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      Corra pressed the invoice flat on the harvest table with both palms, as if smoothing it could change the number.

      The paper was absurdly thin for what it weighed. It kept trying to curl closed again, and behind her the irrigation lines dripped into the rows and the grow-lights hummed their one flat note, and none of it paused for what the paper said.

      "Read it to me," her father said.

      He sat at the end of the table with the new scar climbing out of his collar, three weeks home and still moving like something glued back together. She slid the invoice down the wood to him. He read it the way he read everything, aloud, so nobody in the family would have to carry a number alone.

      "'Lift fee,'" he said. "'Altitude surcharge. Mandatory-extraction levy.'"

      "They charge a levy because the flight was mandatory," Bren said. Her brother had the heat-share ledger open beside his elbow, its cover worn soft as cloth. "That's a fee for not having a choice."

      "There's more." Her father cleared his throat. "'Thermal blanket, single use. Forty marks.'"

      "Forty." Bren looked up. "Did you at least get to keep it?"

      "I did not keep it," their father said, and for one second the three of them nearly laughed. That was the family's whole supply of humour on the subject, spent in a single breath.

      Then Bren went back to the ledger. Corra watched his pencil move, and watched it stop. He checked the total against the winter column twice, and then he did the thing she had never once seen him do with numbers. He went quiet.

      "It's exact," he said. "One vault's heat-share. One winter. To the mark."

      He turned the book so she could see, as if she might catch the arithmetic in a lie. She ran the column herself. He was right, and the precision of it frightened her more than the size of it had — a price set to take exactly the thing a family could not do without.

      "It isn't a freeze," she said, steady, for her father's sake. "Nobody dies of it. The far rooms go to economy. Rows nine through twelve go dark, we lose the late tomatoes and the salad greens, and the middle weeks are coats and fogged breath and cold water. We did it in the ration year."

      "Your father is meant to convalesce warm," Bren said.

      "I will convalesce fine." Their father folded his hands on the table, the scarred one over the whole one. "Listen to me. They came for me in weather nobody flies in. The medic on that flight held my hand the whole way down, and I was not awake to thank her. I will not curse it. Not for a ledger."

      "I don't want to curse it," Corra said. "I want to find the mistake."

      She took the invoice back and went over it the way she went over seed orders, line by line, hunting the thing that had to be there. A wrong code. A duplicated charge. A fee applied twice under two names. That number could not be lawful and stand; there had to be a hinge somewhere to put her finger under.

      There was no hinge. The codes matched the tariff posted at the co-op. The sums added. Every line was signed, stamped and correct, the whole document as clean and pitiless as ice. Nothing to appeal, because nothing was broken. That was the horror of it, worse than any cheat: it had all been done properly, and properly was the size of their winter.

      The heat-loop cycled down while she was still reading. She heard it go — the vault's deep hum dropping a tone, then another, settling into the thinner note of economy. The first of it. The forfeiture already beginning to be weather.

      Her cousin had come in from the rows and stood drying her hands on a rag, listening to the same sound.

      "Funny you should have that out," she said, nodding at the invoice. "There's someone at the co-op collecting them. Farwake bills. Asking people to bring theirs in."

      "Collecting them for what?" Bren said.

      "Wouldn't say. Only that the more the better." She shrugged. "Name's Neral Tov."

      Corra looked down at the paper under her palms. An hour ago she would have fed it to the stove and watched the number burn, and felt better for one minute, and had nothing. She folded it instead, small and sharp-edged, and put it in the pocket over her ribs.

      Evidence, then. Not kindling.

      If someone was gathering Farwake invoices, then someone thought they were worth gathering — and Corra meant to learn what a stranger wanted with other people's winters.

      SCENE 2 — THE COLLECTOR

      The thirty-first invoice went up crooked, and Neral straightened it with two fingers before stepping back to read the shape of the wall.

      The co-op hall's corkboard had carried seed notices and harvest rotas for as long as she could remember. Now it carried Farwake's billing territory, thin paper pinned in rows like a front line, and behind her Jory, who kept the campaign's books, worked through the collection crate with the flat patience of a man who liked figures better than people.

      "Northern ridge," he read. "Eleven households. Lift fee on all of them. Altitude surcharge on nine."

      "Pin them by elevation. I want to see where the levy starts."

      He passed them up one at a time. A week of word-of-mouth under her name had filled the crate — farmers handing over their bills folded down to nothing, as if the paper might still cut someone. She pinned the cheap rescues low, a wrist winched out of a gully for a quarter-share, and let the rows climb the wall.

      Jory's voice stopped, and the stopping made her turn.

      "This one," he said. "Venn. Glasshouse family, eastern slope."

      "Read it."

      "Lift fee. Altitude surcharge. Mandatory-extraction levy. Thermal blanket, single use, forty marks." He turned the page. "The total's a whole winter. One vault's heat-share, to the mark. There's a child on the household register, and a grandfather lifted out in last month's storm. Home now. Mending."

      Neral felt the pull of it before she'd crossed the room — the campaigner's hunger, pure as thirst — and in the same heartbeat she felt the cold second thought that had kept her honest all these years.

      She had spent a family once, in the drought year: a boy's face on a poster in three towns, and a mother who had stopped answering her letters by spring.

      "Give it here." The paper was absurdly thin for what it weighed. "They'll come at this one way, so hear it now. The family consented to nothing. Consent was never on the manifest — the flight was compulsory, the saving came first, and the bill arrived after. You cannot sell a thing to an unconscious man and call it a trade."

      "Let me be Farwake for a minute," Jory said, and set the crate down. "The flight was mandatory, and it worked. The man would be dead on that ridge. Where's the injury? Show me the injured party. And if rescues come free, they'll say, a rescue becomes something people expect — every fool with a rope will winter on the ridge and wait for a winch."

      "And my answer doesn't change either way." She pinned the Venn copy at the top of the board, where the light found it. "The injury is in the price of being saved. They billed a family that agreed to nothing, and they set the price at exactly the thing that family cannot do without. That isn't a rescue with a cost attached. It's survival written up as a debt — signed for you while you're not awake to refuse it."

      Jory rubbed the back of his neck. "It's the one, then. We'll need the original."

      "Where is it?"

      He didn't answer quickly enough.

      "Jory."

      "I sent a runner to the Venn vault," he said. "This morning. The assembly sits in a fortnight. I thought I'd save you a day."

      Her hand came down flat on the Venn copy against the corkboard, hard enough that the pins beside it rattled. The hall went very quiet inside her ears.

      What she saw was a stranger on a convalescent man's doorstep, asking after his invoice. The family's first word from her campaign would be an errand, not a request. They would feel harvested, and they would be right.

      "You don't save me days by spending people before I've asked them," she said. Her voice came out low and level, which was how she knew she was angry. "That family's winter is not ours to spend. Not for a headline, not for the assembly, not even for the right cause. We ask, or we don't use it."

