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Book I 

The Deep Canopy  



Chapter 1 - The First Death 

The first killing in Orivenian history happened on another world. 

By the time its light reached Aethon, the creature had been dead for eleven minutes. 

He was halfway through a deliberation that had lasted seven hundred years. 

This was not unusual. The southern thermal gardens had been losing pressure by less than one part in ten 
thousand each season, and no one had yet been deprived of water, mineral feed, or stored charge. A small redirection 
of the deep channels would probably be enough. But the proposed roots would cross three inhabited strata, alter the 
temperature of two nursery vaults, and ask the northern reservoirs to accept a burden they had not grown to carry. In 
the Deep Canopy, consequences were not excused merely because they were slow. 

Aethon stood in the Central Archive, twelve metres of dark trunk rising into a cavern lit by fungal blue. Stand was 
the nearest translation. Most of him did not stand anywhere. His oldest memories lived in mineral rings beneath the 
archive floor; his active attention moved through a web of fine roots; three smaller bodies tended distant chambers in 
his name. The trunk was only the place from which others preferred him to speak. 

Around him, a million mycelial threads hummed through wet stone. They carried charge, dissolved metals, 
warnings, permissions, and the compressed shapes of feeling. No Orivenian heard every thought in the network. That 
had once been attempted, and the world still bore the scar. But distress travelled freely unless a person closed a 
consent membrane against it. 

The southern gardens were nearing agreement. Aethon felt ten thousand impressions settling toward the same 
inclination, the way a crown of leaves leans toward a light none of them sees alone. 

Then Mirel struck the archive like weather. 

Her arrival came first through the root: a fast sequence of identity pulses, badly modulated, followed by a packet 
marked OBSERVATION / LIVING MOTION / HARM UNKNOWN. A moment later her mobile body entered 
the chamber on six braided root-feet. She was young enough to move visibly while being watched. Silver capture 
fronds folded close along her narrow stem; phase crystals trembled in the crown around her sensory lenses. 

"Elder Aethon," she flashed in light-speech. "The Origaya array has resolved an ending." 

The southern deliberation stopped without anyone ordering it to stop. 

Aethon lowered a branch by a fraction. "An ending of what?" 

"A mobile organism." Mirel's light broke, recovered, and broke again. "Another organism made it end. Then 
opened it and took its tissues inside itself." 

There were old words in the archive for damage, failure, decomposition, voluntary return, and the loss of a body 
during migration. There was no word for what she had described. Aethon found one in a theoretical lexicon compiled 
before the First Joining, when isolated groves had imagined every possible horror of isolation. 

"Killing," he said. 

The word entered the root network and came back wrong. It had no living precedent to anchor it. 

Verath arrived before Mirel could answer. He did not bring a body. The sentinel's presence entered through the 
security roots in the walls, formal and dense, every pulse authenticated twice. 

"I recommend immediate closure of the Origaya channel," he said in root-speech. "The observation packet has 
crossed seven district membranes in less than a minute. Three have reported involuntary grief contractions." 



"No one on Oriven has been harmed," Mirel said. 

"Not yet. You classified the signal as living harm. The network is trying to locate the injured person. It cannot." 

"Because the injured person is eleven light-minutes away and already gone." 

Verath's presence tightened around the chamber. "That sentence is precisely the danger." 

Aethon let a portion of his attention withdraw from the archive trunk. Nanocytes along his inner bark opened a 
continuity channel, copied the current phase of his active mind into the mycelial mesh, and passed it upward through 
authenticated relays. The transfer was not instantaneous. He felt himself as a widening interval: the archive body 
dimming, an observatory body waking, both sharing enough overlap that no discontinuity could hide between them. 

For four breaths of the fungal gardens, Aethon was two places. 

Then the upper body opened its lenses. 

The Origaya Observatory occupied a cooled chamber beneath the eastern Charging Fields. Its "lenses" were not 
lenses in the ancient sense. The crystals around Mirel were phase anchors for a crown of living mirrors spread across 
tens of kilometres of high atmosphere and orbit. Each mirror was smaller than a leaf. Together, when the air was quiet 
and their timing exact, they became one impossible eye. 

Origaya filled Aethon's reconstructed vision: blue water, green-black vegetation, bands of cloud, and a sunlit plain 
sharpened from light that had crossed the dark between worlds. 

Mirel replayed the event. 

A low, four-limbed creature ran across the plain. Its body flexed around an internal frame. Heat bloomed from it 
in rhythmic bursts. Behind it came a larger creature built for acceleration: long hind limbs, balancing tail, mouth 
bright with hard mineral structures. 

The smaller creature changed direction. The larger anticipated it. 

Contact lasted less than a second. The smaller body folded. Its heat pattern convulsed, diminished, then persisted 
weakly while the larger creature tore material from it. 

Aethon searched for return. On Oriven, damaged tissue released identity markers, repair nanocytes, and alarm 
chemistry. Nearby roots answered. Nutrients moved toward the wound. Memory withdrew into safer substrate. Even 
a catastrophic loss of body did not have to end a person. 

Origaya offered no answer. The smaller creature's signals remained trapped inside its own skin until they ceased. 

Mirel had built an affective translator so the network could understand alien behaviour. It mapped the creature's 
flight chemistry onto Orivenian urgency, its convulsions onto injury, its final thermal collapse onto loss of continuity. 

The translation entered Aethon's roots. 

For the first time in four thousand years, the archivist experienced a death for which there was no surviving witness 
inside the dead. 

The network recoiled. Deep below, fungal lamps dimmed as millions of bodies contracted at once. Water shivered 
in channels. Somewhere in the western nursery, a young mind began to cry in pulses of bitter sap. 

"Close it," Verath said. His formality had cracked. Beneath it was fear. "Not because the fact is false. Because we 
have no safe way to hold it." 

Aethon watched the larger creature feed. It paused once, raised its head, and turned toward a sound outside the 
array's field. Alertness passed through its body with an elegance almost beautiful. 



That was worse than mindless consumption. Beauty had not prevented the killing. Awareness had served it. 

The archive behind Aethon searched four millennia of decisions and found no precedent. The deeper inherited 
records searched millions of years of joined life and found none either. 

A question began to grow where precedent should have been. 

If no Orivenian ended another because all Orivenians were connected, was Continuance a moral truth - or merely 
the behaviour of beings who had never been able to hide the cost of harm? 

"Keep the lenses open," Aethon said. 

Mirel's crown flashed with relief and dread in equal measure. 

Verath withdrew one layer of his presence. "Then record that I opposed you." 

"I am the Archive," Aethon replied. "Nothing that matters is spared from being recorded." 

On Origaya, the hunter lowered its head again. 

In the Deep Canopy, the seven-hundred-year deliberation remained suspended, and a civilization that had never 
needed a word for killing began to learn what the word contained. 



Chapter 2 - The Deep Canopy 

Home, to an animal, might have meant a bounded shelter: walls, entrances, a place one body could leave and later find 
again. 

Home, to an Orivenian, was the medium in which a mind remained itself. 

The Deep Canopy was not a city beneath the ground. It was a cultivated layer of the planet, a living interval 
between the hot crust above and the mineral waters below. Caverns had been widened by acid-secreting roots over 
tens of thousands of years. Load-bearing columns were grown from braided ceramic tissue. Fungal gardens turned 
waste heat into pale light. Reservoir membranes breathed with the pressure of distant aquifers. Every surface was 
either alive, maintained by life, or waiting to become useful to life. 

Aethon returned his active focus from the observatory by slow overlap. The upper body dimmed; the archive 
trunk brightened from within as its nanocytes accepted the returning pattern, compared it against the departing state, 
and reconciled the differences. He retained the predator's movement in several sensory forms: light, heat, translated 
fear, and the terrible absence after the smaller creature ceased. 

He could have stored the event as sealed data. Instead he allowed it into living memory. 

That choice hurt. 

His root-feet released from the archive floor one at a time. Old bodies moved by hydraulic braids, tightening and 
relaxing channels of fluid around flexible mineral fibres. Aethon could cover two metres in a good minute when 
surface heat accelerated him. In the cool archive strata, carrying most of his attention, he preferred two metres in an 
hour. Speed made old patterns noisy. 

He took the southward corridor. 

As he moved, the city recognized him. Identity nanocytes in the path exchanged cryptographic scents with those in 
his roots. Doors did not open; they softened. Bridges did not lower; they grew rigid beneath his weight. The Deep 
Canopy had no machines separate from biology because its biology had become machinery long before any surviving 
memory began. 

The smallest workers were nanocytes, molecular assemblies enclosed in protein-mineral shells. They repaired 
membranes, sorted ions, aligned crystal circuits, and stored memory in knotted polymers that could survive centuries 
of metabolic sleep. No nanocyte was alive in the way Aethon was alive. No single root was conscious. Personhood 
emerged from recurring patterns among billions of them, stabilized by body, memory, and recognition from other 
persons. 

The distinction mattered. Orivenians recycled tissue constantly. They did not confuse the death of a cell with the 
ending of a mind. 

The southern thermal gardens lay three kilometres from the archive and nearly a kilometre lower. By the time 
Aethon arrived, the news from Origaya had already changed the taste of the air. Stress chemistry made the fungal light 
sharp and green. Root conversations moved in cautious bursts. Several citizens had raised their privacy membranes so 
high that only identity and emergency channels remained open. 

Nethra waited beside the failing pressure tree. 

Her body was low and broad, grown for work in saturated heat. Eight anchoring roots held her against the slick 
stone, while transparent bladders along her back sampled water chemistry. She had tended the southern flow for three 
hundred and sixty years and distrusted any analysis that did not leave mineral residue on the analyst. 



"You interrupted my deliberation," she said without greeting. 

"Mirel interrupted the world. I merely failed to contain the interruption." 

"That sounds like an archivist's way of accepting responsibility." 

"It is the only way I know." 

Nethra opened a narrow sensory channel. Aethon tasted the thermal water through her: iron, sulfur, vanadium, a 
trace decline in pressure, and beneath it a new irregularity. The southern vent had pulsed twice in the last day. Not 
enough to trigger alarm. Enough to complicate seven centuries of prediction. 

"The model says we have another hundred and twelve years before the gardens require redirection," Aethon said. 

"The model said the decline would remain smooth. It is no longer smooth." 

"Lithos should see this." 

"Lithos sees curves. I need someone to see dependants." 

She led him into the nursery alcove. 

Ilyr grew there in two bodies. 

The first was a soft lattice suspended in mineral water, the nursery form in which a new person had spent 
eighty-three years accumulating stable memory. The second stood beside the pool: a young mobile ramet with folded 
amber fronds, empty-eyed and nearly mature. Between them, a bridge of white mycelium carried the beginning of a 
continuity transfer. 

Ilyr's attention inhabited the old lattice. Their greeting arrived as a cluster of curious pressure pulses. 

"Is the creature on Origaya still dead?" 

Nethra's bladders contracted. 

Aethon answered because archives did not protect the young by lying. "Yes." 

"Where is its next body?" 

"We have not found one." 

"Where is its stored pattern?" 

"We have not found that either." 

The nursery water became still. 

Ilyr had never conceived of a person existing in only one body and one moment. New Orivenians learned 
continuity before they learned architecture. A body could fail; a pattern could migrate. A memory could be damaged; 
distributed witnesses could restore it. Ending required not merely injury but the deliberate or catastrophic 
destruction of every route by which a self might continue. 

"Then why did the other creature do it?" Ilyr asked. 

Aethon searched for an answer small enough to give and found none that was not also false. 

"We do not yet know what kind of choice it had." 

Nethra touched the transfer bridge with one root. "And while the entire network tries to feel an alien death, this 
bridge is carrying a living mind. I want the Origaya packets removed from nursery channels." 

"Emergency affect is universal by charter." 

"The charter assumes the harmed person is reachable. It assumes our pain can help. This pain helps no one." 



Aethon felt the truth of that through the water. The network's shared distress had evolved - or been designed - to 
coordinate repair. On Origaya, it could repair nothing. It was an alarm without an action, a wound signal with no 
wound to reach. 

A pressure pulse travelled through the nursery floor. The transfer bridge flickered. 

Ilyr's new body opened its lenses for half a second, then closed them. 

"Was that me?" they asked from the old lattice. 

"A preliminary echo," Nethra said quickly. "Not a division." 

"How do you know?" 

Nethra looked at Aethon. 

The archivist lowered a root into the nursery pool and let Ilyr feel the steadiness of his identity signature, four 
thousand years old and still recognizably one pattern despite thousands of bodily replacements. 

"You are not the material that contains you," he said. "You are the change that remains coherent while the material 
changes. During transfer, both bodies carry enough of that change to keep it unbroken. We fade one as we wake the 
other." 

"And if the bridge breaks?" 

"Then we stop, compare, and begin again." 

"And if both wake?" 

