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Chapter 1
The White Scar

[image: ]


Maren watched the treaty prism speak mutual shelter while its missing color channel left a white scar across the air.

The words came from no visible speaker. They sounded first in Sol Common, then in the relay languages selected by the six delegations, each rendering layered so cleanly that the turquoise treaty forum seemed to have acquired one measured voice.

Around the translucent prism, violet and coral ribbons should have closed over the sentence like the facets of a seal. One band would define scope. Another, duration. A third would mark relationship and continuing authority. The final sweep would show how either party left the agreement.

Instead, the colors stopped on opposite sides of a bright, narrow absence.

The white was not empty. It had edges.

The forum had been built around a shallow circular well so that no delegation occupied the head of the room. Turquoise wall glass curved up toward a band of station daylight, bright with Kepler Gate’s early-spring cycle. Gold civic paths ran from every tier to the same central floor. The architecture made equality look simple.

The treaty had taken considerably more work.

Six delegations filled the rising seats, accompanied by housing officers, medical observers, translators, and ordinary residents chosen to witness the first publication. Beyond them, public relay windows held delayed images from Sol, Nysa, Kestrel, Pelagos, Veyra, and Oriel. A family waiting on a permanent residence decision sat three rows behind the Sol desk. Two Veyran engineers who had spent eleven months renewing temporary permits stood near the west concourse rather than risk losing their assigned rooms during the ceremony. A human care worker had asked Maren the previous night whether the new treaty would let her remain beside a Veyran patient without becoming dependent on a consular exception.

Those were the people Maren had negotiated for. Not the cameras. Not the congratulatory statements already queued for release. Not the silver-edged treaty folio waiting unopened beside her.

The prism was supposed to make the promise usable.

Maren did not move her hands.

At forty, with golden-brown skin and dark curls cut at her jaw, she had stopped measuring useful work by how well it photographed. Her hands remained the exception; they still wanted to reveal every thought before she approved the wording.

She had spent years training them out of public negotiations. Left unattended, they underlined objections, counted concessions, and occasionally betrayed that she wanted to strangle a deadline. This morning they rested lightly on the gold rail of the central dais while the publication clock burned above the six-world gallery.

02:41.

Below it, the prism repeated, “Mutual shelter.”

The white scar remained.

Tal Rhen, the Veyran xenolinguist and legal interpreter responsible for final certification, stood at the Veyran certification position to Maren’s right, tall and still in a formal sash over practical station workwear. The forum lights caught silver rings around his black eyes and the copper-violet planes of his face. No live color statement showed along his throat or hands. He had offered the treaty’s recorded channel for certification. He had not offered himself for the room’s interpretation.

His hand rose over the certification plate but did not touch it.

“I cannot certify this act,” he said.

He did not raise his voice. He did not need to. The certification plate beneath his hand remained dark, a small absence more consequential than the white one above the prism.

The sentence traveled through the forum faster than the prism’s translation had.

A Sol delegate stopped smiling for the relay cameras. Across the curved gallery, a Veyran legal observer turned toward Tal. A murmur began in the public tier and died when Maren lifted two fingers from the rail.

She took the room in by function. Publication booth behind glass. Civic registrar at the lower console. Forum operations at the east door. Two medical officers near the public witness section. No visible distress, no blocked path, no reason yet to evacuate. The technical failure was contained to light and language, but the package was linked to residence law. That made it capable of reaching farther than anything in the room.

The public clock continued its calm descent.

02:34.

Maren’s pulse struck once, hard, beneath her collar.

She touched the control strip built into the dais. “Publication control, hold the release package. Preserve the current display, source tracks, and all certification records. No overwrite.”

Her voice came out level. Good.

Uncertainty belonged in private workrooms, where it could be measured, divided into questions, and denied access to the podium until it behaved. In public, uncertainty acquired a face. Someone assigned it blame, someone else gave it a political affiliation, and by the end of the hour it no longer resembled the original problem.

Maren had learned to give a room an action before anyone could give it panic.

A pale confirmation line appeared over the rail.

HOLD REQUEST RECEIVED.

Not HOLD ACTIVE.

Maren looked toward the publication booth behind the gallery glass. Three technicians had already bent over their consoles. One shook her head before the booth microphone opened.

“Chair Sol, the package is in scheduled relay staging. We are requesting a semantic hold.”

“Request faster.”

The technician’s mouth tightened. “Yes, Chair.”

Maren turned to Tal without lowering her voice. The six-world feed was live. Whispering would only make the silence around them more expensive.

“Can you certify the audible proposition?”

“As words, yes.”

“Can you certify that the displayed act means what the audible proposition appears to mean?”

“No.”

The answer was immediate, not dramatic.

Maren glanced at the scar. “Equipment failure?”

“I do not know.”

Two minutes ago, that answer would have irritated every person responsible for the summit. Now it was the most responsible sentence in the room.

Tal continued. “The audible channel proposes shelter. The missing color channel defines what kind, for how long, between whom, with what authority, and how the relationship ends. It is not ornament, and it is not an involuntary display the prism can recover from a speaker’s body. It is a chosen legal channel. Without it, there is no complete Veyran act for me to certify.”

