholds legal staff rather than a salvage crewman, and his smile had the polished patience of a man accustomed to making fear sound procedural. “With respect, the passenger drum and trust inventories fall under Kestrel obligation. Surveyor Mercer’s passage beyond the forward spine will require our countersignature.”

Iona looked from one to the other.

“Fascinating,” she said. “I hadn’t realized the ship had the courtesy to divide itself around your preferences.”

Dorr’s smile tightened. The Sol officer blinked. From somewhere on the station side, someone—probably Tomas—made a sound very like a cough covering laughter.

Iona stepped past both of them before either could convert wounded dignity into fresh instructions. The outer lock’s manual status panel was intact, though the connected title interface above it stuttered between blue, rust, and a null gray that matched the black gap at the ship’s center. She crouched, gloved fingers moving over the seam around the hatch. Old metal. Clean pressure differential. No catastrophic breach. Vibration from the passenger drum reached the hull in a rolling pattern too regular to be new damage and too uneven to be healthy.

She unrolled a thin flex gauge, fixed it to the seam, and watched the data line climb in quiet increments across her slate. Not ideal. Not fatal. Yet.

The flex gauge gave her one more useful contradiction. The outer lock carried recent pressure cycling, but the hull around it had not been docked in decades. Someone aboard had opened or tested the lock after the liner vanished. The marks were too old to identify a person and too new to belong to the original departure.

Iona tagged the wear and left it unexplained. A fair investigation began by resisting the urge to decide which mystery every clue belonged to. Through the open channel at her jaw, the cradle’s traffic noise lowered as another voice cut through, deeper than Tomas’s and more formal, the kind of voice that had spent years speaking calmly to people in distress and had not entirely forgotten how.

“Mercer?”

Not her first name. Not casual. Function first. Iona straightened a little. “Yes?”

“This is Dr. Rafiq Nadir, continuity medicine. I’m in cradle medical control.” A brief pause; she heard, under the words, the faint scratch of a paper output, unusual enough to catch her attention. “Before anyone connects either title credential to the command bus, I need a clean external sensor reading from the spindle ring.”

There was no preamble about impossible ships or missing years. Good. A professional. His voice carried strain, but not the theatrical kind. The useful kind.

“Reason?” Iona asked.

“Possible biological activity.”

The two claim representatives looked at each other too quickly. That, too, was interesting. Iona’s eyes went to the black central region of the ship. From this angle the command spindle lay partly hidden by the passenger drum, a narrow dark waist around which the colored beacons had politely refused to meet.

“Define possible,” she said.

“Human-range pulse, three beats, then nothing,” Nadir said. “I want to exclude interference before I say more than that.”

A hush spread along the channel so abruptly that she knew half the cradle staff must have moved onto listen-only. Free Salvage Review observers loved nothing as much as a miracle that threatened paperwork.

“Nothing after three?” Iona asked.

“Nothing once the Sol title handshake completed,” he said.

Ordinary baseline, she thought again. A ship either had a life sign or it didn’t. A reading did not politely vanish because a legal document had feelings.

“I can give you the spindle in two minutes,” she said.

“Make it one if you can do it without lying to me.”

She nearly laughed. “I never lie to physicians about pressure and load.”

“Then we may yet become friends.”

That was dry enough to earn him a fractional revision upward in her opinion.

Iona angled her slate to bring up the external structure map she had built from visual scan, prior architecture records, and the threshold data she had consented to share. The complete Mercer lattice stayed local, encrypted, private. On the public layer, only the necessary geometry appeared: bridge, spine, passenger drum, command spindle, probable stress concentrations. She flagged the route to the spindle ring and then rejected it. Too close to the passenger drum’s unstable edge. Another path along the maintenance rib would cost thirty seconds and preserve the return line if the drum jerked again.

“Tomas, mark route two.”

“Already there,” he said. “Pressure chalk and a spare line if you’re feeling sentimental.”

“About pressure chalk?”

“About survival.”

“Always flattering.”

She moved, following the outer rib along the hull with one hand on the guide rail. The station lay behind her in a wash of gold and turquoise. Ahead, the spindle ring remained dark. The two claim beacons painted the ship in their rival colors but left that band untouched, as if neither title recognized it or dared not.

Closer now, she could see the command spindle’s surface bore the same wear as the rest of the ship. No hidden swap. No fresh panel replacement. Whatever was wrong here had not been patched yesterday for the sake of a trick. She planted the sensor puck on the hull and watched its first passive readings populate. Temperature drift. Residual power. Faint vibration from a life-support loop older than current station standards. That last one brought her head up.