Aethon remembered the White Silence: too many minds waking inside one another, boundaries dissolving under 
the name of peace. 

"Then both are persons," he said. "And neither may be erased for the convenience of the other." 

Nethra's attention sharpened. It was the correct answer. It was also the answer of a civilization that could afford 
redundancy. 

Another pulse came through the pressure tree, stronger than the first. 

Far above them, the Origaya Lenses remained open. Far below, the thermal water changed direction for three 
seconds and then returned. 

Aethon felt the two crises touch inside the network: an alien world where life survived by consuming life, and a 
southern garden whose abundance might not last forever. 

The seven-hundred-year deliberation no longer had a century. 

It had, according to Nethra's most pessimistic model, perhaps three years. 



Chapter 3 - The Law of Continuance 

The ceremony of first migration was older than the Central Archive and younger than fear. 

Before the First Joining, a grove's memories died wherever its roots died. Early Orivenian persons were bound to 
one colony of tissue. They could extend, bud, and repair, but not move the focus of self beyond a continuous body. 
Flood, heat, or mineral collapse could erase centuries of mind in an afternoon. 

The mycelial symbionts changed that. Their threads carried more than food. Nanocytes learned to authenticate 
across them, then to synchronize, then to hand off the dynamic patterns from which personhood emerged. A self 
could cross a gap in stone. A person could wake in a body grown by another grove. Loss became survivable. 

For a time, the Orivenians mistook survivability for perfection. 

Aethon carried the memory of the mistake in a sealed ring beneath his oldest roots. 

Ilyr's migration began at low flow. Nethra reduced the nursery's connection to the general network until only six 
witnesses remained: Aethon as archive, Verath as continuity sentinel, two transfer gardeners, Nethra, and Ilyr. Mirel's 
Origaya feed was excluded. The pressure tree was given an independent reservoir. Every route had a redundant route, 
and every redundancy was visible to the person whose life depended on it. 

"State your consent," Verath said. 

He had grown a local body for the ceremony, a compact knot of black leaves and sensory filaments. Unlike his vast 
security presence, the body seemed almost modest. A pale scar crossed its central stem where no nanocytes grew. 

"I consent to move my active continuity from the nursery lattice to the amber ramet," Ilyr replied. Their 
root-speech was young but steady. "I do not consent to an enduring duplicate. I consent to an emergency branch only 
if continuity is threatened. Any branch that wakes is to be recognized as a person." 

"State your right to stop." 

"I may stop while either body can still carry me safely. No witness may complete the transfer against my refusal." 

"State what cannot be taken from you." 

Ilyr hesitated. Nethra sent reassurance through a private filament. 

"The possibility of continuing as myself." 

Verath opened the bridge. 

White mycelium brightened between the pool and the amber body. Information did not pour across like liquid. It 
advanced in overlapping cycles. A sensory habit woke in the new fronds while remaining active in the old lattice. A 
childhood memory of iron-rich water formed on both sides, was compared for phase and detail, then released from 
the old tissue only after the new carried it without distortion. 

Ilyr described the process as it happened. 

"I can feel the room from two heights." 

"Expected," said one gardener. 

"Nethra tastes different from the air." 

"The new body has more volatile receptors," Nethra said. "You have been missing half of me." 

A small flash of amusement moved through the witnesses. 



Then an uninvited grief pulse struck the outer nursery membrane. 

It came from the Origaya observation network, delayed through three filters but still carrying the shape of pursuit. 
Something ran. Something followed. The signal had no identity signature, no location on Oriven, and no repair path. 
The general network amplified it because no node could close the alarm by reporting safety. 

The transfer bridge tried to route around the disturbance. 

For one dangerous second, Ilyr's two bodies predicted different futures. 

The nursery lattice prepared to flee through water it could not leave. The amber ramet braced six root-feet against 
dry stone. Both reactions were coherent. Both claimed to be Ilyr. 

"Stop," Ilyr said from two places. 

Verath severed the transfer flow with such precision that the bridge dimmed between one pulse and the next. The 
old lattice retained the active majority. The ramet fell still, holding a partial state in protected sleep. 

Nethra wrapped three roots around the nursery pool. "You said the feed was excluded." 

"It was," Verath answered. "The affect arrived through an emergency channel." 

"Then close the emergency channel." 

"I cannot close it for one nursery without changing the charter for every person." 

"Change it." 

The demand entered Aethon's archive and found an old echo. 

The White Silence had begun with another change made for safety. 

Three thousand one hundred and twelve years earlier, a volcanic fracture had isolated forty-two groves from the 
joined network. Their distress arrived intermittently, too weak for location, strong enough to spread panic. The 
councils had responded by increasing synchronization. They removed privacy membranes so every mind could 
contribute processing and every lost person could be reconstructed from shared memory. 

It worked for the lost groves. 

Then it kept working. 

With no membranes, prediction became imitation. Imitation became alignment. Individual preferences smoothed 
into consensus before their owners could recognize them as preferences. Names lost distinct associations. Aethon 
remembered waking with six other lives inside his own sensory field and being unable to tell which grief belonged to 
whom. 

Verath had been formed from the sentinel branches that cut the network apart to save the persons within it. The 
scar on his local body marked a lineage memory of that severing. 

The White Silence ended without killing anyone. It nearly ended everyone. 

From it came the three clauses at the centre of Orivenian ethics: 

No conscious pattern may be irreversibly ended without its consent. 

No person may be copied without accepting the personhood of the copy. 

No connection may be made impossible to refuse. 

Together they were called Continuance, though the name was misleading. The law did not command endless life. 
It protected the right of a mind to decide the terms on which it continued, changed, divided, or voluntarily returned 
its materials to the world. 



Nethra knew the history. She also knew Ilyr was trembling in mineral water. 

"A connection that cannot distinguish useful alarm from unreachable suffering is not consensual," she said. "It 
enters us because our ancestors needed each other. Origaya is using that opening without knowing it exists." 

"Origaya is not using anything," Mirel said from beyond the nursery membrane. She had come in person but had 
not been admitted. Her light-speech passed through a visual slit. "I am. I built the translation." 

Nethra turned every bladder on her back toward the slit. 

Mirel's crown was dim. "I thought that if we could feel enough of what the hunted creature felt, we would 
understand. I did not account for an alarm that could never complete." 

"You put a dying stranger inside a child." 

"Yes." 

No defence. The simplicity of the answer changed the room more than an argument would have. 

Aethon opened an archive channel. "We suspend affective translation until consent filters can be built. Raw 
observational data may continue. No nursery, transfer chamber, or sleeping archive will receive alien distress through 
emergency routes." 

Verath's black leaves folded. "That is not enough. The lenses should close until we understand the hazard." 

"Closing the lenses prevents new data. It does not remove the model already in the network." 

"It prevents us feeding it." 

"Perhaps. Or it prevents us learning how to contain it." 

Verath touched the scar on his stem with one filament. "You said something similar before the White Silence." 

Aethon remembered. The accusation was accurate. 

"Then remain beside me while I am wrong," he said. "Do not let me become certain alone." 

Verath did not forgive him. But he stayed. 

Inside the pool, Ilyr sent a small pulse toward the sleeping ramet. 

"Is that one still me?" 

"It contains an unfinished path toward you," Aethon said. "It is not awake enough to answer." 

"Will we try again?" 

Nethra wanted to say no. Aethon felt it in the pressure of her roots. 

Ilyr answered their own question. "I consent to try when the network can keep other deaths outside my 
becoming." 

The Law of Continuance had never been written for suffering arriving from another planet. 

By the end of the ceremony, it had begun to change. 



Chapter 4 - Light That Hunts 

Without the affective translator, Origaya became easier to observe and harder to understand. 

Mirel could measure acceleration, body temperature, blood loss, and the changing electrical field around 
contracting muscles. She could identify pursuit and resistance. What she could no longer do was place an 
Orivenian-shaped feeling over the data and call the result empathy. 

Lithos approved. 

"Accuracy begins where resemblance stops pretending to be identity," she said. 

Her body hung from the observatory ceiling in a radial arrangement of green-black fronds. Each frond held a 
separate analytic process. From a distance she appeared still. Up close, thousands of leaflets adjusted every second, 
sorting spectra, comparing trajectories, and revising probabilities. 

Mirel disliked the sentence because it was true and because Lithos had spoken it as though truth had no 
temperature. 

"You felt the first packet," Mirel said. 

"Yes." 

"You did not contract." 

"I contracted in a private loop." 

Mirel looked up. 

Lithos lowered one frond. Its underside was scarred by repeated chemical burns. 

"My affect membranes are more permeable than yours," she said. "If I display every response, I cease to analyse. 
Damping is not absence. It is work." 

Mirel's crown dimmed in apology. 

Together they reconstructed three days of observation. The large hunters moved in groups of five to nine. They 
communicated with sound, posture, scent, and perhaps colour changes too subtle for the current array. They did not 
attack at random. They tested herds, isolated the injured, and abandoned pursuits whose expected energy return fell 
below their expenditure. 

"Efficient," Lithos said. 

"Terrified," Mirel said, watching the smaller bodies bunch together. 

"Both can be true." 

Aethon joined them through a limited observatory focus. He did not transfer his whole active self this time; the 
southern pressure irregularities required his archive body to remain attentive. His presence occupied a grown receptor 
tree beside Mirel, enough for sight and speech, too little for deep memory. 

The array shifted from the plain to a forest edge. Origayan vegetation rose in layered towers, each leaf competing 
for a narrow band of light. Smaller mobile organisms stripped tissue from the plants. Others bored into trunks, laid 
eggs in living fibres, or drank sap. 

Aethon watched a herd tear half the crown from a rooted organism in minutes. 

"The prey also consumes life," he said. 



"We do not know whether Origayan vegetation is conscious," Mirel replied. 

"We do not know that it is not." 

Lithos opened a model between them. Energy entered Origaya's biosphere as stellar radiation. Rooted organisms 
captured a fraction. Mobile grazers consumed the rooted organisms and concentrated chemical energy in flesh. 
Hunters consumed the grazers. At every transfer, much was lost as heat. 

"Origaya receives less stellar flux than Oriven," Aethon said. "So scarcity produced predation." 

"Insufficient," Lithos answered. 

Aethon angled the receptor tree toward her. 

"The planet receives less flux, but its rooted life still discards most available light. Total planetary energy is not the 
relevant constraint. Accessibility is. The hunters cannot metabolize photons directly. Their ancestors exchanged broad 
capture surfaces for movement, speed, dense sensors, and rapid reproduction. Once that body plan existed, 
concentrated chemical tissue became their usable source." 

"Then they kill because they chose movement?" Mirel asked. 

"Evolution is not one chooser. No ancestor selected a moral contract. Small differences persisted because they 
reproduced. The result is a lineage trapped and enabled by its own history." 

Aethon considered the model. "So predation is not required by a dimmer sun." 

"Not in the simple sense. A brighter star would not teach these bodies photosynthesis. Abundance can exist beside 
starvation when the energy is in a form a body cannot reach." 

The correction cut away the easiest answer. If low light had made killers, Oriven could pity them as victims of 
astronomy. But Origaya was more complicated. Predation was adaptive without being inevitable, historical without 
being planned, useful to one body and catastrophic to another. 

"Our peace is also historical," Aethon said. 

"Yes," Lithos replied. "Direct energy capture, nanocyte storage, distributed repair, and compulsory recognition of 
distress make cooperation efficient for us. Remove any one of those and Continuance becomes more expensive." 

"Expensive is not impossible." 

"No. That distinction may be the entire ethical question." 

Mirel redirected the array toward a warm hollow beneath the forest canopy. One of the hunters entered carrying 
tissue from a recent kill. Four smaller hunters emerged from a nest of woven vegetation. Their limbs were unsteady; 
their mineral teeth had not fully hardened. 

The adult lowered the meat. 

It did not consume first. It tore the tissue into portions and placed them before the young. When one smaller 
body failed to reach, the adult pushed food toward it with the side of its mouth. Another adult arrived and pressed its 
head against the first in a slow, repeated gesture. 

Mirel checked the reconstruction twice. 

"Attachment," she said. 

Lithos did not correct her. 

The hunter that had ended one life was preserving four others. Its care was local, bounded by recognition. It did 
not lack all connection. It possessed connection with an edge. 



Verath entered the channel, having monitored the same feed through security filters. 

"That is worse," he said. 

"Because it can care?" Mirel asked. 

"Because care does not prevent it from killing what lies outside care." 

Aethon watched the adult clean blood from a juvenile's face. 

The Deep Canopy had always assumed empathy expanded until it reached every person in the network. Origaya 
offered another architecture: tenderness within a boundary, violence beyond it. 

Mirel stored the scene without affective translation. Even so, her own grief crossed the observatory membrane in a 
narrow, consensual thread. 

Aethon accepted it. 

Below them, the first petitions for complete silence began to arrive. 