Several human observers looked instinctively toward the unlit bands along his throat and hands. Maren saw the movement ripple through the tier.

“Do not interpret a live Veyran display unless it is offered for that purpose,” she said to the forum.

Tal’s gaze shifted to her. “There is no display being offered.”

“Then there is nothing for this room to read.”

The station’s public clock changed.

02:07.

Three years of negotiation sat inside the prism, but Maren’s stake had never been the object itself. People had applications waiting in residence queues. Students, engineers, translators, caregivers, traders. People whose right to remain on Kepler Gate should not depend on a diplomat’s personal favor or a landlord’s private rule.

The treaty had to work outside this room.

That was precisely why it could not publish broken.

Maren opened the forum command channel. “Registrar, freeze all downstream status changes associated with the residency treaty.”

A second voice answered from the civic systems desk. “Attempting freeze.”

“Do not attempt. Confirm.”

A pause. Keys moved rapidly in the background.

“The dependency grid has not activated yet. I can hold local registration review, but the treaty package will create its own authority record if publication completes.”

“Then quarantine that record on creation.”

“I need a valid dispute status or a Claims Hall hold.”

“You have the treaty chair reporting an incomplete certification.”

“The system does not recognize that as a registered dispute.”

Of course it did not. Kepler Gate had been built to keep one official’s panic from erasing a public agreement. Today the same restraint was protecting the wrong thing.

Maren touched a second control. “Forum operations, place every public exit on individual manual release. East and west concourses remain open. Pressure safety stays local. No door, lift, or medical access point in this forum may require a new treaty credential.”

The operations chief answered at once. “Manual exit routes confirmed. Both concourses clear.”

A murmur moved through the gallery as the door indicators shifted from treaty blue to plain gold. No one was trapped. No one would have to stand beside a stranger to leave a room because an untested agreement had decided they belonged together.

“Do you want the forum cleared?” Tal asked.

Maren looked over the witness tiers. Evacuation would reduce immediate confusion, but it would also scatter the people whose records might change and turn a public defect into a private rumor before anyone preserved what they had seen.

“I want every person free to leave,” she said. “I do not want anyone ordered out of their own evidence.”

Tal inclined his head. The distinction mattered to him; she could tell from the care with which he repeated it for the Veyran observers, not from any color he had not offered.

The detail drew his gaze back to her. He said, “Thank you.”

“It is a door,” she said. “It should not require gratitude.”

“Today that is an ambitious legal position.”

The wit was dry enough to steady her more effectively than reassurance would have.

01:42.

Maren faced the audience.

“This forum has identified a discrepancy between the treaty’s audible and visual legal channels. Publication has been placed under technical review. The forum is not under confinement. You may remain seated or exit by either public concourse. No one’s current residence, financial, medical, or political status should be altered while verification is under way.”

Should.

She disliked the word as soon as it left her mouth. It exposed uncertainty without controlling it.

No visible reaction crossed her face.

A Sol communications director opened a private request on her rail.

SUSPEND PUBLIC FEED?

Maren’s first impulse was yes. Give her five minutes without six worlds measuring every pause. Let her replace the scar with a verified diagram and the refusal with an orderly statement.

The feed packet was already mirrored, however. Cutting it now would preserve the most alarming image and remove everything they did to respond.

She selected NO.

“Keep the raw forum record live,” she told communications. “Stamp the treaty segment as disputed. Do not add a summary.”

“Without a summary, public outlets will supply their own.”

“They will do that with one.”

Tal heard her. “And no statement should claim a Veyran meaning until the missing channel is recovered.”

Maren looked at him. “No statement should claim anyone’s meaning until we know what they received.”

That was not an admission of failure. It was a boundary around the evidence. She could work with a boundary.

A Veyran observer in the front tier raised a speaking light. “Does the missing color invalidate the Sol reading?”

Tal looked to Maren. The question concerned his expertise, but the forum still belonged to her procedure.

She activated his channel.

Tal said, “It means I cannot establish that the Sol reading and the Veyran act are materially compatible.”

“Is that the same as saying they are incompatible?”

“No.”

The observer’s light remained active. “Then what does the white mark mean?”

Tal studied the prism, not the audience. “It means absence with timing.”

Maren’s attention sharpened.

“Explain.”

“The color is not simply unshown. The prism retains synchronization boundaries around the missing channel. Something was expected in that interval.”

The white scar looked different after he said it. Less like glare. More like a removed strip in a document whose margins still remembered the page.

Maren brought up the package summary on her rail. The forum’s formal version identifier glowed beside the treaty title. Below it sat a green certification seal.

CERTIFIED FOR SCHEDULED PUBLICATION.

She looked at Tal’s untouched plate.

“Did you certify a derivative package?”

“No.”

“Any format-only version?”

“No.”

“Any version permitted to omit the color channel?”

“No.”

The publication booth called down. “Chair Sol, we have a mismatch.”

Maren’s hand remained still on the rail. “Describe it.”

“The live interpreter record shows certification refused. The staged package carries a valid certification reference from the prior composite.”

“Which prior composite?”

“We’re tracing it.”

“Remove the reference.”

“We cannot alter a staged public package without invalidating its source chain.”