      She took her coat off the back of the chair.

      "Turn the runner round if you can catch him," she said. "Nobody knocks on that door before I do."

      "And when you knock?"

      "I ask." She unpinned the Venn copy, folded it twice against her palm, and tucked it inside her coat. "And if they say no, it comes home in my pocket and the campaign finds a different wall."

      The cold outside had the season's first teeth in it. She went out into it with the copy riding close under her coat and turned east, towards the glasshouse slope — to ask, before anyone else could take.

      SCENE 3 — PERMISSION

      Neral stamped the cold off her boots on the Venn threshold and knocked a second time. Through the door she could hear the heat-loop running at its economy note, thinner than it should have been for the hour.

      The door opened a hand's width. Corra Venn filled the gap, one hand tucked in the pocket over her ribs, where something folded made a small square shape under the cloth.

      "You're the collector," Corra said. "We had one of yours already. A boy this morning, asking after our bill like it was a stray dog. We sent him off with a flea in his ear."

      "He was sent without my leave," Neral said. "I've come to ask for myself what he was sent to take."

      Corra studied her, then stood aside. "Till the loop goes down, then. It isn't rudeness. It's the size of the door."

      Neral stepped in and let it fall shut behind her quickly. A door held open was heat spent, and Corra had paid some of it to let her through.

      The vault was warm at the threshold and cold at the inner wall, and Neral understood she was being shown the shape of this family's winter without a word spent on it. Corra offered no tea, and Neral was glad of it; hot water was a currency here. From deeper in came a boy's cough, dry and careful — a child trying not to be heard coughing.

      On a bench along the wall sat an old man with a blanket over his knees and a fresh scar running pale from collar to ear.

      "My father, Sten," Corra said. "The bill's namesake."

      "The cough," Neral said. "How long?"

      "Tam's," Corra said. "Since the cold came in. It lingers." Corra folded her arms. "You didn't climb the slope to ask after a chest cold."

      "No. But I'm not starting with the other thing." Neral nodded at the grille in the wall, ticking as it cooled. "When does the loop go down?"

      "Second bell. Mornings we run it, afternoons we wear coats. Everyone knows what everything costs, this side of the ridge."

      "The medics never asked what it cost," Sten said. His voice came slow, breath counted out behind it. "They winched me off that ledge like I was worth the fuel. I'd kiss their hands — they can bill me for the kissing, I expect." He touched the scar. "It itches when the cold gets in. And the bill came priced to the mark at our heat-share. Grateful and robbed, both at once. I can't set either down to hold the other."

      "That's the whole of it," Neral said.

      "What do you get out of this?" Corra asked. "Plainly."

      "A symbol." Neral heard how it sounded and let it stand. "Thirty-one invoices pinned on our wall, and yours shows the whole injury in a single number. I stand up at the assembly with it and the room goes quiet. That's what I get."

      "And what do we get?" Corra's hand had not left her pocket. "I know how it goes. A family like ours gets held up in front of a room, and the room warms its hands on us. Fuel. Burned for somebody else's warm feeling — and when it's gone, we've still got the winter."

      "Then hear my terms," Neral said. "You approve every use. Every word I say with it, you hear first. You can take it back any time, for any reason, and the asking stops that day. And nobody performs. Not Tam, not your father's scar. The page does the work."

      The heat-loop ticked. Somewhere in the walls the vault counted down towards second bell.

      "I will not spend your winter for a headline," Neral said.

      She heard herself say it and went quiet. It had come out as a promise, and promises were debts. She had spent a family once, in the drought year — a boy's face on a poster in three towns — and she was paying that one still.

      Corra looked at her a long time. "Do you know why I haven't burnt it? Burning's free. So is saying no. No is the last warm thing we've got that costs nothing, and you're asking me to spend it on a stranger."

      "I am," Neral said. "I can't make that smaller."

      "Trust's a door you have to keep opening," Corra said. "And every opening lets the heat out."

      But her hand came out of her pocket, and in it the folded page, creased down to a hard little square. She held it between them and did not let go.

      "One reading," she said. "At your assembly. Read aloud exactly as it's written, then home the same night, in your coat, against your ribs, where you carry what you mean to keep. It never goes on a wall. Nobody copies it. If I hear otherwise, I'll come and fetch it, and I won't knock first."

      "One reading," Neral said. "A loan."

      "A loan," Corra said. "Not a gift."

      She held it out, and Neral took the near corner, and for a moment neither woman let go — both of them holding one thin page with a whole winter in it, the paper still warm from Corra's pocket.

      Then Corra opened her fingers, and the winter changed hands.

      One reading, Neral thought, slipping the page into her coat while it still held Corra's warmth. It would have to be enough.

      SCENE 4 — THE READING

      "— lift fee, six hundred marks. Altitude surcharge, ninety. Mandatory-extraction levy, four hundred and ten. Thermal blanket, single use, forty."

      Neral let the blanket line stand in the lamplit air. The first time she had read that charge aloud, off one of the thirty-one invoices pinned to the co-op wall, a man at the back had laughed. Nobody laughed now. The hall held its quiet the way the Venn vault held its heat: carefully, and at a price.

      "Total due: eleven hundred and forty marks." The page was thin, and her thumbs had begun to sweat against it, so she shifted them to the edges.

      She kept the page open between her hands, so the room could see she was not performing it.

      "Eleven hundred and forty," she said. "That is, to the mark, the Venn family's heat-share for the winter. Every hour of warmth. Every pot of hot water. Priced, and converted."

      "Before anyone frames this document for you, I'll frame it myself. The flight was mandatory. Nobody asked Sten Venn whether he wished to be saved, and I will not stand here and pretend he should have been. The medics took a dying man off a ledge, and he lives. The wrong is not in the air. It is on this page."

      She nearly gave them Sten's joke about billing for the kissing. She didn't. His words were no part of the loan.

      "The family consented to nothing. The bill arrived after the saving. So when you are told, tonight or tomorrow, that this is a story about rescue — it is not. It is a story about a pricing structure that takes survival, which was compulsory, and converts it into obligation. Farwake did not sell Sten Venn a rescue. Farwake bought him, and posted the receipt to his daughter."

      A low sound moved through the benches.

      At the back, a man rose. Good coat, unhurried hands — the particular calm of someone who had never been billed for anything in his life. Neral knew him by description: Aulric Senn, Farwake's regional man on the ridge.

      "Everything the lady has read out is lawful." Senn's voice was warm, and carried without effort. "The flight was mandatory, as she says. It was successful; the man is alive to feel the cold his daughter worries over. And the charges are what keep the rotors turning for the next man on the next ledge — unless this room would rather nobody flew at all. Tell me, though. The family was grateful, was it not?"

      There it was. The soft word, doing all the work.