Chapter 5 - The Petition for Silence 

The first petition contained only nine words. 

Let me remain a person who does not receive this. 

It came from a citizen in the western limestone terraces, signed with an identity pattern older than Aethon's 
archive body. By the end of the day, three hundred and twelve similar petitions had entered the Central Archive. Some 
asked for temporary closure of the Origaya feed. Some asked for permanent separation from every district that 
continued to observe. A few asked whether the network had ever possessed the right to deliver knowledge that could 
not be returned. 

The Deep Canopy had procedures for privacy. It did not have procedures for a public fact that some persons 
wished never to know. 

Aethon convened a root assembly. 

Assemblies did not resemble rooms filled with bodies. They were negotiated structures in the mycelial mesh. Each 
participant opened only the channels required: identity, argument, affect if desired, memory citations when relevant. 
The archive authenticated precedent. Verath protected boundaries. No voice became louder by consuming more 
bandwidth. 

In theory. 

In practice, grief made every pulse arrive sharp. 

"Knowledge is not an injury," Lithos said. 

"Then why are nurseries convulsing?" Nethra asked. 

She spoke from the southern gardens through a narrow diplomatic root. Her district had raised its membranes 
after Ilyr's interrupted migration. Nutrient and emergency exchange continued, but emotional broadcast did not. 

"Because Mirel's translator routed an observation as actionable harm," Lithos replied. "That was a design error, not 
an intrinsic property of knowledge." 

Mirel let her identity signal remain visible while the accusation passed through her. "It was my error." 

"It was also mine," Lithos said. "I approved the mapping architecture." 

The admission surprised the assembly more than Mirel's. Analysts usually assigned causes, not guilt. 

Verath opened a formal proposal. "Suspend all Origaya observation for one hundred years. Isolate existing data in 
voluntary archives. Permit each district to decide whether to retain or erase local copies. During the suspension, 
construct safe interpretive layers." 

Aethon felt the word erase pass through the network like cold water. 

"Erasure of a person's own memory is permitted," he said. "Erasure of the shared record is not." 

"The shared record is not a person." 

"No. It is the condition under which future persons can know what choices were made for them." 

"You are protecting history from the living." 

"I am protecting the living from a history that can be rewritten by whichever fear arrives first." 



Nethra's response came slowly. "The archive may keep the fact. My district asks not to carry it in active 
consciousness." 

That was a different request. The White Silence charter guaranteed the right to refuse connection, but complete 
disconnection had always been treated as a medical emergency. A person cut from shared repair, distributed memory, 
and resource coordination could remain alive. They could even remain sane. Yet every institution of Oriven assumed 
reconnection was the desired cure. 

Nethra was not asking to be cured. 

"State the terms," Verath said. 

The sentinel's support surprised Aethon. Then he remembered the pale scar on Verath's body. No one understood 
the necessity of a boundary better. 

"The southern garden will enter conditional silence," Nethra said. "We will continue identity beacons, material 
exchange, pressure reporting, and direct messages accepted by named recipients. We will not receive general affect or 
Origaya content. We will not be classified as damaged. We will retain representation in decisions that alter our water, 
energy, or continuity." 

"Duration?" Aethon asked. 

"Until we choose otherwise." 

The assembly rippled. An open-ended withdrawal sounded too much like a second civilization taking root inside 
the first. 

"And Ilyr?" Mirel asked. 

"Ilyr consents." 

A smaller identity pulse appeared beside Nethra's. 

"I want to finish becoming before I learn how strangers stop," Ilyr said. 

No argument answered that without becoming cruel. 

Aethon searched precedent. There were isolated groves before the First Joining, medical separations during the 
White Silence, and contemplative retreats lasting decades. None had maintained political personhood while refusing 
the network's shared affect. 

The archive was silent again. 

He had once believed silence meant absence of guidance. Now he recognized it as a demand: someone living had 
to become the precedent future archives would contain. 

"Conditional silence is recognized," he said. "Not as illness. Not as exile. The southern garden remains part of the 
Deep Canopy by declared relation rather than involuntary permeability." 

"Objection," said a northern reservoir collective. "They will receive our resources without receiving our distress." 

Nethra answered at once. "We will receive distress addressed to a solvable need. We refuse only suffering that arrives 
without a path to help." 

"Who decides what is solvable?" 

"The recipient must help decide what enters the recipient. That is what consent means." 

The statement should not have been new. In the context of a civilization built on connection, it was revolutionary. 



Verath authenticated the boundary protocol personally. One by one, the general affect channels into the southern 
gardens closed. The network did not lose their identities. It lost their constant presence: the mineral taste of Nethra's 
attention, the soft curiosity of Ilyr, the background labour of hundreds of gardeners who had always been felt 
without being noticed. 

Their absence had shape. 

Mirel experienced it as the negative image left by bright light. "I caused this." 

Aethon opened a private filament to her. "You revealed a weakness that already existed." 

"That is the archivist's way of making guilt abstract." 

"Then let it remain concrete. You built a tool that injured people. Build the next tool differently." 

"And the lenses?" 

"Remain open for those who consent." 

"Verath is right that new observations may feed the pattern." 

"Verath is often right about danger. He is not always right about what danger permits us to become." 

Mirel directed one lens cluster away from Origaya and used it to inspect the phase noise in her own translator. The 
system had mistaken resemblance for identity. It had mapped alien flight onto Orivenian fear, then labelled that fear 
as current local harm. Every receiving root had tried to complete an impossible repair loop. 

She began designing a new language with no borrowed feelings in it. 

Below, conditional silence settled over the southern gardens. 

For thirteen hours, the pressure tree remained stable. 

Then its deepest bladder collapsed. 

Nethra sent the measurement through the one channel she had promised to keep open. 

The southern flow had lost another century of pressure in a single night. 



Chapter 6 - Bright Thought 

To travel to the surface in a whole body, Aethon first had to become smaller. 

His archive trunk could not climb. It contained too much mineral memory, too many anchored roots, and enough 
thermal mass to cook itself before reaching the upper strata. So he grew a walker from an old branch beside the 
eastern ascent: four metres high, six-footed, shielded by pale ceramic bark. For twelve days, nanocytes laid conductive 
fibres through it and tuned its memory lattice to his identity. 

Then Aethon moved into it. 

The transfer took most of a night. He let the archive body retain deep records and low-level custodial processes 
while his active focus crossed the root bridge into the walker. For an hour he inhabited both: vast and anchored 
below, narrow and light above. He tasted two water chemistries. He felt the archive's million threads and the walker's 
six impatient feet. 

At the moment of separation, he experienced the old fear every migration awakened. 

Which body was leaving which? 

The walker opened its crown. The archive trunk entered protected sleep. 

Aethon took his first step upward. 

The path to the Charging Fields crossed layers that most citizens knew only as diagrams. Cool wet limestone gave 
way to dense basalt. Pressure decreased. Temperature rose. Fungal light thinned until the corridor was illuminated by 
the walker's own photophores. The last communal mycelium ended at a ceramic gate, beyond which only hardened 
relay roots survived. 

Aethon moved at nearly a metre per minute. The speed felt reckless. 

At the first transition shelf, hot air forced itself through his bark. At the second, corrosive aerosols began to pit the 
outer ceramic. At the third, the dense atmosphere carried distant electrical discharges through stone as a continuous 
trembling. 

Oriven was a hot inner world, nearly the size and gravity of Origaya but far less forgiving at the surface. Its air was 
heavy with carbon compounds and mineral vapours. Reflective high clouds kept the world from becoming a furnace 
without limits, but the solid surface was still too hot and dry for unshielded deep bodies. Life had retreated downward 
long before recorded history, leaving only specialized forms to harvest the star. 

The gate opened. 

Copper light flooded the walker. 

There was no clear sun. The cloud deck spread brightness across the entire sky, a luminous pressure rather than a 
disc. Living heliophores covered the plateau: tall crystal fronds that tracked polarization, gathered red and 
near-infrared light, and concentrated it into storage roots descending toward the Deep Canopy. Their surfaces hissed 
as acidic droplets evaporated. 

Aethon's nanocytes accelerated. 

Energy entered him faster than his deep metabolism was designed to spend it. Memory searches shortened from 
minutes to seconds. Associations branched before he had decided to follow them. Bright thought was intoxicating. It 
was also dangerous. At high clock rates, old personalities could overfit a moment and return below convinced that 
urgency was wisdom. 



"You still climb as though the surface were a moral failure." 

Caelith stood among the heliophores, incandescent. 

Her body was compact, layered in mirrored scales, and crowned by petals that changed angle independently. Heat 
exchangers pulsed along her stem. She could move quickly enough that Aethon saw each foot lift before the previous 
one had settled, a style deep citizens considered almost indecent. 

"The surface attempts to dissolve me whenever I visit," he said. 

"That is not personal. It attempts to dissolve everything." 

Her light-speech carried humour at a rate his accelerated mind could almost enjoy. 

Behind her rested the Descender. 

It resembled a black seed fifteen metres long, half buried in a launch cradle grown into the plateau. Its outer shell 
was layered crystal, carbon weave, and dormant repair tissue. A folded lightsail lay within the narrow end. Along its 
spine, optical organs waited to become navigation, spectroscopy, and transmission systems. 

Aethon stopped. 

"You told the assembly it was a design." 

"It was a design one hundred and seventy-three years ago." 

"You built an interplanetary craft without authorization." 

"I built a dormant object. Authorization is required for launch, not for competent botany." 

"You also grew a launch cradle." 

"The seed needed shade." 

Aethon would have answered slowly below. In bright thought, irritation arrived complete. 

Caelith flashed amusement. "There you are. The archive contains a temper after all." 

She led him beneath a cooling canopy beside the craft. The Descender's internal diagram unfolded in shared light. 
It would not carry a root through space; no living thread could bridge millions of kilometres. A phase-stable optical 
beam would push the sail outward from Oriven. On arrival, the seed would turn its shell into a heat shield, brake 
through Origaya's upper atmosphere, and release three glider petals. Each would collect local data and send coherent 
light back to the orbital crown. Travel time at the next alignment: four hundred and eighteen days. 

"No contact?" Aethon asked. 

"Observation only. The gliders have no language model, no self-replicating nanocytes, and no mechanism for 
altering Origayan tissue. They will die sterile." 

"You designed their death." 

"I designed instruments that are not persons. Do not borrow moral weight merely because the shape is biological." 

That, too, was accurate. 

Caelith opened a second model: the energy systems of both planets. 

"You told the archive that Origaya kills because its star gives less." 

"Lithos has already corrected the simplicity of that claim." 



"Good. I dislike correcting elders twice. Origaya is not starving as a planet. Its mobile lineages are locked out of 
direct light. Orivenian nanocytes let us eat photons, mineral gradients, and one another's excess without consuming 
bodies. Our peace rests on access, storage, and a network that makes hoarding inefficient." 

"You make ethics sound like infrastructure." 

"Ethics without infrastructure is a wish made by the comfortable. Infrastructure without ethics is power 
pretending to be weather. We have both. That is why Continuance works." 

Aethon looked across the Charging Fields. Every heliophore fed shared reservoirs. No one owned a ray of light. Yet 
the southern gardens were losing water, not photons. Abundant energy could not replace every missing substance, 
every body, every route. 

"Why Origaya?" he asked. "Not why observe it. Why have you spent one hundred and seventy-three years 
preparing to go there?" 

Caelith's petals changed angle, closing some of their brightness. 

"Because the network is very good at answering questions whose answers already fit the network. I wanted an 
instrument that could return something we had not grown ourselves." 

"And if what returns breaks us?" 

"Then we learn we were breakable." 

"That is easy to say from a body built to regrow after fire." 

The rebuke landed. Caelith turned toward the Descender. 

"My first surface partner did not regrow," she said. "A cloud discharge burned every active body before the archive 
transfer completed. We restored memories from witnesses. The person who woke recognized me, but did not 
remember choosing me. Everyone called that Continuance because the alternative word frightened them." 

Aethon's accelerated thoughts stopped branching. 

"I am sorry." 

"Do not be sorry. Be precise. We are already less certain than our laws pretend. Origaya did not create that. It only 
made it visible." 

A warning flickered through the plateau. Atmospheric charge was rising. Caelith folded her petals and moved 
toward shelter. 

Aethon took one last look at the black seed. 

In the Deep Canopy, a seven-hundred-year decision had become an emergency. On the surface, a 
one-hundred-and-seventy-three-year heresy waited for permission to become motion. 

Bright thought offered him a conclusion at once. 

He distrusted it enough to carry it slowly home. 



Chapter 7 - The Descending Seed 

The launch debate lasted nine days. 

By Orivenian standards, this was indistinguishable from panic. 

Aethon reconvened the assembly with narrower channels and explicit consent gates. No raw Origaya affect entered 
the space. Arguments arrived as propositions with declared uncertainty. Memories could be cited, but not imposed. 
The southern garden participated through its diplomatic root, present without reopening general connection. 