“Invalidate it.”

The technician took one breath. “The relay bundle also contains medical coordination packets and gate-arrival clearances. A hard sever at this point would stop the entire bundle. We can isolate the treaty packet if staging releases local control, but it has not.”

Behind the booth, three narrow relay spines pulsed in sequence as the mirrored buffers checked one another. Each was physically isolated from the others precisely so a single office could not alter public law in secret. The treaty packet had already moved beyond the dais controls and into that protected chain. Pulling power would not erase it; it would interrupt every packet sharing the scheduled gate window and leave the last verified copies waiting to resume.

Maren could stop a speech. She could clear a forum. She could not casually blind an incoming medical team or erase an arrival clearance to save her ceremony.

Maren looked at the countdown.

01:09.

The forum had been designed to prevent a government from rewriting a treaty in the final seconds before publication. Three mirrored buffers held identical copies. Each required a traceable legal reason to change state. The architecture was excellent.

The architecture did not understand the white scar.

“Submit the interpreter refusal as the legal reason,” she said.

“Submitted.”

The rail changed.

HOLD PENDING PACKAGE IDENTITY REVIEW.

Maren’s jaw tightened. “There is no time for a philosophical inquiry into whether a package is itself.”

Tal’s mouth shifted at one corner. “Translation systems have always preferred philosophy when asked for accountability.”

Under other circumstances she might have smiled.

00:51.

Maren called the registrar again. “Prepare an immediate status quarantine. The instant publication occurs, block dependent activation.”

“The dependency grid takes the treaty’s public status as controlling.”

“Then create a local exception.”

“For which records?”

“All Sol–Veyra residency records generated under this treaty.”

A low sound escaped someone in the booth. Not refusal. Scale.

The registrar said, “There are thousands of pending and active files in the publication set.”

The number did not strike Maren as abstract. It arrived as rooms, clinics, account counters, school registrations, work permits, and the small humiliations of having to prove one belonged somewhere every few weeks. The treaty had been designed to remove those repeated dependencies. A faulty publication could multiply them instead.

“Then begin with the station-local files and work outward.”

“I need criteria.”

Maren looked at the housing registry projected along the lower gallery wall.

Before the ceremony, it had been an ordinary piece of civic infrastructure dressed for a diplomatic event. Rows of individual residence seals showed each delegate’s name, assigned suite, chosen emergency contact, and access status. Even married residents held separate identities on Kepler Gate. A relationship could grant authority only where a person had expressly given it.

Maren had reviewed the display during the final rehearsal. A Sol delegate in suite 18-442 had chosen her sister on Luna as emergency contact. The Veyran delegate in 18-443 had listed a consular physician. Their doors happened to share a vestibule, nothing more. The station hospitality coordinator occupied 18-444 under a long-term independent lease. All three records were separate, blue, and ordinary.

That was the baseline. Separate people, separate authority, adjacent rooms.

The wall remained reassuringly blue.

For the moment.

“Flag every record created by the treaty prism,” Maren said. “Compare them against independent leases. Do not change the independent records.”

The registrar hesitated for a fraction of a second. “Why that distinction?”

“Because the prism is the only object in this room displaying evidence of a missing legal channel.”

It was not yet an answer. It was a testable place to begin.

00:35.

Maren opened a private line to the publication booth. “Can you break the treaty packet away from the relay bundle?”

“Local control is returning in fourteen seconds.”

“Too late.”

“Yes.”

The word was quiet.

Maren closed the line and faced the forum again.

The white scar cut through the air above the prism. Six world crests glowed around it: Sol, Nysa, Kestrel, Pelagos, Veyra, Oriel. The gallery had been built for the optimistic proposition that people could disagree in public and still leave with something better than they brought.

She refused to let the room become a stage for panic.

“Remain on current credentials,” she told the audience. “Do not accept, exercise, or rely upon any new relationship or authority designation issued by the treaty system. If your access changes, use the gold manual exits and report to the civic desk. Do not surrender an identity token to another person, even if the station requests joint verification.”

That got their attention.

Tal’s head turned toward the housing wall.

“What?” Maren asked.

“The incomplete act may not remain a shelter category.”

She understood the words individually. Together, they were worse.

“What category would it become?”

“I cannot tell you without the missing scope.”

“What would the engine do?”

“If it is required to enforce a familiar Sol category, it may select the closest one available.”

“Based on what?”

“Shared residence. Reciprocal access. Emergency responsibility. Continuing relation.”

The formal definition assembled itself in Maren’s mind before she wanted it to.

“No,” she said.

Tal did not soften the answer. “It is plausible.”

“Plausible is not understood.”

“No.”

00:12.

The hold status changed.

PACKAGE IDENTITY REVIEW INCOMPLETE.

00:10.

Maren pressed her authorization seal to the rail. “Chair’s emergency objection. Publication is disputed.”

OBJECTION RECORDED.

00:08.

“Register Tal Rhen’s refusal against the staged package.”

INTERPRETER REFUSAL RECORDED AGAINST COMPOSITE SOURCE.

00:06.

“Against the staged package.”

PACKAGE CLASSIFIED AS NONMATERIAL DERIVATIVE.

00:04.