      "Gratitude is not consent," Neral said. "No one in this room has said no one should fly. The flight was right. The price is the wrong. Sten Venn is grateful the way a man is grateful to the rope that holds him — it does not follow that the rope may then charge him a winter."

      The boots came down in thumps, and the tea urn rattled on its stand.

      "A fee is a price for a thing you chose. A price set to swallow a family's entire winter, for a flight nobody chose, is not a fee. It is a forfeiture. Farwake did not charge what the flight cost. It charged what the winter was worth."

      Senn let the noise run a moment. Then he inclined his head, hands open — a man conceding nothing and giving her everything.

      "Then let me thank the lady," he said, louder, turning to the room, "for surfacing a regrettable case. Farwake will review this account in full. Personally. Beginning tonight."

      The applause started at the back and rolled forward, and Neral stood inside it, understanding that she had lost. A review of one account was a settlement of one account. Farwake would not fight her symbol; it would buy the family out from under it. Make the Venns whole, and the page in her hands became a receipt for a debt that had ceased to exist — quietly paid, quietly withdrawn, quietly nothing.

      And the worst of it: she could not speak a word against it. Whole was what she wanted for them. Wasn't it?

      Senn came down the side aisle with the warmth of the room still on him, and as he passed her he leaned close, for her ears alone.

      "We can make this family whole tonight," he said. "You'd want that for them. Anyone can see you would."

      Then he was gone into the crowd, shaking offered hands.

      The applause thinned into the clink of the tea urn, the small talk of an evening resuming. Neral folded the page along its worn creases, and it seemed to weigh more than it had on the slope — a winter, and now a stranger's promise, folded into it together.

      Home the same night, Corra had said. And tonight Senn's people would climb the glasshouse slope with a warm offer in a warm hand, and Corra would open her door a hand's width, and every opening let the heat out.

      Neral put the page back over her ribs, where she carried what she meant to keep, and went to return it before anyone else could knock first.

      SCENE 5 — THE QUIET OFFER

      The courier found her at shift-change, when the vault's grow-lights dimmed to their evening amber and the corridor smelled of damp stone. No appointment, no escort. Just an envelope with Farwake's seal pressed deep into the wax, hand-delivered, still warm from someone's inside pocket.

      Corra read it against the wall.

      The account had been reviewed in full. The invoice was zeroed — lift fee, levy, blanket, every line. The family's heat-share would be restored from tonight, and a goodwill credit of three hundred marks would stand on their ledger besides. Farwake wished the Venn family warmth, and considered the matter closed.

      Three hundred marks. She stood in the cold and did the sum the way you press a bruise. Tam's blanket back on his bed. The lamps run past midnight. Her father's hands, which had not been warm since the ledge, warm again.

      She carried the letter home. Her father read it twice, then held out his hand for the pen.

      "Sign it, Corra."

      "Read it again first."

      "I've read it. It's warm. Tonight it's warm, and nobody has to stand up in a hall." Sten held the blanket round his shoulders like a man holding a door shut. "They pulled me off that ledge. I'm alive because their rotors turned, and you want me to spit on the rope?"

      "The rope sent a bill."

      "And now it's sent an apology with money in it." His breath fogged faintly in the vault's own air. "I'm tired of being a page in somebody's hall, girl. I hate that more than I ever hated the bill. Let me be a warm man in a warm room who owes nobody a story."

      At the table, Tam counted on his fingers under the table's edge. Corra knew he wasn't counting marks. He was counting which of them would move first.

      She looked down to end it, and saw the paragraph beneath the signature line. Small type. Patient type.

      The family agrees to make no further public reference to the rescue, its billing, or the terms of this settlement.

      She read it three times. The money lines did not change. They did not have to.

      "They aren't paying the invoice off," she said. "They're buying the quiet. That's what the three hundred is for — we never say it happened."

      Her father was quiet a moment. Then: "Quiet's cheap. We can afford quiet."

      "It isn't ours to sell. It's every family on the next ledge. The flight was right and the bill was wrong, and they know it — that's why the silence costs more than the flight."

      "You sound like her."

      "I sound like the invoice."

      He shivered under his blanket, and she loved him, and his reasons were good ones — the best reasons, warmth and dignity and a debt of life. That was the machinery of it. Survival into debt, debt into silence, every step lawful, every step somebody else's gain. Farwake had not made a mistake on the slope. It had made a purchase, and this letter was the receipt, amended.

      "I won't sign it tonight. And I won't burn it, either. No is the last warm thing we own — I won't spend it alone in a corridor."

      She folded the letter small, slid it back into its envelope unanswered, and pressed the old wax flat with her thumb.

      "Then what do we do with it?" her father asked.

      "We don't do anything with it. It was never really addressed to us — it's addressed to the story." She set the envelope on the table between them, where the lamplight found the broken seal. "And the story has a keeper now. She carries it against her ribs, because I made her swear to. Whatever this letter is worth, she's entitled to see it weighed."

      Her father said nothing. Tam's fingers stopped under the table's edge.

      Corra sat a while longer, until the loop ticked down for the night and the cold came up through the floor to meet them, and she did not reach for the pen. That was the whole of her answer, and she let it be enough for one evening: the offer on the table, unsigned, and the three of them still warm with heat they had paid for themselves.

      SCENE 6 — TWO SIGNATURES

      She went before first bell, while the frost was still deciding whether to be weather.

      The path down from the glasshouse slope ran between rows of dark frames, their panes furred white on the underside, and her breath went ahead of her in small spent clouds. The envelope rode in the pocket over her ribs, where the invoice used to sit. She had slept in turns and woken with the same thought each time: the letter was not theirs to answer, and it was not theirs to hide.

      The co-op hall stood at the bottom of the slope with its lamps still lit, the only warm-looking thing in the grey hour. Corra pushed the door open with her shoulder and stamped the frost off her boots on the threshold, the way she had watched Neral do, and found the hall nearly empty — the benches stacked, the evidence wall a grey patchwork behind the desk, and Neral herself at the desk with the campaign's books open, as if she had not gone home at all.

      The envelope came across the desk first, pushed by two fingers, and Corra followed it into the chair opposite like a woman finished with corridors.

      Neral knew the seal before the envelope stopped sliding — Farwake's mark, pressed deep, the wax flattened back down by a thumb. Her shoulders rose. She let them.

      "You signed, then."

      "Open it."

      "Corra—"

      "Open it, Neral."

      She broke the flattened wax with her nail. The letter was the one she had dreaded since the hall: the account reviewed in full, every line zeroed, three hundred marks of goodwill standing on the ledger. Warmth, tonight, if they signed.

      She read to the bottom, to the signature line.

      Blank.

      She read it twice. It stayed blank. Beneath it, the small, patient type: no further public reference to the rescue, its billing, or the terms of this settlement.

      "They aren't paying the invoice off," Corra said. "They're buying the quiet. We aren't selling."