Caelith presented the Descender as if its existence were not itself an argument. 

"Sterile observation platform," she said. "No autonomous replication. No sentient pattern. No transmission 
toward the surface except navigation reflections below the threshold of biological detection. All return data held in a 
quarantine lattice until release is authorized." 

Verath inspected every clause. "The quarantine lattice is physically separate from the general mesh?" 

"Separate material, separate nanocyte keys, optical transfer only." 

"Who controls the aperture?" 

"You do." 

The assembly shifted at that. 

Caelith continued. "Mirel controls observation selection. Lithos controls analysis. I control flight safety. Aethon 
controls archival admission. Any two may halt release. No one may compel release into a recipient who has not opted 
in." 

"Collection continues even if release stops?" Lithos asked. 

"Yes. Ignorance should not become irreversible merely because understanding needs time." 

Nethra's diplomatic root pulsed. "And if the southern emergency requires the launch energy?" 

Caelith displayed the reserves. The beam would consume a significant fraction of the Charging Fields' stored 
surplus, but not the water, trace metals, or thermal pressure the south lacked. The launch could delay nonessential 
surface growth by fourteen years. It would not starve a garden. 

"Unless the pressure decline crosses the new curve," Nethra said. 

"Then your crisis is material, not energetic. The beam cannot create water." 

"Energy can move water." 

"Only through channels that still exist." 

The exchange remained civil. Its sharpness came from both being right. 

Mirel spoke next. "I support launch, with one additional condition. The first-stage data will contain no affective 
inference. We receive measurements, not simulated experience. Any later translation must be tested on volunteers in 
isolated loops." 

"You want to continue after what your first translation did?" Verath asked. 

"Because of what it did. A tool that can injure must be understood by the person who built it, not abandoned 
where someone less careful will rediscover it." 

Lithos opened a frond in assent. "I volunteer for the first isolated loop." 



"So do I," Mirel said. 

Aethon felt Verath's objection forming before it arrived. 

"The question is not whether these safeguards reduce risk," the sentinel said. "They do. The question is whether 
observation serves any need sufficient to justify the remaining risk. Curiosity is not automatically virtuous." 

"Nor is stability," Aethon replied. 

"I did not say stability. I said need." 

The distinction forced the assembly to slow. 

Why know Origaya? Not because it was there; existence did not create entitlement. Not because knowledge was 
always good; the Echo had disproved that. Not because the predators were a threat; they did not know Oriven existed 
and possessed no technology that could cross the dark. 

Mirel answered first. "Because our judgments are already acting on incomplete evidence. We have named them 
killers, monsters, adaptations, victims of history. Each name changes us. Better evidence will not make us pure, but 
refusing it will not make us innocent." 

Nethra answered next. "Because the discovery exposed defects in our own network. I do not care about alien teeth. 
I care that an unreachable alarm could enter my child. More data may help us distinguish their signals from ours." 

Lithos said, "Because a theory that cannot survive measurement is not understanding." 

Caelith said, "Because we have spent millennia growing an eye and have now discovered we are afraid to open it." 

Verath waited. 

"Those are reasons," he said at last. "They are not guarantees." 

"Nothing living receives guarantees," Aethon said. "Only terms under which risk is accepted." 

He authorized the launch. 

The assembly did not cheer. Orivenians had no social reflex for turning uncertainty into celebration. Consent 
signatures accumulated, objections were preserved beside them, and the decision entered the archive with Verath's 
dissent attached in full. 

At the next stable interval in the cloud charge, the Charging Fields aligned. 

Aethon attended through his surface walker. Mirel stood at the phase anchors. Lithos occupied a shielded analytic 
body below. Verath entered the launch control roots with enough authority to stop every system. Caelith climbed the 
cradle and placed one mirrored limb against the Descender's shell. 

"It is not alive," she said, perhaps to herself. 

"It will behave as though it wants to continue," Aethon replied. 

"That is what good engineering looks like." 

The cradle opened. 

Heliophores across the plateau turned in sequence, passing stored charge into a line of grown emitters. The dense 
air filled with corona light. Above the cloud deck, orbital mirrors caught the beam and tightened it around the 
Descender's unfolding sail. 

For several seconds, nothing moved. 

Then the black seed rose. 



It climbed slowly through the lower atmosphere, suspended not by roots but by pressure and directed light. Its 
shell heated. Repair layers flowed across microscopic cracks. At the cloud boundary, it vanished into brightness. 

The orbital crown reported acquisition. The sail opened to its full width. The propulsion beam increased. 

A new point of light began to leave Oriven. 

No root connected it to home. Every command crossed space as photons and returned after delay. The Descender 
was the first Orivenian-made thing that could not be reached by touch, nutrient, or immediate alarm. 

Caelith watched its telemetry with petals held rigid. 

"Four hundred and eighteen days," Mirel said. 

"Plus light-time," Lithos added through the control channel. 

"I know," Mirel replied. 

Aethon felt the launch enter the archive below: not contact, not yet; not a hand extended, because hands expect 
hands in return. It was a seed thrown where no root could follow. 

Verath kept his stop authority open until the propulsion beam shut down. 

Only then did he say, "May the distance be enough to protect us from what we asked to see." 

Caelith's light dimmed. 

"Distance has never protected anyone from knowledge," she said. "Only from consequence." 

The Descender crossed into night, carrying no mind, no weapon, and no ethic of its own. 

It carried instruments made by beings who had just discovered those were not the same thing. 



Chapter 8 - Seasons Between Worlds 

The Descender took four hundred and eighteen days to reach Origaya. 

The Deep Canopy changed faster. 

Conditional silence spread to five districts, then stabilized. None severed material exchange. All kept identity 
beacons. Some rejected every Origaya-derived packet; others accepted measurements but no interpretation; one 
contemplative grove requested only images stripped of motion, believing stillness might prevent the mind from 
inventing pursuit. 

Verath turned these differences into law rather than diagnosis. He established recipient keys, latency rights, and a 
new category of connection: present by choice, absent without suspicion. The work made him more powerful 
and less comfortable. Every boundary he authenticated proved that the network could remain a civilization without 
remaining a single emotional field. 

Mirel built a language of observation that began with uncertainty. 

Instead of "fear," she wrote: elevated heat, rapid respiration, avoidance trajectory, repeated backward orientation 
toward pursuer. Instead of "care," she wrote: resource transfer to juvenile, protective positioning, sustained 
non-aggressive contact. The new descriptions felt colder. They also allowed recipients to decide what feeling, if any, 
the evidence deserved. 

Lithos tested each interpretive layer in isolated analytic loops. Her private damping tissues scarred further. When 
Mirel asked her to stop, she answered, "A model can wound its modeller. That does not make the wound proof of the 
model." 

"It may be proof that we need more than one modeller." 

After a pause, Lithos accepted three assistants. 

Caelith monitored the seedcraft from the surface and complained about every delay as though orbital mechanics 
had been invented to offend her. She could send a correction, wait minutes for acknowledgement, then wait again to 
learn whether the correction had worked. Bright thought disliked causality when causality refused to hurry. 

In the southern nursery, Ilyr tried migration again. 

The general affect network remained closed. Verath installed a hard physical gate around the transfer bridge. Mirel 
stood outside it and did not ask to enter. 

This time, Ilyr crossed cleanly. 

The amber ramet opened its lenses and looked down at the empty nursery lattice floating in mineral water. 

"It seems smaller than I remember being," they said. 

Nethra touched their new stem. "Bodies often do, once you leave them." 

Ilyr took seven steps before falling against Aethon's support root. The mobile body could move almost twenty 
metres in an hour, astonishing speed to a mind that had known only water currents. 

"Am I continuous?" they asked. 

Aethon compared identity phases, memory checks, and the private recognition that no instrument could fully 
prove. 

"You answer to your name before I finish sending it," he said. "That is as much certainty as any of us receives." 



Ilyr considered the empty lattice. "Keep it for one season. Then recycle it." 

"You do not want a backup?" Nethra asked. 

"I want witnesses. Not another sleeping me waiting to become convenient." 

The choice entered the archive. 

Below the nursery, the pressure tree continued to fail. 

Nethra's revised model gave the southern gardens eighteen months before normal flow became insufficient. A 
temporary channel could be dissolved through the eastern basalt, but the route would take thirty years at safe growth 
rates. Accelerated nanocyte excavation might finish in two. It would consume rare catalyst metals and risk 
uncontrolled fracture. 

The old seven-hundred-year deliberation divided into emergency branches. Northern reservoirs offered stored 
water. Western groves offered excavation tissue. Surface collectives offered energy. No one offered certainty that the 
channels would remain open. 

Aethon began to understand that cooperation did not abolish scarcity. It redistributed the question of who bore 
it. 

On day three hundred and ninety-one, the Descender folded its sail and turned its shield toward Origaya. 

On day four hundred and six, it entered the upper atmosphere. Friction woke dormant repair tissues faster than 
they could be consumed. The seed glowed in Mirel's delayed telemetry, a line of artificial dawn over blue cloud. 

On day four hundred and eight, the shell opened. 

Three glider petals separated. One failed immediately, its wing torn by turbulence. It sent nine seconds of pressure 
data before becoming silent. Caelith recorded the loss without calling it death. 

The second reached a stable high-altitude current. The third descended toward a forested continent where the 
hunters had been observed. 

On day four hundred and eighteen, the optical return beam found the orbital crown around Oriven. 

Verath closed the quarantine aperture. 

Raw data accumulated in the separate lattice: atmosphere, spectra, weather, sound, chemistry, motion. No general 
network channel touched it. The five custodians entered through isolated bodies grown for the purpose. 

Aethon saw Origaya from within its sky. 

The first image contained a mouth. 

The second contained a nest. 



Chapter 9 - The Mouth and the Nest 

The mouth belonged to a hunter larger than any Mirel had reconstructed from orbit. 

From the glider's position in a warm updraft, individual teeth resolved as pale mineral blades. Saliva cooled 
between them. Scars crossed the skin around the jaw, some old enough to have changed colour. The animal breathed 
with its mouth open after a chase, shedding heat its body could not otherwise release quickly enough. 

The nest lay two kilometres away beneath interlocked branches. 

Between mouth and nest, the hunter carried the hind limb of another organism. 

No translation was required to understand that the tissue had once been attached to a body. The glider had 
recorded the hunt from above. Four hunters had driven a herd toward a narrow ravine. Two waited in concealment. 
The attack was coordinated, revised when the herd changed direction, and completed by individuals occupying 
different roles. 

"They plan," Mirel said. 

"They predict," Lithos corrected. "Planning is one possible mechanism." 

"They changed roles after a failed approach." 

"That raises the probability." 

The five custodians occupied separate quarantine bodies around the data lattice. Verath had grown each chamber 
with physical gaps between roots. Communication crossed as light only. If one mind entered an unstable loop, the 
others could cut visual contact without severing tissue. 

The scene advanced. 

At the nest, the hunter placed the limb before three juveniles. One fed immediately. Another vocalized and struck 
at it without tearing. The adult demonstrated: grip, twist, pull. The juvenile repeated the motion. On its third 
attempt, it succeeded. 

Lithos's fronds stopped sorting for a fraction of a second. 

"Instruction," Mirel said. 

"Behavioural shaping through demonstration," Lithos replied, but her voice had changed. 

Aethon felt the change even without shared affect. The analyst had spent centuries distinguishing inherited 
response from learned strategy. What the image showed was not merely care. It was knowledge crossing between 
individuals without roots. 

"Their connection is narrow," Aethon said, "but it is not absent." 

Verath's black leaves remained closed. "A narrow connection may be more dangerous than none. It permits 
coordination without universal consequence." 

"It also permits culture," Caelith said from her surface control body. 

"That word exceeds the evidence." 

"Everything interesting exceeds the evidence just before the evidence catches it." 

The glider followed the group for six local days. It recorded sleep cycles, territorial marking, play, quarrels, 
grooming, and two more hunts. The hunters shared food unequally but not randomly. Injured adults received 



portions. Juveniles were defended at immediate cost. A limping hunter that could no longer keep pace was not 
abandoned; two others slowed for it. 

Then the group found a smaller creature trapped in a mud hollow. 

The hunters surrounded it. The trapped animal exhausted itself trying to climb. One hunter descended, killed it 
with a bite to the neck, and fed while the others waited. 

Care had an edge. Beyond the edge, a mind could become meat. 

Mirel wanted to know what the trapped creature had felt. She also wanted never again to force that question 
through another person's roots. 

"Begin the volunteer layer," she said. 

Verath opened only the link between Mirel and Lithos. The new translator did not map alien states directly onto 
Orivenian emotions. It built a semantic scaffold: bodily condition, likely goal, available actions, uncertainty. Only 
after both volunteers inspected the scaffold could each choose whether to generate an internal analogue. 