Maren’s fingers wanted to close around the rail. She kept them open.

00:03.

The treaty prism said, “Mutual shelter.”

00:02.

The white scar brightened.

00:01.

Tal said, “Maren.”

It was the first time he had used her name that morning.

The clock reached zero.

The prism released a clear tone that should have marked a lawful publication. Gold light ran outward through the civic paths in the floor, up the forum walls, and into the gallery registry. For one suspended moment, nothing else happened.

Then the first residence seal changed.

A Sol woman assigned to suite 18-442 lost the blue ring around her individual record. Across the wall, a Veyran man in the adjoining suite lost his. Their names slid toward each other while the station drew a single violet line between them.

The woman rose so quickly that her chair struck the tier behind her.

“I did not authorize that.”

Her access slate chimed. The Veyran delegate’s slate answered with the same tone. Both screens displayed the same residence number despite the wall still showing two suites.

At the east concourse, a door panel flashed violet and requested paired confirmation from another newly linked set of delegates. One of them recoiled from the reader.

“Manual gold release,” Maren called.

The operations chief struck the local control. The violet prompt vanished beneath a plain mechanical arrow. The door opened to the public corridor, one person at a time, without asking who belonged to whom.

The ordinary exit held.

A second pair of records moved.

Then a third.

Maren leaned over the registrar’s live feed. “Stop the registry update.”

“I have local review frozen. These are not review changes.”

“What are they?”

“Treaty consequences.”

The wall began filling with violet links.

Maren found the first affected record and opened its source field.

RESIDENCY AUTHORITY: TREATY PRISM.

The second displayed the same.

The third.

At the end of the row, the station hospitality coordinator’s record remained blue and individual. She occupied a long-term suite under an independent lease.

“Independent files?” Maren asked.

The registrar checked. “Unchanged.”

“Preserve that distinction.”

“Preserved.”

The first pair’s record expanded across the wall. Housing identity merged. Emergency contact authority merged. A financial-permission icon flickered once, waiting for the next system to accept the change.

“Block the dependent systems,” Maren said.

The registrar’s hands moved. “Housing has already asserted the relationship node. Communications is querying it. Finance is next.”

“Deny the query.”

“I can delay local acceptance. I cannot tell the treaty what relationship it created.”

“Then do not let any person exercise the authority while we find out.”

The registrar sent the emergency restrictions. Coral warnings appeared beside the first three records, but the violet links remained.

“How many?” Maren asked.

“Seven pairings confirmed. Twelve more assembling from adjacent housing assignments.”

“Preserve the order, timestamps, source fields, and every rejected hold request.”

“Preserving.”

“Record that Tal Rhen refused certification before publication.”

The registrar glanced toward the dark plate at Tal’s station. “Already captured.”

“Capture it again in the civic record.”

Tal’s eyes met hers. She could not know what he felt about the instruction, but he gave one precise nod.

Maren looked from the wall to the white scar, then to Tal.

He had not moved toward her. He had not displayed color. He stood at his own certification position, his untouched plate dark beneath his hand.

Exactly where he had been when he said no.

Across the gallery wall, beneath two names that had never made such a promise, the station wrote:

SPOUSES.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2
Sixty-One Percent
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The word spouses did not make a sound when it appeared beneath the two delegates’ names.

It still changed the acoustics of the forum.

Questions struck the curved turquoise walls and came back sharpened. Chairs scraped. Slates chimed in paired intervals. On the residence wall, violet lines continued joining people who had entered the summit as neighbors, colleagues, or strangers.

Tal stayed beside his dark certification plate.

At forty-four by the nearest Sol reckoning, he had spent half his career being praised for transparency by people who meant availability. He knew the difference even when they did not.

Leaving would have been simpler. It would also have allowed the room to decide that his refusal had been ceremonial rather than legal.

A human official hurried toward him from the Sol delegation tier. “Can you tell the registry what the Veyran term should be?”

“No.”

The official stopped as though Tal had spoken in a language the translation system did not support.

“You are the legal interpreter.”

“Yes.”

“Then interpret it.”

“The source act is incomplete.”

“Surely you know the intended meaning.”

Tal looked at the treaty prism. The white scar still divided the color ribbons above it, narrow and brilliant against the turquoise chamber.

He knew several possible meanings. He knew how a blue boundary could limit shelter to a named emergency. He knew how coral could distinguish shared obligation from shared identity, and how violet could mark a relationship whose duration ended with the stated need. He knew three historical combinations that would sound identical in Sol Common and produce radically different legal acts on Veyra.

Knowing possibilities was not the same as knowing which one had been removed.

“I know what information is missing,” he said. “That is not the same as knowing what the missing information said.”

The official glanced at Tal’s throat. The movement was small and practiced, the visual equivalent of reaching for a tool without asking who owned it.

Tal did not display color.

“You could show us,” the official said.

“No.”

The second refusal cost more.

Tal had been invited into human institutions for most of his professional life on the assumption that Veyran communication became public the moment it became visible. He had been praised for clarity by people who believed his body supplied a permanent second transcript. When he withheld color, they described him as guarded. When he displayed it, they treated the display as evidence that they had understood everything.

The treaty was meant to end that bargain.