“Getting anything?” Tomas asked.

“Hold,” she said.

The sensor line wavered, settled, and then for the length of one breath did something that made the fine hairs at the back of her neck lift. A pulse. Not engine rhythm. Not pump resonance. Not structural echo. A biological pattern, brief and fragile and absolutely real enough to demand respect.

“Dr. Nadir,” she said, her voice flatter than she felt. “I have your signal.”

On the station side, someone swore softly into a muted channel and forgot it had not been muted enough.

“How stable?” Nadir asked.

“Not stable. Present.” She shifted the sensor puck a fraction to rule out local noise. The pulse persisted for three beats, each a little weaker than she liked. “Human range?”

“Yes,” he said at once. Then, after a beat, “Thank you.”

No grandstanding. Another mark in his favor. Iona glanced back toward the claim officers. The Sol man had gone pale. Dorr looked furious, which told her far too much about where that man’s first loyalties were arranged.

“Then we don’t have salvage,” she said. “We have rescue and a property problem.”

“Agreed,” Nadir said.

The outer lock’s status panel flashed blue. Behind her, the Sol officer had apparently decided that reality would improve if he obeyed his paperwork harder. “Connecting title for access authorization,” he announced. Iona turned, already opening her mouth to object. Too late. The Sol credential touched the command interface.

Blue light raced over the panel, spilled along the seam beneath her sensor puck, and pulsed once through the spindle ring. The reading on her slate spasmed. The biological line flattened to noise so abruptly it looked less like disappearance than erasure. For a heartbeat—hers, not the ship’s—nobody spoke.

Then Dr. Rafiq Nadir’s voice came hard over the channel, stripped of every civil layer he’d worn a moment before.

“Disconnect the title. Now.”
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Chapter 2
A Duty with an End Point
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The pulse vanished too neatly. Rafiq distrusted neatness in any medical system, especially one that appeared only after a lawyer connected property credentials to a command bus.

On the main cradle display, the three-beat cardiac pattern had flattened into background vibration. Iona Mercer’s external sensor showed the same abrupt loss. Even the passive medical relay had replaced the signal with a pale gray notice:

BIOLOGICAL SOURCE NOT PRESENT IN VERIFIED INVENTORY

That was not a diagnosis. It was an administrative sentence pretending to be physiology.

“Disconnect the title,” Rafiq repeated.

The Sol officer remained beside the shipside interface, one hand hovering over the cobalt credential as though legal authority might become more convincing if physically guarded.

“Doctor, this handshake is required to open the vessel under Sol salvage law.”

“A possible human pulse was visible before you connected it.”

“Possible,” the officer said. “The ship contains cryogenic pumps, passenger-service relays, and several obsolete—”

“Disconnect it.”

The officer’s mouth tightened. “You do not have authority over a sovereign title.” Rafiq’s hand closed around the edge of the medical console. Three people had died while competent adults debated who possessed authority to open a door. He had learned afterward that grief could be arranged into immaculate reports. It could be translated into review periods, scope disputes, and recommendations for future interoperability. It could be filed by people who had not heard patients striking the inside of a sealed habitat while twelve minutes passed.

He had also learned that raising his voice rarely made anyone faster.

“Mr. Dales,” he said, with more calm than he felt, “if the signal is machinery, disconnecting your credential will cost you less than a minute. If it is human, every second you continue asserting title over the reporting system contaminates the medical evidence.”

Dales glanced toward the observation gallery, where half the Free Salvage Review had become an unwilling audience. That hesitation was enough. Iona reached past him. She did not shove him or argue. She opened the command-interface housing with one economical turn of the manual latch, gripped the cobalt title key by its insulated edge, and withdrew it.

The blue field along the central spindle collapsed. Rafiq counted. One. Two. Three. At four and seven-tenths seconds, the paper strip beside his console moved. A red line climbed. Fell. Climbed again. The pulse returned in three narrow beats. Arun Desai leaned over the secondary monitor, his expression unimpressed by miracles and deeply interested in measurements. “Repeatable.”

“Not yet,” Rafiq said.

He hated how relieved he sounded. On the exterior feed, Iona remained crouched beside the interface. Her patched coral jacket glowed against the ship’s dark hull. She looked toward the sensor puck she had fixed over the spindle ring, then back toward the bridge.

“Signal?” she asked.

“Returned.”

“Same latency?”