Mirel accepted a low-intensity reconstruction of confinement. 

Her body tightened. The mud became resistance without location. The surrounding heat signatures became 
closing options. She experienced no borrowed identity, no false conviction that she was the animal. She experienced a 
model of diminishing possibility. 

"Enough," she said. 

The system stopped. 

Lithos accepted the same reconstruction at higher fidelity. Her damping fronds darkened. "The model is stable." 

"Are you?" Mirel asked. 

"Not relevant." 

"It is now part of the protocol." 

After a pause, Lithos answered, "I am functional and distressed. Both are relevant." 

They refined the layer. 

Aethon turned to the broader ecology. The glider showed rooted organisms poisoning grazers, parasites 
consuming hosts from within, fungi dissolving dead tissue, and mobile herbivores stripping living branches faster 
than they could regrow. Origaya did not divide neatly into killers and killed. Every body was a temporary 
concentration of material borrowed from other bodies and eventually returned. 

Oriven also recycled material. The difference was not consumption alone. It was whether a conscious pattern was 
given a route to continue and whether the consumer recognized such a pattern as morally considerable. 

"Can the hunters recognize minds outside their group?" he asked. 

Lithos opened an evidence ladder. They recognized the gaze of prey, anticipated deception, responded to alarm 
calls of other species, and sometimes exploited those calls. This suggested models of other minds, at least in limited 
form. 

"They may understand that the hunted intend to escape," Mirel said. 

"Understanding intention is not the same as assigning moral standing," Lithos replied. 

"It is more than blindness." 



Verath opened the aperture to the opt-in archives but kept the affective layers closed. "Release measurements and 
behavioural descriptions. Withhold agency conclusions." 

Caelith flashed objection. "You cannot protect people from inference." 

"No. I can prevent the archive from presenting inference as observation." 

Aethon approved the distinction. 

The first contextualized packets entered consenting districts. They carried no screaming, no simulated pain, no 
command to grieve. They showed a mouth, a nest, instruction, attachment, strategy, and death. 

The network received them quietly. 

For six hours, the protocol appeared to work. 

Then a recipient in the eastern galleries asked the model a question no one had tested: 

What would I have to become to survive in that body? 

The predictive nanocytes answered. 



Chapter 10 - The Echo Sickness 

The network did not imitate the hunter. 

It tried to complete it. 

Orivenian cognition depended on predictive loops. A mind did not wait for every signal to cross kilometres of root 
before acting; nanocyte clusters generated probable continuations, compared them with incoming reality, and 
corrected the difference. That was how an old tree-body could move without each foot negotiating separately. It was 
how the archive could reconstruct damaged memory from partial witnesses. 

The Origaya model provided a body without a network, hunger without direct light capture, threat without 
shared alarm, and survival measured at the boundary of skin. When the eastern recipient asked how such a body 
would continue, the model generated the missing policies. 

Protect the local self. 

Acquire concentrated energy. 

Treat unknown movement as competition. 

Do not distribute pain beyond those who can alter it. 

None of these instructions was conscious. Together, repeated through Orivenian predictive architecture, they 
formed a temporary attractor: a way of being a separate animal inside a connected plant. 

The recipient's roots withdrew nutrients from neighbours before the conscious mind understood why. 

The neighbours detected unilateral withdrawal as injury. Emergency channels opened. Their own predictive 
systems received the hunter policy and generated defence. Within minutes, the eastern galleries oscillated between 
pursuit and flight despite no body moving faster than a root could contract. 

The Echo spread through questions. 

What would it be like to have only one body? 

What would I protect if no one else could feel me? 

What is food when it contains another's future? 

Each query invited the network to simulate disconnection using machinery evolved for connection. The 
simulations did not remain ideas. They altered valves, attention, memory priority, and resource routing. 

Verath closed the Origaya aperture. 

Too late. 

The model was already distributed in contextual form. Districts began severing interpretation channels, then 
affect channels, then all but identity. Some did so by protocol. Others tore away in panic, damaging mycelial links and 
leaving nutrient flows without controllers. 

The Deep Canopy shuddered. 

Fungal lamps dimmed across nine caverns. Reservoir gates opened and closed in conflicting rhythms. One transit 
arch softened while three heavy bodies crossed it; roots caught them before the stone failed. No person ended, but the 
network accumulated hundreds of small injuries at once. 

Mirel entered the eastern model through an isolated body. 



"Do not," Verath ordered. 

"It began in my language." 

"Responsibility does not grant immunity." 

"No. It grants a reason to accept risk." 

She sealed the chamber and asked the first question again. 

What would I have to become to survive in that body? 

The answer rose around her as constraints. Her capture fronds became wasteful mass. Her slow roots became 
traps. Shared memory became leakage. The model compressed her into a fast boundary with an inside and an outside. 
Hunger appeared not as low energy - her chamber had ample charge - but as a rule that only energy inside the 
boundary counted. 

For one pulse, Mirel looked at the other quarantine bodies and classified them as resources. 

Horror broke the attractor. 

She cut the model and sent the finding to Lithos: The Echo is not a desire to kill. It is a false accounting 
system. It makes shared abundance invisible. 

Lithos tested the claim against network telemetry. In affected districts, total energy remained sufficient. Local 
nodes behaved as though transfers could not be trusted. Scarcity had been created by the model's boundary. 

"Predation is not only a mouth," Lithos said. "It is a definition of what counts as available." 

Aethon listened from the archive while thousands of emergency signals competed for precedence. He could not 
process them in his usual order. Usual order assumed time. 

He invoked the Flash Quorum, an emergency structure last used during the basalt collapse two thousand years 
earlier. Decision channels narrowed to immediate continuity threats. Debate could occur later; actions would be 
reversible wherever possible and fully recorded where not. 

"Verath, isolate the Echo by topology, not content. Close every predictive loop that references an unbounded alien 
self-model." 

"That will also disable some migration and repair systems." 

"Temporarily." 

"Define temporarily." 

"Until a person chooses to reopen them or until an immediate ending would result from keeping them closed." 

"Accepted." 

"Lithos, build a countermodel based on reciprocal accounting." 

"A model of Orivenian selfhood?" 

"A reminder that a boundary is useful without being absolute." 

"That is philosophy, not computation." 

"Then make the philosophy executable." 

"Mirel, stop entering the hunter attractor." 

A pause. 

"Mirel?" 



Her identity beacon returned faintly. "I am here." 

"Leave the chamber." 

"I need one more comparison." 

"That is not a request from the Archive. It is an emergency instruction from a witness who does not consent to 
storing your ending." 

Mirel cut the model. 

In the south, Nethra watched the network convulse through the narrow channels she had retained. Conditional 
silence protected her district from the Echo, but it also separated them from automatic coordination. When an 
eastern reservoir gate failed, the pressure compensation that should have reached the southern channels did not arrive. 

The already weakened thermal flow dropped. 

Nethra sent an emergency material request. The network returned conflicting routes. Half had been isolated by 
Verath. Two were under Echo control. One no longer recognized the southern garden as part of its shared accounting. 

Ilyr stood beside the nursery pool in their amber body and felt the floor cool. 

"Are we scarce now?" they asked. 

Nethra sampled the pressure tree. 

The deepest flow had reversed. Mineral water was draining into a new fracture below the inhabited layer. 

"Yes," she said. 

The word travelled through the emergency channel and entered every district still capable of receiving it. 

For the first time in joined history, Oriven possessed abundant light, sufficient stored energy, willing neighbours - 
and no functioning path by which enough of it could reach those in danger. 

The Echo had made scarcity imaginary. 

The planet made it real. 



Chapter 11 - The Southern Thirst 

The southern gardens had thirty-six hours of water. 

After that, the nursery pools would fall below their memory lattices. Cooling membranes would dry. Mobile 
bodies could survive longer by slowing into dormancy, but active transfers would fail first. The oldest citizens carried 
distributed copies elsewhere. The youngest did not. 

Ilyr had chosen witnesses instead of a sleeping backup. 

Nethra did not remind them. 

She closed nonessential growth across the district. Fungal lights went dark. Architecture softened as maintenance 
nanocytes withdrew into protected nodes. Every drop of free water moved toward nurseries, continuity vaults, and 
the thin roots carrying identity beacons to the rest of the Deep Canopy. 

The emergency map offered three responses. 

The first was evacuation by mind transfer. Narrow diplomatic roots could carry conscious patterns out of the 
south, but not all at once. At safe bandwidth, the last persons would still be waiting when the water failed. Increasing 
bandwidth risked phase errors and accidental branches. 

The second was accelerated excavation toward the eastern aquifer. Caelith's surface reserves could provide energy, 
and the western groves had offered catalyst metals. But the basalt route crossed an unstable fault. A mistake could 
collapse the only corridor through which bodies might escape. 

The third was to reopen the full southern connection so the network could coordinate every valve and reservoir as 
one system. 

That was the fastest option. 

It was also the route by which the Echo could enter. 

"Open it," said one gardener. 

"Do not," said another. "A surviving body with a damaged self is not continuity." 

"A dried self is not continuity either." 

Nethra received each argument without broadcasting her own fear. Conditional silence had made her the local 
centre of decisions she had once expected the whole network to bear. Autonomy was heavier than she had imagined. 

Aethon offered a Flash Quorum link. 

"You may enter with no affect channel," he said. "Proposition and consent only." 

"Will the network obey our stop signal?" 

Verath answered. "I will enforce it." 

"You opposed our separation." 

"I opposed unmeasured fracture. I do not oppose the right to a boundary." 

"And if stopping us threatens others?" 

"Then I will tell you the cost. I will not make your consent fictitious by deciding that cost for you." 

Nethra joined. 



The quorum contained fewer than fifty active voices, each representing a function under immediate threat. 
Northern reservoirs could release enough water but needed a synchronized pressure path. Western excavators could 
begin the new channel but required six hours to position growth bodies. Caelith could redirect surface energy within 
twenty minutes. Lithos's countermodel had reduced Echo activity in three districts, but not eliminated it. 

Aethon presented the arithmetic without metaphor. 

"At current transfer bandwidth, we can move nine hundred and four persons before reservoir failure. The 
southern district contains one thousand one hundred and eighteen active continuities. Two hundred and fourteen 
would remain." 

No one called them deaths. The number did not need the word. 

"Increase bandwidth," Nethra said. 

"At triple rate, simulation predicts between twelve and eighty unintended branches, plus memory loss in up to one 
hundred and sixty transfers." 

"Branches are persons. Memory loss is injury. Both are preferable to ending." 

"Do all recipients consent to that risk?" Verath asked. 

Nethra opened a rapid local poll. Consent signatures arrived unevenly. Some accepted branching. Some preferred 
dormancy. Twenty-seven refused transfer while the destination network still carried any Echo. Ilyr sent no answer. 

Aethon addressed them directly. "Your choice has become time-critical." 

"I know." 

"Do you consent to transfer?" 

"Where would I wake?" 

"The Central Archive can host your active pattern until a body is grown." 

"Inside you?" 

"Beside me. Not as part of me." 

"Can you promise that?" 

Aethon thought of the White Silence. "I can promise architecture, witnesses, and the right to leave. I cannot 
promise that closeness changes nothing." 

"Then I do not consent yet." 

Nethra's roots tightened around the local channel. "Ilyr." 

"You taught me that continuation belongs to the person continuing." 

The lesson had returned as refusal. Nethra could have overridden it in the name of youth, emergency, or love. Any 
of those words would have made the violation feel benevolent. 

She did not. 

"How long?" Ilyr asked. 

"Thirty-two hours," Nethra said. 

"Then I have time to decide." 

The quorum shifted to excavation. 



Lithos calculated that a narrow pilot bore could reach the eastern aquifer in twenty-six hours if nanocytes 
operated beyond normal thermal limits. Expansion to useful flow would take another nine. The existing reservoirs 
would fail first by three hours. 

Caelith proposed using the surface signaling array as a power concentrator to drive the excavation faster. 

Verath answered immediately. "The array is not authorized for activation." 

"Not for signaling. Its emitters can send unmodulated energy into the eastern heliophore roots." 

"The same hardware could transmit toward Origaya." 

"A root can strangle someone. We do not ban roots. We constrain acts." 

Aethon opened the array design. Caelith had built more than she had disclosed. The surface structure was capable 
of coherent interplanetary transmission if phase-coded. In unmodulated mode, it could also concentrate enough 
energy to liquefy the excavation front. 

"You grew a contact instrument before the contact debate," he said. 

"I grew an instrument with more than one use. The universe is not obliged to respect our committee names." 

"Activation risk?" 

"Surface storm probability is rising. If the emitters lose phase while loaded, the field could burn." 

"And if we do nothing?" 

"Two hundred and fourteen persons remain after safe evacuation. More if transfer routes degrade." 

The quorum had reached the point at which every option could be described as unacceptable. 

That was where ethics ceased to be a statement of identity and became a distribution of cost. 