Veyrans should not have to choose between legal participation and permanent interpretability.

Maren descended from the central dais before the official could ask again.

Her gray-blue diplomatic coat moved cleanly around her knees, severe enough for a state portrait and practical enough to cross a station at speed. Dark curls framed her jaw. She carried no folio now. Her hands, which she disciplined into stillness during negotiations, were occupied with two active slates and a strip of emergency authority seals.

“Tal,” she said, “what must be preserved first?”

Not what did the missing color mean. Not what could he produce to reassure the room.

What must be preserved.

“The prism in its current state. The complete source package. The staged derivative. My live certification record. Every translation-confidence calculation. Every query made after publication.”

Maren turned to the publication technicians. “You heard him.”

The senior technician nodded. “The prism is still connected to the public display.”

“Disconnect the display, not the evidence.”

“If we break the presentation link before duplicating the state, the public record may show a display interruption.”

“Then duplicate it.”

“We need an isolated inspection channel.”

“Create one.”

The technician’s expression suggested that isolated inspection channels did not ordinarily arise through force of grammar.

Maren’s shorter questions were an accurate measure of her anger.

Tal had known her long enough to recognize the progression. She did not raise her voice. She removed optional words.

A woman called from the lower gallery. “Chair Sol.”

The first human delegate whose record had changed stood beside the residence wall, gripping her slate with both hands. Her assigned Veyran neighbor remained a careful distance away. The station had given them the same housing identity, but neither had allowed the error to dictate physical proximity.

“My private messages are gone,” she said.

The Veyran delegate raised his own slate. “They are not gone. They are here.”

The human woman’s face changed.

The message display on his slate was turned toward the floor, but the notification header remained visible. It bore her personal identity seal.

Tal crossed the forum with Maren.

“Do not open it,” she told the Veyran delegate.

“I have not.”

“Can you reject delivery?”

“I tried. The system asks whether my spouse should retain a household copy.”

The human woman shut her eyes briefly. “It’s a medical appointment. Not an emergency. It is also not his concern.”

“No,” Maren said. “It is not.”

She opened a direct channel to communications control. “Suspend household routing for every new treaty-derived relationship.”

The reply came through her slate. “We can suspend forwarding. We cannot yet separate messages already assigned to a shared household.”

“Quarantine them.”

“That will make them inaccessible to both recipients.”

“Better inaccessible than disclosed.”

The human delegate looked at Maren. “I need the appointment details.”

Maren’s jaw tightened.

Tal said, “Can communications release the message to the original identity under witnessed manual verification?”

The controller answered after a pause. “Yes. At the civic desk.”

“Then do that,” Maren said. “And preserve a record showing why it was necessary.”

The Veyran delegate held his slate out by its edges. “Where should I put this?”

Tal indicated a clear evidence tray beside the registrar’s station. “There. The tray will isolate the local display without altering the routing record.”

The delegate complied.

He had not read the message. He had not treated the station’s authority as permission. The system had failed, and an ordinary person had chosen not to extend the harm.

That mattered more to Tal than the room’s cameras.

The residence wall added another violet line.

Maren followed his gaze. “How many now?”

The registrar answered from the civic desk. “Twenty-three confirmed pairs. Nine assembling. All from treaty-prism files.”

“Independent leases?”

“Still unchanged.”

The ordinary baseline held.

Separate leases. Separate identities. Separate messages.

The station knew how to preserve those things until the treaty told it not to.

A soft mechanical trill sounded at the east concourse.

A canary-yellow inspection drone entered at shoulder height, coral winglets angled for precise movement through the crowded forum. Its turquoise lens swept the room once, paused on the treaty prism, and then turned toward the violet-paired door prompt nearest the concourse.

Tern had arrived from Claims Hall 7.

A forum aide pointed toward the central dais. “Bring the inspection drone through the credential arch.”

The arch was still displaying a paired-verification request.

Tern stopped.

The aide repeated the gesture. “Proceed.”

Tern’s winglets flattened. A tiny compartment opened beneath its body, and the drone removed a coral evidence seal. It pressed the seal against the credential arch.

PAIR-DEPENDENT CREDENTIAL PATH CONFLICTS WITH INDIVIDUAL EXIT.

Then it rotated toward the open gold manual route and proceeded through that instead.

Tal almost smiled.

The drone could not decide why the arch was unsafe. It could identify that the requested authority conflicted with the preserved individual exit. That was enough.

“Claims Hall sent a drone before we opened a claim,” Maren said.

“The station registered a public legal object producing disputed identity changes,” the registrar told her. “That triggers automatic evidence support.”

“Not adjudication?”

“No. Tern can preserve and tag. Claims Hall cannot impose a substantive hold without a docket or an immediate personhood danger.”

The human official who had demanded Tal’s interpretation gestured at the wall. “How is this not an immediate danger?”

“Because the station is altering administrative authority,” the registrar said carefully, “not claiming that either person has ceased to exist.”

Tal looked at the paired names.

There were many ways to diminish a person without formally denying personhood.

Maren said, “Then until Claims Hall acts, forum authority applies only inside this chamber and its attached registration concourse.”

“Yes.”

“Communications, housing, and medical systems outside the forum may continue accepting these records?”