“Within two tenths.”

“Then either the title handshake is generating interference at exactly the biological frequency—”

“Unlikely.”

“—or the connected system is refusing to report what it hasn’t been told exists.”

Rafiq looked at the gray inventory notice. She had reached his own conclusion without calling it certainty. That mattered.

“Can you leave the title disconnected?” he asked.

“I can leave it disconnected,” she said. “I cannot promise every person wearing a government badge will display similar self-restraint.”

Dales started to object. Iona closed the interface housing between them. The gesture was almost elegant. Rafiq allowed himself one breath of appreciation before returning to the pulse.

“Arun, independent contact line.”

“Already preparing it.”

Arun opened a compact field case and removed a spool of old-fashioned medical filament. The line carried no station permissions, no shipboard inventory protocol, and no legal intelligence sophisticated enough to decide that an inconvenient patient was probably a pump. It measured pressure waves through contact and printed what it found on paper.

The analog line had been one of the least glamorous provisions in Rafiq's proposed station-wide recovery protocol. Review boards loved the rest of the plan: dedicated warming cradles, continuity specialists on every salvage shift, public training, clean liability boundaries. They repeatedly crossed out the requirement that one life-detection path remain physically independent of a claimant's inventory.

Redundant, one reviewer had written. Rafiq had returned the draft with the word independent underlined. A system could be perfectly accurate about the information it had been permitted to see and still be dangerously wrong about the world. If the Aster Vale carried a living person, this case could prove the protocol's necessity. He disliked that part of his mind had already noticed. A patient was not an argument for his career. The distinction had to remain visible even to him.

Rafiq had specified such a line in every draft of the station-wide cryogenic recovery protocol he had spent eighteen months trying to move through administrative review. Independent detection before salvage classification. Independent power before remote command. A named physician before a property schedule. The proposal had repeatedly returned to him with polite requests to reduce redundancy.

Redundancy was what people called survival after they had forgotten why the first system could fail. He clipped the filament transmitter to a portable housing.

“I need this on the spindle ring,” he said.

Iona’s eyes shifted from the device in his hands to the route between her and the ship’s dark center. “Send it along Tern’s rail.” At the bridge threshold, the inspection drone rotated its turquoise lens toward them.

Tern’s yellow casing carried two fresh coral markers, one hovering over the title interface and the other over the biological-signal log. The drone rolled both markers together until they aligned in the air, then produced a paired discrepancy tag:

SIGNAL PRESENT: TITLE DISCONNECTED
SIGNAL ABSENT: TITLE CONNECTED
It offered no explanation. Good machine.

“Tern can carry the transmitter,” Tomas said over the channel. “It cannot seat a medical contact properly on curved plating.”

“I can,” Iona said.

Rafiq studied the structural display. The passenger drum’s rotation remained uneven. Each cycle pulled fractionally harder on the central spindle, and the load curve had begun a slow upward creep.

“How long can you stay there?”

“Under the current pattern? Nine minutes before I need to come back across.”

“That was not my question.”

A pause. Then, without offense, “Six minutes before the bridge reaches my personal withdrawal threshold. Nine before the station threshold.”

“Use six.”

“The signal contact will take four if your equipment behaves.”

“It behaves.”

“Physicians always say that immediately before asking an engineer why it doesn’t.”

“I am not asking an engineer.”

“Then your equipment has even less hope.”

Tomas made another suspiciously muffled sound. Rafiq looked at Iona on the exterior feed. Her face remained intent, her expression dry rather than amused, but he had heard the humor. He had also heard the precision underneath it. She possessed a personal withdrawal threshold more conservative than the station’s. She had not concealed it to make herself appear brave.

Competence was attractive in many forms. Restraint was one of the rarer ones. He set the transmitter into Tern’s open carrier bracket.

“Contact surface must be bare metal,” he said. “No magnetic clamp over the central sensor. Press until the indicator changes from amber to green.”

“Anything else?”

“Yes. If the line sparks, let go.”

“That instruction was almost charming.”

“It has saved lives.”

“I’m sure it mentions none of them by name.”

Before he could answer, Tern accelerated down its rail.

The drone passed beneath the bridge’s transparent floor and transferred to the shipside guide track. Iona moved with it, one hand clipped to the coral safety line. Every step was deliberate. Rafiq watched the load pattern and her suit telemetry at the same time, though he had no medical reason to track the angle of her shoulders as she bent over the rail.