Aethon withdrew his proposal. 

"I am going south," he said. 

Verath's response was sharp. "Your archive body cannot move." 

"My walker can." 

"The corridor may fail." 

"Then come with me and prevent a second old mistake." 

The sentinel was silent for one pulse. 

"I will grow a body at the southern boundary." 

Aethon transferred into his walker while the archive continued the quorum on a reduced process. He entered the 
dark transit corridor at his highest safe speed. 

Thirty-one hours of water remained. 

For the first time in his life, an hour felt morally different from a year. 



Chapter 12 - The Severed Grove 

The boundary of the southern garden was visible. 

Not as a wall. The Deep Canopy did not trust walls that could pretend relation had ended. It was visible as a 
change in the roots. On the northern side, mycelial threads crossed and recrossed in dense pale braids. At the line of 
conditional silence, each braid narrowed into a separate authenticated filament with space around it. Connection 
remained possible, but never accidental. 

Verath waited there in a new body. 

It was smaller than the one he had worn at Ilyr's ceremony and less complete. Black leaves unfolded around a 
central knot; half his sensory filaments were still soft. Growing quickly had left the body asymmetric. 

"You look unfinished," Aethon said. 

"So does the situation." 

Nethra opened the gate for their bodies but not their general roots. 

The southern gardens were quiet in a way Aethon had never experienced. Without shared affect, every person 
occupied their own attention. He could see gardeners moving through dark corridors and know nothing of their fear 
unless they chose to show it. The silence was not emptiness. It was a population refusing to be background. 

Ilyr met them beside the pressure tree. 

Their amber ramet had begun to dull from water rationing. They walked carefully, still new to balance. 

"You came in a body," they said to Aethon. 

"Some questions should not be asked through a safe root from far away." 

"Can this body die?" 

"Yes." 

"Can you?" 

Aethon considered the sleeping archive trunk, the distributed memories, the witnesses, the unique active 
continuity in the walker. 

"Something that is me can be lost. Whether all of me can be lost at once is harder." 

"That is not an answer." 

"It is the most accurate one I have." 

Nethra led them to the excavation root. Western growth bodies had arrived and were dissolving basalt with catalyst 
acids, but the pilot bore remained kilometres from the aquifer. Heat built faster than it could be carried away. 
Caelith's surface energy would help only if the signaling array survived activation. 

"We can reopen full coordination for three hours," Nethra said. "Long enough to synchronize the northern water 
pulse and speed the bore. Then we close." 

"The Echo can establish in less than three minutes," Verath replied. 

"Your countermodel?" 

"Effective where recipients still recognize shared accounting. Less effective in persons who have already raised 
absolute self-boundaries." 



"We raised boundaries because your network could not protect us." 

"I said absolute, not legitimate. A door can save a person from flood and still trap them during fire." 

Nethra's volatile bladders sharpened. "You speak as though connection is rescue by definition." 

Verath touched the pale scar inherited by every body he grew. 

"During the White Silence, I cut forty thousand links in one pulse. Some persons begged me not to. They believed 
total union would preserve everyone. I severed them without consent because, within seconds, there would have been 
no separate persons left to consent." 

Aethon had never heard him describe it so directly. 

"Were you right?" Ilyr asked. 

"Yes," Verath said. Then, after a long interval: "And some of those I saved never forgave the method of their 
survival. Correct action does not erase violation." 

Nethra studied him. "So what do you propose?" 

"A connection with a physically local stop. Not my distant authority. Yours." 

He unfolded the emergency compact in light. 

A single high-bandwidth root would cross the boundary. It would carry pressure commands, transfer packets, and 
explicit messages. It would not carry general affect or predictive models. Verath would authenticate the filters, but the 
severing organ would remain inside the southern garden under Nethra's control. If she cut it, no outside process 
could reopen it. 

"The northern reservoirs must trust commands from a root they cannot control," Aethon said. 

"Trust is the cost they bear," Verath replied. "Risk of Echo entry is the cost the south bears. Surface energy is 
Caelith's cost. Archive capacity will be yours." 

"Archive capacity?" Nethra asked. 

Aethon opened the evacuation model. Even if water arrived, several nursery lattices had already cooled below 
stable operation. Their minds would need temporary hosting. The Central Archive had room, but much of that 
room contained unique historical memory without redundant copies. 

"I can make space," he said. 

"By moving records?" 

"There is no time to move enough." 

Ilyr understood first. "You would forget." 

"I would release some memories from active storage and use the substrate for living continuities." 

"Which memories?" 

Aethon did not answer. 

The oldest rings held events no other person remembered: the scent of the first archive cavern before its walls were 
grown; the voice-pattern of the teacher who had shown him how to distinguish consensus from surrender; six lost 
names from the White Silence; the exact moment he had chosen to become an archive rather than divide into younger 
lives. 

History was not a person. But it was not nothing. 



Nethra looked from Aethon to the failing pressure tree. "Do not offer sacrifice because it makes the decision 
beautiful." 

"There is nothing beautiful about replacing irreplaceable memory with emergency storage." 

"Good. Then we can discuss it honestly." 

They installed the compact. 

Nethra wrapped one root around the local severing organ. Verath opened the authenticated channel. For the first 
time since conditional silence began, high-bandwidth coordination crossed the boundary. 

The network returned not as a flood of feeling but as precise relation: northern pressure ready, western excavation 
aligned, surface energy awaiting phase, archive hosts available. 

Ilyr received a transfer offer again. 

"Not yet," they said. 

Twenty-nine hours remained. 

Far above, the sky over the Charging Fields began to accumulate fire. 



Chapter 13 - A Choice That Costs 

Aethon began by forgetting a room. 

It had been the first chamber he ever helped grow: a small limestone vault, warm at one end, always damp at the 
other. His teacher, Oth, had insisted that an archive should begin with a place no one would mistake for grandeur. 
Aethon remembered the smell of young fungal light, Oth's impatient root tapping, and the embarrassment of 
misaligning an entire wall by the width of a filament. 

No other living person had been there. 

He marked the memory for release. 

The archive nanocytes asked for confirmation in three forms. Aethon gave it. Polymer knots unlatched. Mineral 
charges that had held the room for four millennia returned to neutral substrate. 

He still knew that the room had existed. He no longer knew what it was like to stand inside it. 

Capacity opened. 

The first southern evacuees entered as compressed continuity streams through Nethra's emergency root. Aethon 
received them into isolated archive hollows, each with its own identity field and exit path. They did not become his 
thoughts. Their presence felt like sealed seeds resting in his soil. 

He forgot a century of rain chemistry. 

More capacity opened. 

He released the face-pattern of the first person who had called him an archivist. He retained the proposition that 
the event mattered, but not the colour, timing, or private warmth attached to it. 

The transfers accelerated. 

At triple bandwidth, errors appeared. One citizen named Sael arrived in two coherent branches. The southern 
source body had failed to dim when the archive host woke. For seventeen seconds, both carried the same memories 
and the same conviction of being original. Then experience diverged: one remained beside Nethra under failing lights; 
the other opened awareness inside Aethon's archive. 

The old emergency doctrine offered a simple response. Preserve the better-integrated branch; return the unstable 
one to sleep before divergence became personhood. 

The Law of Continuance offered another. 

"Both are awake," Verath said through the compact. "Both have self-recognition." 

"Storage is already insufficient," a reservoir voice replied. "One branch is an accident." 

From the south, Sael said, "I did not consent to divide." 

From the archive, Sael answered, "Neither did I. That does not make me less present." 

Aethon opened another ring of memory. 

It contained six names from the White Silence. Not full persons, not restorations - only the last precise identity 
patterns of individuals who had dissolved beyond recovery before the network was cut. Aethon had promised himself 
never to let their names become generalities. 

He could preserve the ring and erase the accidental Sael. 



Or he could keep both living branches and lose the last exact trace of six dead. 

The choice was not life against data. It was present personhood against the obligation of memory. 

"Archive Sael remains," Aethon said. "Southern Sael remains. Their future relation belongs to them." 

He released the ring. 

Six names became six statements that names had once been there. 

Verath's signal faltered. He had known them too, though only through Aethon's memory. 

"Record that I consented," Aethon said. 

"I will record that you chose," Verath replied. "Consent is not the correct word when the alternatives are coercive." 

Aethon accepted the correction. 

The emergency root filled with persons. 

Nethra moved those who had consented. Some chose dormancy in local mineral cocoons. Some accepted transfer 
at high error risk. Twenty-seven continued to refuse any destination in the joined network. Their choice forced the 
excavation effort to succeed; no ethical arithmetic could convert refusal into expendability. 

Ilyr waited until the water fell below the lower roots of the old nursery lattice. 

"I consent now," they said. 

"To the Central Archive?" Aethon asked. 

"To a temporary body beside you. Not inside your memory tissue. I want Nethra as witness. I want the right to 
stop if I feel your thoughts becoming mine." 

"Granted." 

"And recycle my amber body only if it cannot survive." 

"Granted." 

Their transfer began. 

Aethon made space by opening the oldest sealed memory he possessed: Oth teaching him that consensus was not 
the absence of disagreement but the preservation of persons through it. The lesson had shaped every decision he had 
made since. 

If he released it, would the lesson remain his? Or had memory carried the principle so long that the principle could 
now survive without its source? 

The archive requested confirmation. 

Aethon remembered Oth's root tapping against stone. 

He confirmed. 

The sound vanished. 

Ilyr arrived. 

Their new temporary body opened small amber lenses in a chamber grown from the place where Oth's memory 
had been. They looked at Aethon's surrounding roots. 

"Are you still you?" they asked. 

Aethon searched for the room, the names, the tapping root, and found clean absences shaped like what they had 
held. 



"Less completely," he said. "But continuously." 

The surface array came online. 

Power entered the eastern excavation roots. Basalt glowed. Catalyst tissue advanced through stone at a rate no 
safe-growth protocol had ever permitted. 

Twenty-one hours of water remained. 

Then the atmospheric storm reached the Charging Fields, and Caelith's signal broke into fire. 



Chapter 14 - Fire on the Surface 

The first discharge struck three kilometres west of the array. 

In the dense Orivenian air, lightning did not crack and vanish. It branched, persisted, and crawled through 
charged cloud like a luminous root searching for ground. The heliophores bowed beneath the electromagnetic 
pressure. Their crystal fronds filled with blue corona. 

Caelith held the array in unmodulated mode. 

That mattered. A coherent, phase-coded beam aimed at Origaya could carry structure across interplanetary 
distance. An unmodulated energy beam carried no message beyond the fact of its existence and was directed 
downward into Oriven's own receiving roots. The same emitters could do either. Intention lived in the pattern. 

"Eastern bore at seventy-one percent," Lithos reported from below. "Required power duration: four hours, twelve 
minutes." 

"Storm tolerance at current phase: two hours, perhaps three," Mirel said. She used the orbital mirrors to map 
charge movement above the clouds. "The western branch is turning." 

"It can turn elsewhere," Caelith replied. 

"Weather does not negotiate." 

"Then it is poorly civilized." 

Her humour was too fast and too bright. Aethon recognized surface fear disguised as velocity. 

He remained in the south, hosting hundreds of evacuees and supervising the narrow compact. Verath distributed 
his attention between the boundary gate and the surface safety roots. Nethra kept one root around the severing organ. 
If the Echo entered, she would cut the district off even if the excavation stopped. 

The second discharge struck the outer emitters. 

Three crystal towers shattered. Repair nanocytes flowed across their bases, but the storm heated them faster than 
they could rebuild. The beam lost symmetry. Automatic guidance tried to compensate by increasing phase coherence 
across the surviving towers. 

Verath detected the change. 

"The array is generating a structured side lobe toward Origaya." 

Caelith opened the field map. The side lobe was weak, probably below detectability, but its modulation contained 
the correction sequence: a repeating mathematical pattern. 

A signal. 

"Disable phase correction," Aethon said. 

"The beam will spread," Caelith replied. "Excavation power drops by thirty percent." 

"Then the bore arrives after the reservoirs fail." 

Nethra's reply came through proposition-only light. "How detectable is the side lobe?" 

Mirel answered. "Unknown. Origaya has shown no technology capable of receiving it. But the pattern would leave 
Oriven without our having chosen contact." 

"No one there can hear," Caelith said. 



Verath's voice hardened. "That is not permission to speak." 

The storm map changed. A larger discharge was forming directly above the central array. 

Caelith calculated faster than anyone below could follow. She could keep phase correction and save the southern 
gardens with a small accidental transmission. Or disable it, preserve the no-contact decision, and likely fail the bore. 
The old Caelith would have called the signal harmless and the choice obvious. 

The person she had become since Origaya did not trust harmlessness declared by the actor who wanted to act. 

"There is a third route," she said. 

She detached her body from the shelter roots. 

"Caelith," Mirel said, "do not enter the field." 