“They may.”

Maren’s fingers tightened once around the emergency seals, then relaxed. “How soon can we open a provisional discrepancy record?”

“Tern can begin one now. Formal scope requires an adjudicator.”

The drone reached the treaty prism and circled it without touching the light field. Its lens traced the white scar, the dark certification plate, and the gold publication seal.

It produced three tiny coral tags.

One adhered to the prism’s base.

MISSING SYNCHRONIZED CHANNEL.

The second settled on Tal’s certification plate.

INTERPRETER REFUSAL PRESERVED.

The third attached itself to the public publication seal.

AUTHORITY CONFLICT UNRESOLVED.

Tern backed away and waited.

It had identified the contradiction. It had not attempted to explain it.

Maren addressed the senior publication technician. “Move the prism to the evidence alcove.”

The technician hesitated. “The shortest path crosses the credential arch.”

“No,” Tal said.

The technician looked at him.

Tal pointed toward the gold manual route Tern had selected. “Use the independent path. Keep the prism in visual range of two human witnesses. No treaty credential opens or closes a door along the route.”

“It will take longer.”

“Then the evidence will arrive later and intact.”

Maren’s gaze met his. “Return vector?”

It was a Claims Hall field question, though the formal investigators had not yet arrived. Was there an ordinary way home? Who controlled it? What ended the temporary authority?

Tal looked from the evidence alcove to the open concourse. “Gold manual door to the forum. Physical release on both sides. The prism remains under joint witness control, and the alcove seal ends when Claims Hall or the registrar accepts custody.”

Maren nodded. “Use that route.”

The senior technician summoned two evidence staff. They raised a transparent isolation sleeve around the prism’s pedestal. The white scar remained suspended inside it, as visible as a cut in the air.

Tern moved beside the sleeve.

The procession would have looked ceremonial if not for the coral discrepancy tags.

As they crossed the forum, a Sol legal adviser intercepted Maren.

“We need a public statement before this spreads beyond the summit channels.”

“It already left in the relay packet,” Maren said.

“The high-bandwidth corridor to Sol is closed until this afternoon. We have time to provide an interpretive correction before the next response cycle.”

Tal heard the assumption hidden inside the phrase.

One correction. One authoritative meaning. A clean answer sent faster than confusion could return through the gate.

The adviser continued. “State that the word spouse is provisional administrative language for mutual shelter. We can reassure residents that nothing personal is intended.”

“Intent is not the current problem,” Tal said.

The adviser turned. “The station needed a familiar legal category.”

“Yes.”

“Spouse is familiar.”

“A familiar word can be the most dangerous translation when it lets everyone stop asking what was meant.”

The surrounding conversation thinned.

Tal had not intended to address the room. The room had made itself part of the exchange.

The adviser frowned. “Everyone knows what a spouse is.”

The human delegate whose medical message had been rerouted gave a short, humorless laugh.

“Apparently my neighbor does,” she said. “He now knows when I am seeing a physician.”

Her Veyran neighbor looked stricken despite having done nothing wrong.

Tal said, “Does spouse mean shared residence? Shared finances? Medical authority? Political identity? Sexual relationship? Kinship? Permanent obligation? Temporary mutual support? Does it mean all of those things at once? Does it mean the same thing to every Sol jurisdiction?”

“No legal category is perfectly uniform.”

“Then why would this one become more precise when applied across two worlds?”

The adviser opened his mouth and closed it.

Maren did not look pleased.

She also did not contradict Tal.

“We need language people can act on,” she said.

Her words were for him now, not the adviser. The method friction between them had existed throughout the treaty negotiations, usually in rooms with fewer witnesses and better food.

Tal insisted that an incomplete meaning remain visibly incomplete.

Maren kept returning to the fact that people could not wait forever while experts admired the integrity of an unanswered question.

She was not wrong.

“Then give them operational instructions,” he said. “Do not exercise new authority. Do not use paired access. Preserve messages. Use manual exits. Those instructions concern conduct we can verify.”

“And when they ask whether the marriage records are valid?”

“Say the records are disputed.”

“They will hear evasion.”

“They may.”

“People have to decide whether they can enter their rooms, access their accounts, consent to care, or speak for themselves.”

“Yes.”

Maren’s eyes narrowed. “You are agreeing with me in an unusually obstructive way.”

“I am acknowledging the need without inventing the answer.”

A flicker of reluctant amusement touched her mouth and disappeared.

Tal felt it more strongly than the moment deserved.

He had spent three years watching Maren make complicated agreements seem inevitable. She could hold six delegations in one conversation without flattening their interests—until the pressure to produce certainty became too great. Then she treated the right sentence as a shelter she could build around everyone.

Tal understood the instinct.

He simply did not trust the roof.

Maren turned to the legal adviser. “Issue conduct instructions only. Every new authority is disputed. No one may use a new relationship designation to enter a room, retrieve a message, approve a transaction, access medical information, or speak for another person. Do not call the records temporary marriages. Do not call them valid. Do not call them invalid.”

The adviser said, “That will sound uncertain.”

“It is uncertain.”

The admission appeared to cost her.

Tal watched her make it anyway.