      Neral laid the letter flat, as if it might move on its own. All the way back from the hall she had rehearsed this ending — how to be gracious, how to want the warmth for them. The rehearsal was useless now.

      "Senn's deadline runs out at midnight," she said. "Refuse this, and the forfeiture starts on the first — the heat-share goes on schedule. Winter either way. You know that."

      "Winter was coming anyway." Corra's voice stayed level. "This way we spend it ourselves."

      "On what?"

      "The hearing. My father stands up himself. His own words — grateful to the crew that pulled him off that ledge, furious at the bill, in the same breath if that's how it comes. No script. Nobody writes him. Not you, not Farwake's three hundred."

      Neral looked at her for a long moment. This was the thing she had sworn not to take: the family's winter, spent for her headline. They had picked the winter up and spent it themselves. The difference was everything. The cost was the same.

      "Then I won't thank you," she said. "Thanks would make it a gift, and it isn't one. The campaign owes you a winter now. That goes on our ledger until it's paid."

      Corra's mouth moved, not quite a smile. "You sound like an invoice."

      "I've had a good teacher."

      Neral took the Venn page down from the evidence wall — lift fee, levy, blanket, every priced line — and laid it by the ink.

      "Before you sign, one of your terms wants naming. It never goes on a wall, you said — and it's been on ours. I called it safekeeping. It was the wall. Say the word, and it comes down tonight and travels home the way you set it."

      Corra looked up at the grey patchwork for a long moment. "Then hear the amendment. The wall, this once. With my name on it, it's mine to hang. It comes down the day I say so — and nobody copies it. That term stands."

      "It stands," Neral said.

      Corra signed the margin in a careful hand, and under her name wrote four words: on our terms only.

      "And Senn's letter?"

      "Pin it beside ours. Let the hall see what the quiet costs — three hundred marks, and nobody says the word rotor again."

      Neral pinned both pages where the bill had hung — the invoice with its signature outward, the offer with its blank line showing. A wall of pages, and these the first the family had put there itself.

      "Does he know?" she asked. "Your father. Has he said he'll stand?"

      Corra took her time. "I signed for the household. The standing up is his to give, and he hasn't given it. He wants to be a warm man who owes nobody a story."

      "Then we don't count him. Until he says it himself, the plan is the page, not the man." Neral kept her eyes on the signed margin. "I won't spend a man who hasn't agreed to it. That's the whole argument."

      Corra nodded once and left, and the morning's cold came in at the door and stayed after it shut.

      The intake tray by the hatch rattled. A courier's glove withdrew; a second envelope lay where the first had waited. Farwake's seal again. A different vault's mark beneath it.

      Neral did not open it yet. Through the window, the season's first true frost had furred the glass while they talked, and on the wall calendar the hearing date stood circled in red beside the morning's heat-meter reading, already lower than yesterday's.
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      PULSE ONE

      "Ten seconds," Sira said, and under the floor plates the gyrotron found its voice.

      The whine climbed through the soles of her boots and into her teeth. Around her in the trench — the dug-in control room beneath the beam station's rim — six headsets bent over six consoles. On her main screen the demonstrator waited on its launch ring in the cold: a ceramic-scaled disc the size of a dinner table, frost on its rim, a hundred kilometres of winter air above it.

      "Feed's live," said Dara, the junior engineer on comms. "Twelve thousand watching already."

      "Let them watch. Pulse timing to me." Sira kept her voice level. Flat voice, steady hands — that was part of the wager too. "Five. Four. Three. Two. Beam up."

      The first pulse struck the disc's underside and it jumped: a hammer-blow of light out of the ground, then another, then another, fifty a second. On the ring camera the frost shook loose in a single sheet. On her tracking plot the disc came off the ring and kept coming, riding the repeated shocks the way the little free-flight models had, years ago, in a rented lab with plastic sheeting stapled to the walls.

      "Pulse thirty," she called, for the trench and the feed alike. "Altitude nine kilometres. Tile array steering. You can watch the corrections live on the public telemetry — channel two."

      Everything went out raw and unencrypted: every volt, every kelvin, every wobble. That was the point. Nothing in a vault, nothing you had to take on trust. If the disc fell, the world would watch it fall.

      "Pulse forty coming up," Dara said.

      "I see it." Her fingers were already on the timing trim. Across the disc's skin, thousands of ceramic tiles rippled their steering corrections in sequence, the photonic-crystal panels flexing like a school of fish turning as one. She shaved two microseconds off the pulse gap. The climb smoothed.

      "Pulse one-twenty. Sixty kilometres. She's flying herself now — my hands are off the trim."

      "Beam holding," said the gyrotron operator.

      "Timing steady," Sira said. "Watch the gate."

      The trench had gone very quiet. On her plot the trace crept towards the altitude gate — local orbit altitude, the number they had promised in public, in writing, half a year ago. It crossed cleanly. The disc kept rising, small and certain, a coal riding a column of light.

      "Gate confirmed!" Dara shouted, and the trench erupted.

      Headsets came off. Somebody's palm cracked across her shoulders. Sira allowed herself one second — eyes shut, hand flat on the console — and then she was at the keyboard, cutting the flight data loose. Raw telemetry, timing logs, thermal traces, all of it hash-stamped and pushed to the open repository while the disc was still climbing.

      "Timing logs too?" Dara asked.

      "Everything," Sira said. "Prove it, then give it away."

      That was the argument, and it had just been won in nine minutes of light.

      "Logged and public," Dara said. A pause. "Huh. Tiles ran hot at pulse forty. Eleven kelvin over sim."

      Sira pulled the thermal trace onto her second screen. There it was: a small red shoulder on the curve at pulse forty, already cooling, already behind them. Eleven kelvin, inside tolerance. The sims were conservative — everyone knew the sims were conservative.

      "Tag it as an anomaly," she said. "We'll fold it into the review." She filed it, a footnote to a victory.

      On the feed, twelve thousand had become forty thousand, the comments a waterfall of flags and exclamation marks scrolling faster than anyone could read. Dara was reading anyway. Reading was her job.

      Then she stopped scrolling.

      "What is it?" Sira said.

      "Question on the open channel." The cheer had gone out of Dara's voice. "Verified account — some consortium." She read it twice before she read it aloud. "'Congratulations. When do you fly a crew — and what is your abort mode when the beam walks off-centre at pulse forty?'"

      "Do I answer it?"

      Sira did not answer. Behind her, someone was still cheering. On her second screen the thermal trace glowed, that small red shoulder at pulse forty — tagged, filed, and public, for anyone in the world to study.

      Anyone at all.

      THE AFTER-ACTION

      The pulse-forty spike was playing on a loop again, eleven kelvin rising and cooling on the data wall like a heartbeat nobody wanted to claim. Sira ate cold noodles from a carton and watched it for the tenth time. Around her the trench had dimmed to night-shift lighting, and the racks gave off the hot-dust smell of electronics thinking about cooling down.