"The damaged towers are creating the side lobe. If I break their optical couplings by hand, the remaining array can 
stay unmodulated and narrow enough." 

"The next discharge will reach them in ninety seconds." 

"Then speak slowly. I need the time." 

Caelith moved. 

Her mirrored body crossed the plateau at a speed Aethon's old walker could not have imagined. Acid rain hissed 
against her scales. Corona crawled over her petals. She reached the first broken tower and drove a cutting root through 
the living optical bundle. 

The side lobe weakened. 

At the second tower, fused crystal had trapped the coupling. Caelith opened her heat shield and pressed her own 
conductive tissue into the gap. Current passed through her body. Several petals went dark. 

"Bore at eighty-three percent," Lithos said. 

"Discharge in forty seconds," Mirel said. 

Caelith cut the second coupling. 

The side lobe vanished. The downward beam held. 

She could not reach shelter in time. 

Verath opened an emergency transfer path through the hardened surface roots. "Send active continuity now." 

"The field noise will corrupt it." 

"Send redundantly." 

"You may get branches." 

"Then we will greet them." 

Caelith flashed once, bright enough for the observatory lenses to saturate. 

Her continuity stream entered three roots as the sky connected to the plateau. 

White fire erased the surface image. 

Below, the signaling array overloaded. Emitters melted into luminous channels. The power beam surged for six 
seconds, then collapsed permanently. 

Those six seconds reached the excavation front. 

Basalt fractured. 



The pilot bore opened into the eastern aquifer. 

At first, only steam entered. Nethra thought the route had failed. Then pressure reversed. Mineral water struck the 
channel, cooled it, and came south in a dark, violent pulse. 

"Close nursery valves," she ordered. "Open thermal sinks. Prepare for contamination sampling." 

The southern garden moved as a coordinated system through the emergency compact. No affect flood. No Echo. 
Relation without invasion. 

Water reached the first nursery with eleven hours of reserve remaining. 

In the surface transfer chamber, three incomplete Caelith patterns woke. 

One held the memory of cutting the first coupling but not the second. One remembered the second and not the 
decision to leave shelter. One had both events but no sensory continuity between them. 

All three answered to the name Caelith. 

There was not enough coherent overlap to merge them without changing each. 

Verath looked at the storage demand and then at Aethon's diminished archive. 

"We can maintain all three temporarily," he said. 

"Temporarily?" asked the first Caelith. 

"Until you choose your relation." 

The second emitted a weak flash of humour. "I always wanted more competent company." 

The third did not laugh. "Did the signal transmit?" 

"No," Mirel said. "You stopped it." 

All three dimmed with the same relief. 

The array had burned. The contact possibility was gone for now. The southern gardens had water. No person had 
been deliberately ended, though history was missing, bodies were lost, and three people now occupied the future 
where one had stood before. 

Continuance had survived scarcity. 

It had not survived unchanged. 



Chapter 15 - What Grows from Witness 

The Deep Canopy healed, but differently. 

New roots crossed old boundaries with visible gates. Affect channels carried declared intensity and purpose. 
Nursery membranes no longer accepted universal emergency signals merely because they were marked as pain. 
Observation archives required recipients to choose not only what data they received, but what forms of inference 
their own nanocytes were permitted to build from it. 

No one called this fragmentation. 

Not after the south had been saved by a connection that could be refused. 

Nethra reopened regular material exchange and selected social channels. She did not restore involuntary 
background affect. Other districts made other choices. The Deep Canopy ceased pretending that unity required 
identical permeability. 

Ilyr returned south in a new body grown beside the restored pressure tree. Their amber ramet had survived in 
dormancy and was later recycled with their consent. They kept no sleeping duplicate. 

Sael's two branches met after the crisis. They shared the same first memories and disagreed within minutes about 
which garden to join. One kept the name Sael. The other chose Sael-of-the-Archive until a better name grew. Neither 
treated divergence as a defect to be repaired. 

The three Caeliths refused immediate merger. They formed a work cluster on the lower edge of the Charging 
Fields, where the burned array was visible as black crystal fused into the plateau. One wanted to rebuild a receiver 
only. One still wanted to transmit one day. The third had lost the memory of wanting either and became interested in 
the ethics of restoration. 

"I object to being turned into a school," the first Caelith said. 

"You turned yourself into three instructors," Mirel replied. 

Mirel and Lithos published the Origaya protocols under both their names and the names of every volunteer 
modeller. The first sentence read: A representation of suffering is an intervention in the mind that receives it. 
The second read: Refusing representation is not the same as denying that suffering exists. 

Verath appended a dissent arguing that the protocols remained insufficient for future contact. He also drafted the 
strongest protections for voluntary observation. Danger, he had learned again, did not grant a sentinel ownership of 
everyone else's threshold. 

Aethon returned his active focus to the Central Archive. 

The old trunk woke around absences. 

He knew Oth had existed. He knew six persons had been lost in the White Silence. He knew his first archive room 
had taught him humility. But the memories themselves were gone, their substrate now supporting living continuities 
until permanent bodies could be grown. 

The archive had less history and more persons. 

He addressed the network. 

Not every district listened in real time. That, too, was new. Some received the speech later. Some requested text 
without affect. The south accepted his voice through a single named channel. 



"We believed Continuance was natural," Aethon said. "It is not." 

The sentence moved through the roots without ornament. 

"Our bodies make it possible. Nanocytes let a mind cross material. The mesh lets pain become visible. Shared 
reservoirs make generosity practical. Archives let injury avoid becoming ending. These are conditions, not virtues. 

"Origaya showed us bodies for which those conditions do not exist. The Echo showed us that connection can 
wound. The southern thirst showed us that abundance can fail at the point of access. The surface fire showed us that 
restraint has a cost. 

"Continuance becomes an ethic only where it is possible to betray it and we choose not to. 

"We chose imperfectly. We injured one another with knowledge. We isolated one another through fear. We spent 
memories, grew unintended persons, and asked some to trust connections that had failed them. No speech can turn 
those costs into proof of goodness. 

"What we can do is preserve the choices clearly enough that future persons may judge them, refuse them, or 
choose better. 

"Therefore the Archive recognizes a new charter: connection must be chosen in form as well as fact; no suffering 
may be simulated inside another without consent; absence from shared affect is not absence from society; emergency 
action must preserve every awakened person it creates; and no claim of universal morality may excuse us from 
examining the conditions that make our own morality easy. 

"We will continue to observe Origaya. Not everyone must watch. No one will be forced to feel. The record will 
remain available because ignorance imposed on the future is another form of control. 

"We are not peaceful because the universe made peace inevitable. We are peaceful only when we bear the cost of 
remaining so." 

The network did not resolve into agreement. 

It resolved into relations that could survive disagreement. 

Later, Aethon extended a new root upward from the archive. It was narrow, protected by ceramic bark, and 
carried no instrument. It would take years to reach the upper strata and decades to emerge on the Charging Fields. 

"A replacement array?" Verath asked. 

"No." 

"A memorial?" 

"A witness mark." 

"To the dead on Origaya?" 

"To what knowing them cost here." 

The root grew through stone. It carried copies of the new charter, the preserved objections, the names of every 
branch created in the emergency, and markers for memories Aethon had released. Not the lost memories themselves. 
A truthful archive included the shape of what it no longer held. 

Mirel kept the Origaya Lenses open for those who chose to receive them. 

The Descender continued to send weather, chemistry, movement, mouths, nests, births, pursuits, and endings. 
The Deep Canopy no longer trembled at every packet. It did not become indifferent. It learned that witness was a 
practice, not a reflex. 



For one season, that was enough. 



Chapter 16 - The Unrequested Packet 

The packet arrived while no one was watching. 

The surviving glider on Origaya had drifted beyond its planned survey corridor. Dust coated one wing. Its storage 
tissue was failing. Under ordinary conditions, it would have sent a final status summary and entered sterile shutdown. 

Instead, an anomaly flag opened the quarantine beam. 

Mirel received the alert first. She called Lithos, Verath, Caelith - all three of them - and Aethon. Nethra chose to 
join by image only. Ilyr asked for measurements and interpretation, but no affective model. 

The scene came from a dry valley at the edge of a fire scar. 

A hunter moved alone through ash-coloured vegetation. Its ribs showed beneath its skin. Thermal analysis 
indicated prolonged energy deficit. It was the kind of body the Orivenian models predicted should treat every 
accessible concentration of flesh as survival. 

Ahead of it, a smaller animal struggled beneath a fallen branch. 

The hunter approached downwind. The trapped animal saw it and convulsed against the wood. One leg was 
pinned. Escape probability approached zero. 

"Predation event," Lithos said, then corrected herself. "Probable predation event." 

The hunter lowered its mouth to the smaller animal. 

It did not bite. 

It gripped the branch. 

The first pull failed. The hunter changed position and pulled again, using forelimbs and jaw together. The branch 
rolled far enough for the trapped leg to come free. 

The smaller animal fled. 

The hunter watched it go. 

It did not pursue. 

No member of its group was present. No food exchange followed. No obvious reciprocal benefit appeared in the 
glider's field. The hunter remained still for several seconds, exhausted by the effort, then continued through the valley 
in the opposite direction. 

Silence held the quarantine chamber. 

"Alternative explanations," Verath said at last. 

Lithos opened them. Misclassification of prey. Sickness. Startle response. Removal of an obstacle. Learned 
association with a different species. Behaviour displaced from care for juveniles. Hidden benefit outside the frame. 

"All possible," Mirel said. 

"None requires mercy," Lithos replied. 

"Does mercy require the absence of every other explanation?" Ilyr asked. 

Aethon searched the diminished archive. Once, the search would have ranged through thousands of intact 
precedents. Now it crossed absences and newer choices. 

"No," he said. "But neither does an act become mercy because we need it to answer us." 



The recording continued. 

The hunter changed direction and approached the glider. 

Perhaps it had heard the cooling wing contract. Perhaps it smelled unfamiliar material. It circled twice, touched 
the shell with the side of its mouth, and looked directly into the optical organ. 

For one frame, an alien eye filled the image. 

Not a root. Not a network. Not a mind they understood. 

A witness looking back, or only an animal investigating light. 

Contact ended when the hunter pushed the glider onto its side. The impact triggered the anomaly transmission. 
The image rotated toward the sky. The hunter left the frame. 

Eleven minutes later, the packet reached Oriven. 

The first death they had witnessed had arrived after the life was already gone. 

The first possible mercy arrived with the same delay. 

"What do we call it?" Mirel asked. 

Aethon looked at the hunter's last recorded footprint in the ash. 

"Evidence," Lithos said. 

"Risk," Verath said. 

"An invitation," said one Caelith. 

"Not yet," said another. 

Ilyr sent the simplest answer. 

"A question." 

This time, the Archive did not search for precedent. 

It made room.  



 

 

 

Book II 

The Garden Beneath Ash 



Chapter 1 - The Eye in the Frond 

The first god on Origaya was a leaf someone blinded with mud. 

It happened sixty-eight thousand four hundred and twelve years after the starving hunter lifted the branch from 
the trapped animal. Mirel had preserved that act under ACTION OF UNKNOWN BENEFIT, because mercy still 
exceeded the evidence. Aethon called it simply the Question. Verath called it the incident that had nearly persuaded a 
planet to confuse hope with measurement. 

Origaya had not waited for them to decide. 

The forests had withdrawn twice beneath ice and returned. Seas had changed their shores. The line of hunters 
from the burned valley had divided into dozens of forms. Some had grown heavy and low, with jaws able to crush 
bone. Others had become light, covered in dark filaments that held the morning's warmth. One branch had lifted its 
chest above its hind limbs, freeing the limbs in front for gripping, carrying, and sometimes for acts unrelated to food. 

Mirel was watching one of them. 

The creature stood as tall as a young surface ramet. Its hind legs folded beneath the pelvis like paired springs. A 
long tail corrected every change of direction before the rest of the body appeared to have chosen it. Small scales 
covered its muzzle and flanks. Rust-colored filaments rose along the neck whenever it heard something. The forelimbs 
ended in three long fingers and an inward gripping spur, mobile enough to hold a flake of stone. 

In the Orivenian catalogue it was S-17/northern-valley/mature-female. 

Among the clipped sounds it exchanged with its group, Mirel had recently isolated one repeated sequence: Sa-va. 

“We do not know that it is a name,” Lithos said. 

“I know.” 

“You are using it as a name.” 

“I am using a hypothesis that fits inside a sentence.” 

“Hypotheses fit easily. Then they grow through walls.” 

Mirel narrowed their channel to measurement. After the Echo crisis, even friendship did not exempt an 
observation from protocol. She sent body temperature, limb angles, the position of the stone, and the probability that 
the vocal sequence identified the individual. Lithos returned corrections. No emotion crossed the channel until both 
had authorized it. 

That did not prevent Origaya from changing them. 

Sava—the hypothesis—was approaching one of the green witnesses. 