He returned his attention to the possible patient. Arun glanced at him. Rafiq ignored the glance. The title officers had begun arguing again, more quietly now but with impressive commitment. The Sol representative insisted the signal could not legally suspend a verified hull claim until a living person had been confirmed. Dorr insisted any passenger—even an unidentified one—would fall within passenger-trust jurisdiction once the Kestrel title arrived.

Marek Dorr moved to the edge of the medical bay's recognized channel. “If the signal belongs to a passenger, the Kestrel trust has a duty to preserve every account, berth, and medical reserve attached to that person.” Dales answered before Rafiq could. “If it belongs to command crew, Sol hull law governs rescue from a sovereign vessel.”

Neither claim was absurd. That made the conflict harder, not easier. Kestrel's trust could be the only surviving route through which a passenger's family received compensation. Sol's public insurer might carry the cost of preserving a hull no court had seen in twenty-eight years. Their duties were real. The speed with which each man tried to make the other duty disappear was the danger.

Rafiq said, “The heart does not become more or less alive according to which account will pay for finding it.” Neither man had yet asked whether the person was suffering. Rafiq opened the public emergency channel.

“Until we establish otherwise, no further title credential connects to the Aster Vale’s command system.”

Dales turned. “You cannot suspend a sovereign claim by announcement.”

“I am not suspending the claim. I am preserving medical evidence.”

“And who determines when that preservation ends?”

“I do.”

The answer left his mouth with the certainty of reflex. Arun’s head came up. From the route board, Tomas went still. Rafiq heard what they heard: not simply authority, but possession disguised as responsibility. He disliked that recognition enough to set it aside. A life might be trapped in an unstable vessel. This was not the moment for philosophical discomfort.

Iona reached the spindle ring and took the transmitter from Tern. She used one manual gauge to find a clean contact patch, scraped away a thin line of degraded coating, and pressed the medical filament to the exposed metal. Amber changed to green. The paper strip moved.

A beat appeared. Then another. Then a third. The interval was slow. The waveform was narrow and distorted by distance, but it was not mechanical. Arun touched two fingers to the strip without smearing the ink. “Cardiac or cardiac-equivalent.”

“Human architecture,” Rafiq said.

“Probably.”

“Probability?”

“Eighty-six percent from morphology alone. Higher if Mercer can shift the contact eighteen centimeters clockwise.”

Rafiq transmitted the request. Iona repositioned the contact without asking why. Rafiq watched Iona reposition the contact puck eighteen centimeters clockwise without asking him to repeat the instruction. She moved when the evidence was clear and stopped when it was not. The distinction was the opposite of delay.

His own instinct was to make uncertainty subordinate to action. Her method suggested that action could be precise enough to leave uncertainty intact. The next sequence printed more cleanly. A small atrial kick, a strong ventricular contraction, then elastic recoil. A human heart, slowed by cold or suspension, sending its existence through twenty-eight years of silence and several layers of administrative denial.

Rafiq’s throat tightened. He had spent enough time around cryogenic systems to know that a heartbeat did not guarantee consciousness, recovery, or even survivable injury. A pulse could be the last functioning part of a failing body. It could also belong to someone whose memory, motor function, or capacity had been altered beyond prediction.

But it was life. Not salvage value. Not a title complication. Not an inventory error. Life.

“Medical probability now?” he asked.

Arun studied three more beats. “Ninety-seven percent consistent with human mechanical cardiac activity when compared with the chamber-pump interval. Cryogenic range.” Rafiq activated the formal station channel.

“This is Dr. Rafiq Nadir, continuity-medicine specialist. I am declaring a medical preservation hold over the Aster Vale, its command systems, title interfaces, docking operations, salvage review, structural manipulation, and all personnel access until the occupant has been located, assessed, stabilized, and released from medical risk.”

Silence followed. Not the respectful kind. The kind in which several professionals simultaneously discovered problems with another professional’s authority. Iona’s response arrived first.

“No.”

Rafiq looked at her feed. She had reseated the transmitter and was already moving back toward the bridge. “Clarify.”

“You cannot freeze structural manipulation.”

“I can if it may endanger the occupant.”

“If I do nothing, the passenger drum will increase spindle load every rotation. That will endanger the occupant.”

“Then stop the drum.”

“With which command system?”

He looked toward the disconnected title interface. Iona continued before he could answer. “The cradle can damp some rotation manually, but not enough to hold indefinitely. I need to complete the stress map and decide where external stabilization can attach.”

“How long?”