      "Guidance, nominal," Petra said from the next console. "Beam hold, nominal. Tile steering, nominal." She was their thermal lead, the woman who had built the sims everyone called conservative, and she read traces the way other people read faces. "And tiles at peak pulse-rate: within tolerance."

      "Within tolerance," Dara echoed from comms.

      "Trending," Petra said.

      The word sat on the table between the cold food and the warm consoles.

      "We also made the gate," Sira said. "Sixty kilometres clear of it. There's a cake in the mess someone could be cutting."

      "Cake after." Petra turned in her chair. "Eleven kelvin over sim today. Sims run conservative, sure — but conservative against what? We've got one flight. For a demonstrator with nobody aboard, fine. Put a person on that disc and I'd want margins we don't even have the data to describe."

      "Then we put nobody on it and call it a design philosophy," Sira said.

      Nobody laughed, which was fair. It wasn't her best.

      Dara pulled up the folder tree, and the tree told on them. Guidance: full. Thermal: one flight's worth. Abort architecture: a title page. Crew escape: a heading and a question mark someone had typed months ago and nobody had deleted, because deleting it felt worse.

      "What does a tile do when it lets go?" Sira asked.

      "Alone? Vent, probably, and the neighbours take the load." Petra shrugged. "At pulse forty, plasma hot, beam pushing — I can model it. I can't tell you it's true."

      "Somebody can," Dara said. "Somebody's flown hot tiles for sixty years."

      "Somebody who doesn't publish," Petra said.

      "Say the beam walks off-centre at pulse forty," Sira said. "Like our friend on the open channel asked."

      "The disc follows the light. Sideways."

      "And the abort mode?"

      "There isn't one," Petra said. "There's a pulse forty-one, or there isn't."

      Nobody filled the silence. On the wall the folder tree glowed, full of holes where teeth should be: abort, escape, tile failure. Every gap had a name.

      Her handset buzzed. A message, routed through the public channel but flagged verified: the Refractory Guild, custodians of three generations of thermal-protection research, extended their congratulations on a landmark flight — and requested a meeting at her earliest convenience.

      "They saw it," Dara said, grinning. "Told you the flags would come. That's the establishment knocking, boss."

      "That's the establishment," Sira agreed.

      She read it twice. Congratulations first, meeting second — the correct order, the polite order. The same shape as the question on the open channel, wearing better manners. An invoice never arrived itemised. It arrived interested.

      She pocketed the handset without answering.

      "Air," she said, to no one in particular, and took the stairs.

      Outside, the cold put its hands on her. Floodlights ringed the pad, and there sat the launch ring itself — scorched dark in a perfect circle, frost already creeping back across the scorch, patient as moss. Nine minutes of light, the physics proven, and the principle with it: prove it, then give it away.

      She stood by what they'd given away. That was the hell of it. The tiles were a gap, and the gap was real — she'd known that since pulse forty, if she was honest, and the debrief had only made her say it aloud. But a gap in the data was an engineering problem. A gap guarded by a guild was a negotiation, and she couldn't remember anyone voting for that.

      Behind her the door opened a crack. "They're waiting on an answer," Dara called.

      "They can wait," Sira said, and watched the frost take back the ring.

      THE VAULT'S PRICE

      "Eleven kelvin at pulse forty," the guild's man said, falling into step beside her. "And you published it. Most programmes would have sat on a spike like that for a year."

      His card had said Vane, factor of the Refractory Guild, and he walked like a man who owned the corridor — unhurried, hands loose, voice pitched for people who leaned in.

      The corridor deserved him. Pale walls, soft light, nothing on display that anyone could steal. The wall-screens ran public imagery only: an old shuttle climbing through cloud, a landing barge in grey seas, and her own disc riding its column of light, the open telemetry scrolling beneath it like a caption.

      "You've framed my flight," Sira said.

      "We frame anything the world already owns," Vane said. "It's all we may show. The rest is below."

      The rest is below. Sira noted the direction — down, into the vault — and said nothing.

      The meeting room held two chairs, a jug of water, and a single slate on the table, dark side up. Vane sat and kept his hand flat on the glass, a man dealing one card at a time.

      "Your flight validated sixty years of our testing," he began. "The tiles behaved because our members' work taught yours how to behave. So I'll be plain about what's under us." He listed it the way other men listed grandchildren. "Ablation curves across the full pulse envelope. Tile-failure behaviour — measurements, Director, not models. Ceramic-matrix and ultra-high-temperature results across three generations. Human-rating margins. Crew-escape envelopes. And the forensics: numbers recovered from vehicles that did not come home."

      "The missing half of my review folder," Sira said.

      "The whole of it, I think."

      "It isn't for sale," Vane said. "It's for licence."

      He lifted his hand and the slate woke. Sira read the terms twice. Exclusive. Field-limited to beamed-energy thermal protection. Publication subject to guild review. And a seat — a guild advisor inside her programme, with sign-off on anything crewed.

      She tested it the way she would test a joint: find the load path, then lean.

      "The open repository stays."

      "As it stands. Nothing derived from guild data may be added — derivation is disclosure. You understand."

      "The public telemetry."

      "Continues. Whatever touches licensed data passes through review first. For safety's sake." He said it without smiling, which was worse.

      "Three universities are replicating our tiles," Sira said. "They publish everything they find."

      "Then they go on doing exactly that — with your numbers. The licence is exclusive. No sub-licensing. Your partners never see our margins." He spread his hands, reasonable as rain. "Openness ends at the vault door, Director. That door is the product."

      "And if I fly a crew on my numbers alone?"

      Vane didn't take the bait. He described instead. "Then you fly on one flight's worth of thermal data, and a sim everyone calls conservative — conservative against nothing anyone can name. You were asked in public, forty thousand people watching, what your abort mode is when the beam walks off-centre at pulse forty." He let the silence do the arithmetic. "The vault cost us two vehicles. Crews of three and five. Every curve down there has names under it. We keep the door shut so nobody pays those names twice — and the price of keeping it shut is the door."

      Sira looked at the slate, and despite herself the folder tree filled in behind her eyes: abort architecture no longer a title page, crew escape carrying figures where the question mark had sat for months, Petra's sims anchored at last to something true. Pulse forty survivable. Pulse forty-one guaranteed. Buyable, all of it. Every crewed flight she ever launched would carry a risk she could have bought away in this room, and Vane let that hang untouched, a man who knew the weight of his own goods.

      Her thumb hovered near the glass.

      "I'd like time," she said.

      "Of course. Take a fortnight." He rose and straightened his jacket. "Terms drift after that — nothing personal. Carrying costs." He said it pleasantly, and the days arrived already priced.

      The door sealed behind her with a small, final change of pressure. Somewhere below her feet, the vault stayed shut.