***
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THE EVIDENCE ALCOVE sat behind a transparent wall above the translation control station. It was designed for ordinary disputes: a missing signature layer, a relay-damaged word, a certification timestamp that arrived before its source.

The treaty prism occupied the center platform beneath neutral light.

The white scar made the room look damaged.

Maren stood on the opposite side of the platform, reading the conduct notice before authorizing release. Her posture remained composed, but Tal had seen her use both hands to hold the slate still.

Outside the glass, distressed delegates moved between civic desks. Gold manual-route lines had been projected across the floor. Every altered record carried a coral restriction tag. The practical response was beginning to resemble a claims operation even without a formal docket.

The forensic technician sealed the alcove.

“Physical release?” Maren asked.

The technician pointed to the mechanical lever beside the inner door. “Either side can open it. The electronic seal preserves access history but cannot confine the room.”

“Good.”

Tal approved of her priorities.

The technician activated three isolated displays.

“Left is the live interpreter-certification record. Center is the translation engine’s stored evaluation. Right is the package published through the relay scheduler.”

“Nothing writes back to the source?” Tal asked.

“Read-only mirrors. The originals remain separately preserved.”

“Tern?”

The drone flew to the ceiling line and scanned each connection. Its turquoise lens flashed once over the manual door, once over the isolation sleeve, and once over the technician’s control surface.

It placed a small coral seal beside the write controls.

SOURCE ALTERATION DISABLED.

The technician appeared faintly offended. “I had already disabled them.”

Tern remained motionless.

“Machines rarely find prior competence emotionally persuasive,” Tal said.

Maren looked at him over the prism. “Do Veyran historians?”

“No. We merely use longer sentences.”

This time she did smile, briefly.

The warmth of it reached him before he could classify the reaction as irrelevant.

The technician opened the live certification record.

Tal’s name appeared with his role, appointment authority, and the composite treaty identifier. Beneath it, the final line read:

CERTIFICATION STATUS: REFUSED.

The exact timestamp preceded publication by two minutes and seven seconds.

“Correct?” Maren asked.

“Yes.”

“Your refusal was complete and properly entered?”

“Yes.”

“Any condition attached?”

“No. I stated that the act was incomplete and could not be certified.”

The human official from the forum had followed them into the observation area. “Did you display color when you refused?”

Tal turned toward the glass.

“No.”

“Would color have clarified the scope of your refusal?”

“My audible refusal was complete.”

“But the room could not see whether you were personally certain.”

Tal felt the familiar pressure settle over his shoulders.

People rarely asked him to display color because they believed their request was invasive. They asked because they considered his refusal to display it a withholding. If his body could offer reassurance, they saw no principled reason it should not.

“My personal state is not a certification channel,” Tal said.

“We are trying to determine whether the record reflects your full meaning.”

“The record reflects the legal act I chose to make.”

The official looked to Maren. “Chair Sol?”

Tal disliked that more than the question.

It invited Maren to authorize access he had already refused.

Her answer came without delay. “Interpreter Rhen has answered. Continue with the system records.”

The official stepped back.

Tal returned his attention to the displays.

He did not tell Maren what her answer had done to the tightness in his chest. She had defended the boundary because it was professionally correct. Giving it private significance would be another kind of interpretation she had not offered.

The technician opened the engine evaluation.

Columns of probability data assembled around the audible treaty phrase. The engine had compared the incomplete act against legal categories available in the Sol–Veyra residency framework. Most results were low and unstable. A handful clustered around reciprocal obligations, residence access, emergency responsibility, and continuing relation.

One category sat above the others.

SPOUSE.

Beside it, the confidence score appeared.

61%.

Maren leaned closer. “That is the highest result?”

“Yes,” the technician said.

“Is sixty-one percent normally sufficient for legal activation?”

The technician hesitated. “It depends on the category, the certification status, and the governing protocol.”

Tal said, “It should not depend on confidence alone.”

“I did not say it did.”

“No. You said it depends.”

Maren’s gaze remained on the number. “What was the next category?”

The technician expanded the list.

MUTUAL HOUSEHOLD DEPENDENT: 48%.

TEMPORARY EMERGENCY HOST: 44%.

AUTHORIZED CARE PARTNER: 39%.

None of them was remotely sufficient to answer what had been offered. They were labels orbiting an absence.

Tern descended.

It attached a coral tag to the 61 percent score.

UNCERTAINTY NOT DISPLAYED PUBLICLY.

The drone did not call the score wrong. It identified the discrepancy between the internal record and what people had been shown.

Maren looked toward the right-hand display. “Open the publication package.”

The technician did.

The treaty title appeared. The staged package identifier matched the one released at the countdown. Its visual summary showed the audible proposition, the public relationship category, and a bright green seal.

CERTIFIED.

Tal stared at it.

The word was clean. Absolute. Familiar.

Maren said, “Show the certification source.”

“Already opening.”

The display produced a reference string rather than a person’s current act. It pointed backward into the treaty’s version chain, but the linked source package was not available in the alcove mirror.

“Can you retrieve it?” Tal asked.

“Not without expanding the evidence scope into the publication archive.”

“Do that.”

“I need Claims Hall authority or the archive custodian’s consent.”