“Current load gives us approximately four hours before the central spindle reaches the first red threshold. Less if either claimant reconnects a title. Much less if someone attaches another boarding tube without checking alignment.”

“Four hours is not enough for a safe cryogenic extraction.”

“I did not say extraction. I said stabilization.”

“You do not know where the chamber is mounted.”

“And you do not know whether your occupant survives the ship twisting around her.”

The words were blunt. The tone was not cruel. Rafiq disliked her conclusion because it was correct. He had issued the hold the way he would have issued one over a stable transport cradle: stop all external action, isolate the patient, establish physiology, then proceed. But the patient’s environment was itself failing. A prohibition against intervention could become an intervention.

He had seen that too. He had simply expected to be the one who decided which risk counted.

“Bridge threshold in forty seconds,” Tomas said.

Iona crossed the remaining distance at a controlled pace. No hurry. No theatrical courage. Tern rolled behind her with the medical line still active along the guide rail. The moment she stepped onto the station side, Tomas closed one hand around the bridge release but did not retract it.

“Return vector preserved,” he said. “Cradle refuge pressurized. Manual line remains live.”

“Thank you,” Iona said.

She unclipped her coral tether and walked straight toward medical control.

Rafiq had seen her only through exterior feeds until then. In person, she was shorter than he had estimated and carried herself with the compact balance of someone accustomed to low gravity, unstable surfaces, and being underestimated by people who preferred their experts physically imposing. Silver threaded her close-cut curls at the temples. A thin line of fresh abrasion marked one glove where she had scraped the ship’s coating.

Her gaze went first to the paper pulse, then to Arun, then to Rafiq. Correct order.

“What can you prove?” she asked.

“Human cardiac activity in cryogenic range.”

“Alive?”

“Yes.”

“Recoverable?”

“Unknown.”

“Location?”

“Central spindle region. We need better triangulation.”

“Time?”

“Unknown.”

She nodded once. “Then you need the ship stable.”

“And you need a medical boundary.”

“I have one. I do not open occupied compartments until a physician clears them.”

“That is a practice, not a binding limit.”

“So is your declaration until Claims Hall records it.”

There it was. Not defiance for its own sake. She knew exactly where his authority became assumption. He found that less irritating than he should have.

Chief Claims Adjudicator Leila Serrano arrived before he could answer, turquoise coat open over station work clothes, dark curls silvering at the temples. She carried no dramatic seal or ceremonial slate. Only a narrow paper folder, three translation confidence cards, and a ceramic cup Tomas had apparently placed in her hand without interrupting whatever she had been reading.

She took one drink, handed the cup back to her husband without looking, and stepped to the public authority board. The gesture was practiced, intimate, and so free of competition that Rafiq almost resented it. Station administrator Nkiru Okafor joined her at the board, already issuing orders to clear the Free Salvage Review gallery and place the Outer Cradle under controlled access.

Leila read Rafiq’s declaration. Then she read it again.

“Doctor,” she said, “you have claimed authority over the vessel, every title system, all structural work, every person entering the cradle, and the full duration of an unidentified occupant’s medical risk.”

“Yes.”

“What is the review time?”

“When the patient is stable.”

“That is a condition, not a time.”

“It cannot be timed before assessment.”

“Then name the next review point.”

Rafiq felt the seconds accumulating behind her questions.

“Ninety minutes.”

“Who may challenge the hold?”

“An independent continuity physician.”

Arun raised one hand. “Available and inconvenient.” Leila wrote his name into the record.

“What does your authority exclude?”

“Commercial transfer, salvage action, title activation—”

“I asked what it excludes from your control.”

Rafiq looked at the board. The field remained empty. He had written emergency orders before. Hundreds. Most had involved an obvious patient, an obvious vehicle, and a team already organized beneath rescue command. He knew how to name a treatment window and transfer responsibility afterward.

This felt different because nobody else had recognized the patient at all. If he did not hold the whole situation, one of the claimants might.

“I exclude final title adjudication,” he said.

“And structural judgment?”

He glanced at Iona. She waited without rescuing him from the answer.

“Structural judgment remains with the licensed surveyor,” he said.

“Subject to?”

“Medical limits where movement affects the occupant.”

“And medical intervention remains with you subject to?”

“Structural limits where access affects the vessel.”

Leila entered both statements.

“What ends your authority?”

“Transfer of the occupant to the Continuity Medicine Ward.”

“Better. What ends Surveyor Mercer’s?”

Iona answered before he could.

“When cradle load is below the named stabilization threshold, or when I withdraw because the route is no longer safe.”