      Sira stood a moment in the clean corridor, her flight still climbing its loop on the wall. Her grandmother had been made an offer like this once — she had grown up on the story, or on the pieces of it anyone would tell. Walking out into the cold, she found she needed all of it, from the beginning.

      THE ANCESTRAL REFUSAL

      The slip was setting too fast, and Sira worked it anyway.

      She sat at the fold-down bench in her quarters, the corridor outside long gone quiet, lamp low over the flight tile clamped in its foam cradle. The scorch from pulse forty fanned grey across one corner, and she pressed paste into the pores with a palette knife, the way she'd been taught before she could read the recipe. Common stock, a trowel, heat. Her grandmother's formula — Nemet Sol's, written down long before Sira was born.

      Propped against a cold mug of tea, the cracked slate held the rest of it. The family archive had sent the full record that morning, every page the storytellers had always trimmed away.

      Nine days left of Vane's fortnight. The date glowed at the top of the slate, and she read past it.

      Her grandmother had kept books like an engineer. The combine's offer was logged to the last digit; beneath it, in Sol's own hand, the refusal, and beneath that the reason, underlined twice: a technology that only the rich can repair is a technology that fails the poor first. Then the year after — contracts lost, the yard nearly gone — and a margin note in a shakier pen: Would do it poorer.

      "You never put anyone on top of it," Sira said.

      The dead woman didn't answer. That was the trouble with ancestors. Sol's slip failing had meant a cold furnace, a lost week, men grumbling in a yard. Nobody's family got the knock at the door. Nobody had ever sat across from her, pleasant as rain, and offered failure curves recovered from vehicles that had not come home — every curve with names under it.

      So take the licence. She let the thought run honestly, the knife stilling in her hand.

      Petra's sims anchored to something true. Abort architecture carrying figures where the question mark had sat for months. Pulse forty survivable, forty-one guaranteed. Swallow the enclosure as a tactical retreat, and buy the future crew out of a hazard she could see coming.

      Then she followed the load path, as she would with any joint, and the argument failed on its own terms.

      Exclusive meant exclusive. Derivation was disclosure, so nothing the vault taught her could ever reach the repository. Three universities were replicating her tiles on her numbers tonight — under the licence they'd go on replicating her errors while she held the corrections, forbidden to publish. Other stations were lighting beams of their own. They would fly blind where she could have seen for them, the vault door would stay shut, and she would have built the second one.

      Openness wasn't a preference, she understood at last, smoothing the patch. Preference was paint. This was the wall that carried the roof.

      And — she made herself hold still for it — there was vanity in refusing, too. She'd caught herself composing the refusal an hour earlier, the quotable version, the one where Dara grinned and the story ran three generations of Nemet women declining to be bought. She liked being the kind of woman who refused. It changed nothing about the arithmetic, which was either luck or convenience, and she noted that as well.

      The patch went smooth under the knife. She wiped the blade, opened a message window, and deleted the first line, which had been clever, and the second, which had been kind.

      Terms declined. The repository continues as it stands. Next flight's telemetry will be public, like the last.

      She signed her name and sent it before the clever line could crawl back.

      The reply took ninety seconds. She checked the transit stamps twice; relay lag alone ran longer. The acknowledgement had been drafted already, and waiting.

      Understood, Director. The door stays where it is, should you reconsider. Safe flying — we watch the telemetry with everyone else.

      Sira set the slate face down. On the bench the tile sat patched and curing, whole again and half a margin short, and the gap she had declined to buy belonged to her now.

      THE HOLLOW MARGIN

      The flag lit at pulse forty and marched down the abort board, row after row, until half the trench wall burned red.

      Sira watched from the back rail, her coffee going cold in her hand. On the main display the simulated crew rode the beam as it walked off-centre, and the run ended the way the last eleven had — in the narrow gap between seeing the failure and surviving it.

      Petra killed the sim at pulse forty-three and swung her chair round. "Same window. Two-point-one seconds to detect, decide, and fire the escape motor. The motor needs three." She tapped the board. "That's not a margin. That's an epitaph."

      The human-rating review they had promised themselves had run three days, and it failed on every line that mattered. Escape windows too narrow at pulse forty. Tile-failure propagation modelled on one flight's scorch data and a sim everyone called conservative — conservative against nothing anyone could name. Thermal margins asserted, not measured.

      "We can fly crew next year on hope," Petra said. "Or we fly in some year, on knowledge we don't have and can't buy on terms we'd accept. Pick."

      It was Dara who said what the room had been chewing on for a week. She didn't look up from her console. "The guild's price was survivable. One licence. The partners never see the margins — we would. We'd know." Now she looked up. "You spent our safety on your grandmother's principles."

      The trench went quiet the way it did when someone had finally said the true thing.

      "Yes," Sira said. "I did."

      She made herself stand still under it, eleven dead sim-crews on the wall behind her. "But price it honestly. Derivation is disclosure, so everything the vault taught us would stay behind its door. One crew flies safer — ours. Every other programme keeps flying blind on work we could have corrected and can't publish. Run that across every guild and every vault and you've built the architecture that strands crews. Not ours. Everyone's." She picked her coffee back up. "I won't build the second door."

      Dara held her look for a moment, then nodded once. Not agreement. The thing before agreement.

      Petra turned back to the board and took the crewed line off next year's manifest. The new date went up in the colour they used for estimates rather than commitments: spring, three years out, no earlier than. Nobody called it a victory and nobody called it a defeat, which told Sira it was probably both.

      "There's your irony," Petra said, and pulled the repository dashboard up beside the dead sim.

      While they had been failing their own review, the open designs had never been more popular. Downloads at record rates — universities, replication labs, a constellation of mirrors nobody had named. Somewhere tonight, three labs were printing her tiles on numbers she knew were half a margin short.

      "Traffic's clean, before you ask," Petra said. "Mirrors syncing, the usual scrapers." A pause, and her voice changed by half a degree. "One harvester, though. Persistent. Pulls everything within the hour of every push. Even your thermal-anomaly annotations."

      "How long has that been running?"

      Petra scrolled. "Months. Since the week after flight day, near enough."

      Sira came down from the rail and looked at the log.

      The fetches ran down the screen in patient, methodical rows — complete, indiscriminate, months deep. Whoever sat at the far end hadn't taken a design. They had taken the design and the doubts, the tiles and the scorch, every note she'd written about a margin she had declined to buy.

      Somewhere, someone was building her tiles. Scorch and all.

      THE COPIED REPOSITORY

      Sira fed the harvester's address to the trace. The route split into relays and kept splitting.

      The server hall hummed under the floor plates — her machines, built to answer anyone, answering someone. Night cycle again. Beyond the glass the trench stood dark, and the only light in the room came off the log scrolling on her slate.

      The address hopped cleanly, relay to relay, every node a public one with a thousand honest users to hide behind. Whoever ran the pull never grabbed greedily. The fetches came throttled, sized like ordinary mirror traffic, timed to blend with the universities syncing at reasonable hours. Students pulled in bursts at three in the morning and forgot to cover it. This was patience with a budget.