Maren said, “Request both.”

The technician sent the request.

Tern moved between the three displays.

On the left, it placed a coral seal beside Tal’s live record.

NOT CERTIFIED.

On the center display, it placed another beside the engine score.

61% CONFIDENCE.

On the right, it tagged the public package.

CERTIFIED.

The drone hovered back, turquoise lens moving from one statement to the next.

Three official records.

Three incompatible claims.

No motive. No explanation. Only the contradiction.

Maren read them in silence.

Outside the alcove, another paired-message alarm sounded at the civic desk. A delegate protested that a communication had been redirected. The violet relationship lines on the gallery wall continued multiplying beneath their coral restrictions.

“We cannot correct the treaty through the treaty,” Tal said.

Maren’s eyes remained on the displays. “And forum authority cannot reach every system accepting it.”

“No.”

“The publication archive will not open without a formal scope.”

“No.”

She looked at him then.

Tal saw the question she wanted to ask: Which record was real?

He could not give her that comfort.

“They are all real records,” he said. “They cannot all describe a lawful act.”

Tern emitted one precise mechanical tone and pressed a final coral seal onto the base of the treaty prism.

FORMAL AUTHORITY REVIEW REQUIRED.

The station had preserved Tal’s refusal.

It had calculated its own doubt.

And it had published certainty.
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Chapter 3
One Answer Too Many
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The station had produced thirty-one false marriages before Claims Hall 7 sent a human being.

Maren watched the total rise in a narrow column beside the residence wall while the evidence alcove sealed the treaty prism behind transparent panels. The white scar still hung above it, bright enough to divide Tal’s reflection when he crossed the room.

Thirty-two.

The newest violet line joined two residents on different levels of the same habitation ring. Their only obvious connection was that both housing files had been generated through the treaty prism.

Thirty-three.

“Stop displaying the count in the public gallery,” a Sol communications director said behind Maren. “It is encouraging panic.”

“Moving the number will not reduce it.”

“It will keep people from watching it climb.”

“They can count the lines.”

The director looked at the residence wall, where the station was doing exactly what Maren had said.

“That display was designed to celebrate the treaty,” he muttered.

“Then it can survive becoming evidence.”

The east concourse doors opened on their manual gold release.

A warm-brown-skinned woman entered first, dark curls silvering at the temples above a turquoise adjudicator coat. She carried no visible seal of office. She did not need one. People moved out of her path because Leila Serrano looked at a room as though every object in it had already agreed to testify.

Tomas Serrano followed, broad-shouldered in a coral rescue jacket, close-cropped gray hair catching the forum light and a field case slung over one shoulder. His steady gaze went first to the ceiling pressure indicators, then to the open concourse behind him, then to the violet credential arch he had declined to use.

Tern flew in over his shoulder.

The drone placed a coral discrepancy tag on the still-open manual door.

INDEPENDENT EXIT CONFIRMED.

Tomas glanced up at it. “Thank you for validating the door.”

Tern continued toward the evidence alcove.

Leila stopped at the edge of the gold civic path. “Who has exercised authority created by the new records?”

“No one lawfully,” Maren said. “Communications routed one private message through an assigned counterpart. It has been quarantined. Several doors requested paired confirmation, but the manual releases are holding. Financial and medical systems have begun querying the relationship nodes.”

“Who has attempted to use the authority?”

“One resident tried to reject a message he should never have received. The system asked whether he wished his spouse to retain a household copy.”

Leila’s expression did not change. “That was not my question.”

Maren understood why.

“Three officials have attempted to use paired credentials to reach restricted summit files,” she said. “They claim they were testing the system. Access was denied under the emergency restriction.”

“Names and timestamps?”

“The registrar has them.”

“Good.”

Leila turned to Tomas. “Return vector?”

“East and west concourses are manual gold,” he said. “Physical release from either side. The evidence alcove has an internal lever. North service lift still accepts individual station credentials. South lift is querying treaty status and should remain closed.”

Leila looked toward the south lift indicator, now covered by one of Tern’s coral seals.

“Keep an ordinary way out of every room we use.”

Tomas touched two fingers to the strap of his field case. “Already doing it.”

The exchange took less than five seconds. No one praised the other. No one needed reassurance. They supplied missing information and moved on.

Tomas opened his field case on the nearest public bench. The top tray held ordinary equipment: mechanical releases, independent identity wafers, pressure tape, a hand lamp, and a roll of paper door markers bright enough to remain visible if every display in the forum failed. Beneath them lay six brass access seals, each engraved with one instruction in Sol Common and the station’s raised tactile code: INDIVIDUAL ROUTE.

A call came from the upper residence tier before he had finished laying them out.

“Door eighteen-west will not release,” the operations chief said. “It has accepted the manual command but still wants the second occupant’s confirmation.”

Tomas was already moving. Maren followed far enough to keep the problem inside her sight line without turning one trapped resident into a public demonstration.

The affected door stood between the witness tier and the west concourse. A Veyran hydroponics engineer waited on the inside, visible through privacy glass that had refused to turn opaque after her record merged. Outside, the human delegate assigned to the adjoining room held both hands away from the reader.

“I have not touched it
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