Leila recorded that too.

Leila did not merely narrow his order. She made the shape of it visible. On the public board, each field changed as they spoke: a named person, a stated purpose, systems included, systems excluded, a review point, and a condition under which the authority returned. The process felt slow only if one ignored how much time would be lost later arguing about what an emergency order had silently swallowed.

Rafiq had written hundreds of commands under pressure. He could recall the patient, the room, the danger, and the person who had disobeyed. He could not always recall the sentence that ended his own authority. The blank return field on the first version of his hold was not an abstract flaw. It was a habit with his name attached.

Dales stepped forward. “Chief Adjudicator, Sol title has priority by arrival timestamp. No temporary medical officer may—” Leila turned toward him.

“Custody is a duty with an end point. Ownership is not the default reward for arriving first.”

She did not raise her voice. She did not need to. The sentence landed differently in each face around the control bay. Dales heard a challenge to title. Dorr heard an opening. Iona’s expression sharpened as if Leila had named a principle she trusted only conditionally.

Rafiq heard the flaw in his own declaration. He did not enjoy it.

Leila continued. “Dr. Nadir holds limited medical-preservation authority over the unidentified occupant and those ship systems directly affecting biological survival. Surveyor Mercer holds limited structural-survey authority over the vessel and cradle interfaces required to prevent physical collapse. Neither authority creates title. Neither permits final disposition. Both are reviewed in ninety minutes. Both return when the stated purpose ends.”

She looked at Tomas. “Return vector?”

“Transparent bridge remains attached. Coral refuge is pressurized. Analog medical line is independent of title systems. Manual cradle damping available at forty percent without command access.”

“Enough to begin?”

Iona answered. “Enough to keep the load curve from worsening while I finish the external map.” Rafiq said, “No boarding.” Iona looked at him.

“Not yet,” he amended. “External work only until Arun and I establish a safe approach to the chamber.”

“Agreed for ninety minutes.”

The time limit irritated him less when she said it.

Nkiru placed the station seal on the temporary entry. The public board changed from a Free Salvage Review listing to:

ASTER VALE
MEDICAL PRESERVATION HOLD
MEDICAL CUSTODIAN: DR. RAFIQ NADIR
STRUCTURAL CUSTODIAN: IONA MERCER
REVIEW: 09:45
RETURN CONDITIONS: RECORDED
TITLE TRANSFER: SUSPENDED
Tern rolled to the board. Its lens passed over the entry twice. Then the drone extended two marker arms and placed coral discrepancy tags beside the word CUSTODIAN—one beside Rafiq’s name and one beside Iona’s. It added no tag to the return conditions. Tomas studied the board. “Tern dislikes two custodians.”

“Tern dislikes inconsistent classifications,” Leila said.

“There are two names in one field,” Rafiq said.

Leila looked at the title interfaces, the pulse strip, and the ship divided into rival colors beyond the transparent cradle wall.

“Yes,” she said. “That appears to be the problem.”

Arun fed the independent pulse line through a separate recorder. “We need a reconnect test.” Dales brightened. “Then Sol title—”

“No,” Rafiq and Iona said together.

Their voices struck the same note. Iona glanced at him. Not amused. Not displeased either. Rafiq turned to Arun. “We already have one uncontrolled connection event.”

“We have one event and one reversal,” Arun said. “Enough to justify the hold. Not enough to distinguish title suppression from transient field noise.”

Iona examined the load curve. “A controlled connection at low command depth could be safe if we isolate propulsion, drum control, and pressure systems.” Rafiq disliked the idea instantly.

“How low?”

“Identity handshake only. No permission transfer.”

“Can you guarantee that?”

“No.”

He stared at her. She stared back.

“I can bound the likely consequences,” she said. “Guarantees are what people ask for when they do not want to hear the real risk.”

He looked at the paper pulse. She was right again. It was becoming inconvenient. Leila required the Sol officer to state the exact purpose of the reconnect. Tomas verified the manual disconnect. Iona isolated the command paths she could reach without full title access. Arun positioned a second analog sensor. Rafiq placed his hand directly over the physical release lever.

If the pulse vanished, he would disconnect the title himself. Dales inserted the cobalt credential. Identity handshake began. One second. The pulse remained. The screen displayed Sol registration. Two seconds. The cradle system requested inventory reconciliation. Three seconds. The paper line continued. Then Dales’s title file reached complete-asset verification.

The digital biological channel disappeared. The
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