      She sorted by first contact.

      The harvester's first fetch sat hours after the repository opened — the week after flight day, months back now — and from that day it had missed nothing. Not a push. Not a correction. Every update answered within the hour, the whole tree each time: pulse timings, tile control architecture, the fabrication files down to print tolerances. That last one stopped her. A lab studying her work pulled the physics. A lab building it pulled the tolerances twice.

      Her mouth had gone dry. Months. While she had sat in Vane's clean corridor weighing the price of a vault, someone had already been carrying hers away piece by piece — not breaking in, not even hurrying, just standing at the open door with a barrow, week after week, and thanking her by their silence for leaving it unlocked. She felt the strange, sideways shame of a host who discovers a guest has been sleeping in the house all winter. Nothing disturbed. Nothing missing, exactly. Everything copied.

      "Come on, then," she said to the empty room. "Who are you?"

      The access log for the annotation layer, when she finally thought to check it, held no failures at all. No forced entries. No cracked credentials.

      She sat with that for a moment. Then she stood and walked the aisle between the servers once, twice, a fan spooling up somewhere in the dark, before she could sit back down and read it properly.

      The publication pipeline — the automated job that mirrored the repository out to the world — had been carrying the annotation layer with it. Internal notes. Her notes. Served up alongside everything else, because a config line said so and nobody had ever thought to tell it no. The harvester hadn't picked a lock. There had never been a lock on that door. Traffic's clean, Petra had said, and Petra was right. Every byte of it had been, technically, published.

      Her own annotations scrolled past in the fetch history, flagged and dated in her hand. Thermal margin UNRESOLVED — asserted, not measured. Pulse forty: escape window 2.1 s against a 3-second motor. Abort gaps — see attached.

      She had to stop reading. Those were her sentences — written at two in the morning, half-formed, honest the way you were only honest in documents you believed were private. She had written them for Petra, for the review board, for the version of the future where the gaps got closed in time. Instead they had gone out into the world dressed as the whole story: here is the ship, and here, in the chief engineer's own hand, is the list of ways it kills. The thief had not stolen a working vehicle. They had stolen a vehicle with the safety layer still missing, and a map, in her own words, of exactly where it would kill.

      And the margins existed nowhere they could reach. There was no open repository of human-rating data, no public shelf of abort curves — that was the gap the guild's vault had offered to sell her out of. She had stood in that meeting room and declined the only shelf there was. Whoever held her ship tonight held everything except the thing that made it survivable, and the pulls hadn't slowed. Within the hour, every time. An ingestion pipeline feeding a programme with a deadline, not an archive feeding curiosity.

      A deadline. She turned that over and it would not turn into anything gentler. Archives waited. Students dawdled. Nothing in these logs dawdled. Somewhere past the relays there was a schedule with a date on it, a budget being spent against that date, a fabrication floor that would print her tiles to her tolerances and never know — never be able to know — that the numbers underneath were asserted, not measured. And a schedule with a date on it ended, sooner or later, the way hers ended: with a ring, and frost, and a column of light. With people, eventually, strapped on top.

      She made herself finish the thought she had been circling since Petra said the word harvester. If that flight came, it would come at pulse forty, in the two-point-one-second window she had measured and could not widen, and the crew aboard would have done everything right with everything she had given them. The board of inquiry would pull the design lineage, because boards always did, and the lineage would run clean and traceable and hash-stamped straight back to her repository. Her name was on every file. She had put it there on purpose. Prove it, then give it away — she had never once priced what it meant for the giving to be taken.

      This was how designs left. She had spent a week arguing against vaults, and the whole time the work was walking out through a door she held open on principle — copied by someone with a budget and a schedule, no broken seals, no alarm, nothing to prosecute. Openness had done exactly what she had asked of it. That was the part she would have to sit with later.

      Her hand went to the master control — close the repository, pull it dark — and stopped.

      Closing it now bought nothing. The design was copied; you could not un-copy a file. And the people the openness was for — the universities printing her tiles tonight, the stations lighting their own beams — would lose their corrections against the day she finally had some to give. She could see the whole of it laid out like one of Petra's boards: slam her own door shut, and the only thing it protected was her pride, while the copied ship flew on regardless and the honest labs went blind beside it. The failure was not the open door. The failure was a pipeline that leaked her doubts, a safety layer that existed nowhere open, a world that had set those two facts against each other and called it normal. She would not fix it by building the second door after all.

      Her hand was shaking slightly. She noticed it the way she'd notice a trim error — clinically, from a distance — and put it down to the hour, and the cold coffee, and only after that to the truth: she was frightened. Not of the thief. Of the date at the end of that pipeline, and of how little stood between it and the sky.

      She killed the annotation feed instead — three lines of config, the work of a minute, months too late — and opened a message window. Addressed it to the board, attention Neral Tov. Deleted the first draft, which was an apology, and the second, which was a theory.

      Someone is building our ship. They have everything except the margins — which no one has. More at morning briefing.

      She sent it before a cleverer version could crawl back.

      One log left, and she almost didn't. She pulled the flight-day telemetry subscriptions and sorted by first contact.

      There it was. First hour. While the trench was still loud and the feed was still proving the physics to everyone watching, the harvester had been watching too — drinking from the same live stream the world had cheered. Every pulse timing had ridden that light down to whoever wanted it. Someone had wanted it.

      On the wall display, the standing feed kept streaming to its mirrors, next flight's telemetry already queued. Public, like the last. Light going out through the door she refused to close.

      Something was riding it now.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            3

          

          
            THE TIDEPIERCER FAMILIES

          

        

      

    

    
      THE SEALED CASE

      Iri Kel came into the hall with the case flat under her arm, held the way you hold a thing people mean to take from you. The lamps caught the wax seal as she crossed the threshold. An hour to the Charter session, and the families were already in their seats, every head turning to watch her carry it the length of the floor.

      At the door desk, the clerk was fighting a pen. He dipped it, scratched a line, shook it, scratched again.

      "Died at six," he said. "They won't send down another till morning."

      "Then there's a gap in the record," Iri said. "Years from now, someone will wonder what happened here between six and the bell."

      "Let them wonder." He logged her in with a pencil stub. "All three lots are in already. Came early to watch the door."

      "I know. I counted heads from the stairs. Give the pen full honours when it goes — it died in service."

      "I'll note it resisted to the last."

      Halfway down the hall, an attendant stepped into her path, hands ready. "I can set that at the bench for you, Kel."

      "It stays with me." She had practised saying it pleasantly.

      The attendant nodded as though she had said yes, and fell in a step behind her anyway. Her own table waited at the far end, close enough to the bench to hand the case across and answer for it. Twenty more feet of floor.

      Sera Vonn's table sat nearest the bench, full of people leaning in towards one another. At Sera's place lay a printed roll of names, flattened and squared to the table's edge, laid out the way a place is laid for someone expected.

      Haran Pell sat two tables back, a cord-tied schematic tube standing against his cup, one hand resting on it the way a sailor rests a hand on a rail. His table was all yard-hands — big men sitting still the way working men sit when work is denied them — and one boy with ink on his cuff.

      Osa Ren sat alone at the back wall. No paper, no tube, not even a cup. Her hands lay empty on the wood in front of her, and of the three of them, those empty hands asked Iri the most.

      The seal was why anything in the case could be trusted: nothing in, nothing out, every word kept as it was given. It was also the wall between these families and the last true account of their dead — and every courtesy she paid it read as a betrayal to someone in the room.

      The talk thinned as she walked. A chair leg shifted. Somewhere a cup went down too carefully on its saucer.

      Sera Vonn stood. No hurry in it. The room quietened the way rooms do when everyone has agreed beforehand who will speak.

      "Kel. One question, asked in front of all of us, so nobody has to carry the answer home secondhand."

      "Ask it."

      "That case has our dead in it." Sera's palm came down flat on the roll beside her. "Will you open the seal?"

      Haran's hand came off the tube. Osa Ren did not move at all.

      "In session, asked for the record, I'll answer it for the record," Iri said.

      "That's a no in a longer coat."

      "Coats come off," Haran Pell said, not quite under his breath.

      A breath of laughter somewhere; it died quickly. Iri let the quiet finish before she gave them the rest.

      "Tonight it's the only answer that keeps the record honest. But I'll tell you what I will do before the bell. I'll hear each table." A nod to Sera. "Yours." To Haran. "Yours." To the back wall. "Yours."

      Sera took her at her word. Two fingers closed on Iri's sleeve, and she drew her down into the empty chair beside the roll of names. "Then start with mine, Kel. You've heard the seal's side all year."

      Iri sat with the case on her knees, seal upward, the lamp-light moving in the wax. At the top of the roll, the first name waited.

      THE ROLL OF NAMES

      Sera took the case off Iri's knees and set it on the curling corner of the roll before Iri had finished settling in the chair. The wax seal knocked once on the wood.

      Iri's hand came halfway up, and stopped. She let it stay. That was the first thing she gave away that evening, and Sera's small nod said they both knew it.

      "It's sat on them long enough," Sera said. "It can hold them down honestly for an hour."

      She unrolled the rest of the names across the table and flattened them with the side of her fist. The print ran edge to edge, set close, the way you set type when the list is longer than the paper was meant for. Eleven of the names shared three surnames.

      Around them the hall had quietened again, three tables listening with their backs.

      "Read them at your leisure. Hear me now." Sera braced both hands on the wood. "The commission sat ninety-one days, Kel. Shut doors. And for all their shutting, the drift of the findings was common talk in the commissioners' club before my family heard a word of it. They said so over their dinners. The doors held fine, Kel. For us."

      "On day two hundred and twenty, my cousin heard its findings from a steward, who had them from a clerk. That is how the families learned what was learned. Today is one thousand one hundred and forty-six since the Tidepiercer went down, and not one page, not one name, has ever been read aloud."

      "You keep count."

      "It keeps me." The number had no effort in it. She said it the way other people said the hour. "A finding that exists and is never published — do you know what that is? A second burial. Except nobody even has to dig."

      "And what crawled out from under those doors was wrong, Kel. That's the part nobody says at the bench." Sera's voice stayed level, and the levelness was its own accusation. "The steward's account blamed weather. A sudden gale off the Head, all hands lost, no fault found. I have the harbour log for that night. My cousin copied it out before anyone thought to seal that too. Wind sou'west, moderate. There was no gale. There was never a gale."

      Iri turned it over. "A steward's memory of a clerk's memory isn't evidence."

      "No. It's all we've been allowed." Sera's hand stayed flat on the roll. "Do you see what your seal has done? The only account loose in the world is a false one, and the only book that can kill it sits under your arm growing older. The seal doesn't take sides. Time does. Every year your wax holds, the lie stands a little taller."

      "You know what the seal buys," Iri said. "Every word in that case kept exactly as it was given. Break it in open session, read the findings, name the responsible — and every testimony inside becomes contestable. Whoever stands accused will say the witnesses shaped themselves to a published account. The chain snaps at the very moment you use it."

      "The chain protects the living who erred. My dead need nothing protected. And don't speak to me of words kept as they were given — your wax keeps the lies exactly as faithfully. It's a press, Kel. It flattens truth and lie between the same two boards and calls the flattening protection."

      Iri let her gaze go to the wall, where the Covenant's note-taker sat with his slate, a patient man who wrote whenever the room's voice rose. He was writing now. The scratch of it carried whenever the talking thinned.

      "He prays nightly for exactly what you're asking," Iri said. "One name spoken from the bench is on a broadsheet before the bell goes quiet. Your justice, doing their campaign's work."

      "Silence is already working for someone, Kel." Sera didn't look at the wall. "The only choice left to you is whether it works on purpose."

      At the door desk the clerk dipped his dead pen, scratched, and the nib caught and wrote — three whole words — then died again mid-stroke. "It rallied," he announced to no one.

      "Even the pens won't give evidence," a woman down the table said, and the brief bleak laugh that went around was the first air the room had breathed in minutes.

      Sera's thumb came to rest on one name midway down the third column. She didn't look down at it.

      "That's my brother under your case. He wrote to me the week before she sailed." Her thumb did not move. "Pumps going watch and watch, he said. Seams you could see daylight through, caulked over and painted for the owners' inspection. He was a cooper's boy, Kel. He knew a sound hull the way you know a straight line. I gave that letter to the commission because they promised it would be read into the open record. They read it into yours. His handwriting is under your seal with everything else, and I can't have it back. I copied it out the night before I surrendered it. The ink's gone brown. I know it by heart anyway."

      "Ninety-one days of men in good coats deciding what he died of, and we get it third-hand, like gossip — and the gossip contradicts the sky." She drew a breath, slow, through her nose. "The commissioners drew nine shillings a day, the clerks four. Ninety-one days of it. The only people who worked for free were the dead. Break the seal. Read the findings into record, and name the responsible by name, in front of every table. It's the only honest use your petition can serve us."

      "There are Charter channels for publication," Iri said. "I can petition the bench to⁠—"

      "Channels are where findings go to die of old age."

      Iri tried to picture the name leaving the bench clerk's mouth, and could not get past it — the same syllables on the Covenant's broadsheet by morning. The just act and the instrumental act were the same act. She could not separate them for Sera, and Sera sat watching her fail to.

      "I can't promise you the seal," Iri said.

      "I know." Sera began to fold the roll, small and square, unhurried. "Tonight I take what can be carried."

      Before Iri understood what she was doing, Sera had opened
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