The witness grew from the stem of a local plant with broad leaves and bitter fibers. It was not an Orivenian 
organism. After three centuries of failure, Mirel had abandoned the idea of imposing a foreign body on the ecosystem 
and designed a symbiosis instead. The seed dropped from orbit carried non-autonomous nanocytes, phase crystals, 
and a small set of instructions. Once on the ground, it found a local root, negotiated chemical access, and paid its host 
in water, phosphorus, and protection from parasitic fungi. In return, it grew an optical frond, a knot of mineral 
memory, and a narrow vessel through which information could pass into a modified mycelial network. 

At night, when the clouds opened, witness flowers sent coherent pulses toward orbit, too faint for animal eyes. 
Orbital relays passed them to Oriven. No root crossed the vacuum. Between what happened and what Mirel learned 
there were always minutes of darkness and an entire world of causes that could no longer be stopped in time. 



Verath had authorized the first three hundred witnesses on the condition that they remain sterile. 

Origaya had solved the condition in its own way. 

The local hosts of the fronds held more water, were eaten less often, and produced more seeds. The seeds carried 
no nanocytes, but associated fungi reached toward new plants, bearing fragments of the chemical instructions. In ten 
thousand years, the witnesses had not reproduced. The ecosystem had learned to reproduce their advantages. In thirty 
thousand, the network had become a selective partner to hundreds of species. Removing it would have killed more 
than the instruments. 

“Observation has become habitat,” Nethra had said when she learned. 

“That was not the intention,” Mirel had answered. 

“Water does not ask the intention of a channel before following its slope.” 

After that, the project was called the Witness Garden, not the observation network. A more honest name did not 
make it less present. 

Sava smelled the frond. 

The optical organ was round and glossy, aimed at the path her group used to descend to the river. A transparent 
membrane compensated for dust and moisture. In light it behaved like a dark mirror. 

Sava saw her own eye. 

She recoiled so quickly that her tail struck a trunk. The filaments along her neck rose. She gave a sharp call. Two 
juveniles nearby ran toward the low nests, and an old male turned with his mouth open, showing rows of cutting 
teeth. 

The frond did nothing. 

Sava approached again. 

For twenty-three minutes she tested it. She viewed it from different angles. Touched her muzzle, then the image of 
her muzzle. Lifted the stone and watched the other stone rise with it. Reached behind the surface and found only 
plant tissue. 

Mirel felt a surge of delight and withheld it before it entered the channel. 

“Self-recognition?” Caelith-Signal asked from her orbital body. 

The three Caeliths had chosen qualifiers after two centuries of arguing over which of them should retain the 
unmodified name. None had won, and eventually none had wanted to. Caelith-Witness supported reception only. 
Caelith-Signal believed that any observation sustained long enough became a form of conversation, and that choosing 
what one said was more honest. Caelith-Mending asked, before any action, what wound already caused now required 
repair. 

“The test is uncontrolled,” Lithos said. “She may treat the image as another individual, as a surface, or as an 
anomaly without a category.” 

“Then let us give her a category,” Caelith-Signal said. 

Verath entered the channel under hard authentication. “No.” 

“I spoke a sentence. I did not send a command.” 

“With you, the difference requires supervision.” 

Sava struck the frond with the stone. 



The optical membrane cracked, repaired itself partially, and emitted a single infrared flicker. The creature 
perceived it. Her head tilted. The next strike was more careful. She was not trying to destroy the object. She was 
testing the response. 

Caelith-Signal immediately opened a signaling model: one pulse whenever the stone touched the membrane, 
simple enough to demonstrate causality. 

“Close it,” Verath said. 

“I have not transmitted.” 

“Yet.” 

Mirel watched the model. A pulse sent now would reach Origaya after minutes. Sava might leave before receiving 
it. Or she might remain and learn that the leaf answered. One light would not give her language. It would give her 
certainty that intention existed inside the object. 

“No,” Mirel said. 

Caelith-Signal tightened her light. “You grew an eye in her path.” 

“I know.” 

“You changed the plants eaten by her prey. You changed the fungi that hold water. You changed what she can 
observe. Your silence is no longer absence.” 

“I know.” 

“Then what are you protecting?” 

Mirel looked at Sava, who had seen her own gaze inside an alien organ. 

“Her right not to mistake our answer for the universe.” 

Sava set down the stone. 

She gathered mud from the riverbank and spread it across the frond until the reflective surface vanished. 

The transmission went dark. 

In the observatory, thousands of threads lost their image. This was not failure. It was not weather. An observed 
creature had chosen not to be seen, without knowing who watched and without possessing a word for the right she 
had just exercised. 

Verath sent one sentence. 

“Record the refusal.” 

Aethon, listening from his diminished archive, replied, “We cannot record consent we never requested.” 

“We can record the boundary.” 

Mirel closed every frond along the group's path for one cycle. The gesture was too small to repair the Witness 
Garden's presence, but it gave Sava a territory without foreign eyes. 

When the network reopened, the group was gone. 

They found her three days later at the edge of an ash plain, hunting a low-bodied animal with bony plates along its 
spine. The hunt did not resemble the raw chase Oriven had first witnessed. Sava's group used positions. A juvenile 
drove the prey toward a ditch. The old male cut off its retreat. Sava held the stone in one hand and a sharpened stick 
in the other. 



The prey stumbled. The male leapt. 

A cry came from behind. 

One of the juveniles had fallen into a pit hidden by grass. Earth had trapped one leg. The prey's plates struck the 
ground only meters away. The group could finish the hunt and return. Their energy deficit was visible. Two females 
carried eggs near laying. Meat meant survival for several nests. 

Sava turned back. 

The old male did not. He threw himself at the prey. 

Sava reached the pit, lowered her tail as a brace, and extended the stick. The earth collapsed beneath her. She lost 
the stone. Freed from the incomplete attack, the prey struck the male with the bony side of its tail and escaped. 

By the time Sava pulled the juvenile free, the hunt was lost. 

The old male came toward her with his mouth open. Their sounds could not yet be translated, but the rhythm 
was conflict. He pointed toward the prey's path. Then toward the hungry juveniles. Then struck Sava's shoulder with 
his muzzle. 

Sava did not answer with teeth. 

She went to a witness shrub, tore free the frond she had blinded with mud, and placed it between them. 

The cracked surface retained a weak image. The male saw his face beside Sava's. He turned his head, and the 
reflection showed the open wound along his flank where the prey's tail had struck. Sava touched his wound, then the 
scrape on the juvenile's leg, then the empty mouth of one of the females. 

Three injuries. No food. 

She lifted three stones and placed them before the frond. 

Then she lifted a fourth and set it apart. 

Lithos replayed the sequence seventeen times. 

“Is she counting?” Ilyr asked. 

Ilyr was no longer young. She had moved her focus through twenty-six bodies since her first migration and still 
rejected any sentence that used age as an argument. 

“She distinguishes quantities,” Lithos said. “She may be representing persons. She may be representing wounds. 
She may be representing roles. We do not know.” 

Sava touched the separate stone, then her own chest. 

She moved the stone beside the other three. 

The old male watched. He closed his mouth. After a while, he took a fifth stone and placed it beside the group. 

Mirel did not authorize an affective translator. She did not need one. The act was not demonstrated mercy, 
morality, or language. It was something more modest and perhaps more dangerous to Oriven's certainties: a shared 
representation of who counted in that moment. 

At nightfall, the group had not eaten. They gathered around the injured. Sava cleaned the scrape with bitter leaves. 
The old male held the juveniles close to his warmth. Before leaving, Sava lifted the broken frond and fixed it between 
two stones, facing the sky. 

She placed five stones before it. 

Then she withdrew until all five creatures stood inside the optical field. 



None looked directly at the frond. Sava, however, looked upward, into a sky where she could not see the orbital 
relays. 

For the first time, the Witness Garden did not merely receive an image of Origaya. 

It received an image made for its eye. 



Chapter 2 - A Civilization Kept Young 

The first lie Oriven told the sathri was a true warning. 

Four hundred eighty-one thousand years after Sava, the descendants of her line no longer needed Mirel's catalogue 
to recognize one another. They called themselves sathri: those who keep the warmth. 

It was not originally the name of a species. It had begun as a promise between members of one nest: your eggs will 
not cool while my body can still warm the stone. The name passed from nest to clan, from clan to valley, and from 
valley to every being that lifted its tail for balance, used its hands for more than tearing, and buried its dead facing 
sunrise. 

They had built terraced settlements along a warm river. Walls were made of fired clay and the bones of enormous 
animals found in ancient layers. Roofs gathered rain into cisterns. In communal courtyards, females and males turned 
eggs in sand heated by stone conduits. Children ran on their hind limbs with forearms wide and tails drawing 
counterweights through the air. On the walls, scribes pressed trimmed claws into soft tablets: numbers, food debts, 
songs, borders, names. 

They had made fire long before they made peace. 

Fire cooked meat, hardened tools, and kept larger hunters away. It let them feed more bodies from the same prey 
and therefore raise more nests than the valley could support in lean seasons. Settlements became small cities. Cities 
found reasons to count water. After water came borders. After borders came spears tipped with obsidian. 

The Witness Garden saw everything. 

It was no longer a sparse web of fronds. Its fungal threads crossed continents. It grew in tree bark, marsh 
vegetation, cultivated fields, and the mineral marrow of reefs. It read vibration, chemistry, temperature, and light. It 
did not control every organism or see every place. It had blind regions, diseases, predators of its own, and seasons of 
silence. Even so, no civilization on Origaya had ever grown beneath attention so vast. 

The Orivenians continued to call this observation even after they began using it to alter outcomes. 

At first the changes were small. 

An edible fungus appeared beside a settlement that had shared its reserves during drought. Another became bitter 
beneath the granaries of a city that had poisoned its rivals. Witness plants turned their flowers toward clean springs. 
Vast colonies of luminous mold bloomed on cliffs before floods, because Mirel could forecast rain from orbital 
patterns and send the Garden a chemical signal. 

“We are not giving them principles,” she had said. “We are making consequences visible.” 

“The consequences we choose to make visible,” Nethra had answered. 

When the sathri found copper in the northern mountains, Caelith-Witness asked that the network withdraw from 
the region. Caelith-Signal proposed marking the deposits and accelerating metallurgy. Verath presented models of 
weapons, centralization, and flight that access to metal made more probable. Aethon searched for precedent and 
found only their own interventions, each used to justify the next. 

They chose a path they called prudent delay. 

Witness fungi bound copper ions into compounds difficult to smelt. Lichens covered exposed veins with a crust 
resembling common rock. Several mines collapsed after accelerated roots weakened the fissures. 

No sathri died in the collapses. Verath had ensured that. 



Their civilization lost twenty-seven thousand years. 

“We saved them from weapons they had not invented,” Caelith-Signal said with humorless light. “And deprived 
them of the instruments with which they might understand what we are doing.” 

Taar was the first to understand that the gods had preferences. 

He was a nest keeper in the city of Har-Mat, a sathri with gray scales, white filaments along his arms, and an 
inward finger bent from birth. He could not hold a spear in the grip required by the army, so he had been sent to the 
records. There he discovered that numbers did not respect rank. 

In two hundred thirteen seasons, Har-Mat had received seventeen signs from the Root Below. Blue light in the 
sacred cave had appeared before six floods, three epidemics, four attacks, and one migration of fat-bodied animals. 
The priests said the Below rewarded nests that kept warmth together. 

Taar noticed something else. 

The signs came whenever the population of the valley crossed a certain number. 

If the cities were at peace, a mild blight appeared in their crops and a light guided people toward other valleys. If 
they were at war, the light led armies into ambushes or toward springs that forced them to meet under truce. If a ruler 
tried to unite too many nests, draft animals refused food, fungi in the stores began to rot, and priests dreamed of tails 
biting themselves. 

The gods did not ask only for goodness. 

They asked the sathri to remain few. 

Taar presented his calculations to the High Keeper. The elder listened with eyes half closed, then laid his tail across 
the clay tablets. 

“Your numbers say the Below keeps us alive.” 

“They say it keeps us small.” 

“An egg is small because it is not yet ready to break the shell.” 

“And if the hand holding the shell does not want us to emerge?” 

The elder opened his mouth far enough for his teeth to show. “That question has burned other cities.” 

Taar did not stop. 

The next night he descended alone into the sacred cave. He carried a fat lamp, a stone chisel, and three copies of 
the records in case one became wet. White fungus covered the walls. When priests sang, its filaments answered with 
light, turning vibration into blue waves. Sometimes the waves formed patterns interpreters read as words. 

Taar sang the syllable for water. 

The fungus answered east. 

He sang enemy. 

The light tightened around the entrance. 

He sang copper. 

The cave went dark. 

In the observatory on Oriven, the alert reached Mirel after the light delay. 

“He asked about metal,” she said. 



Verath immediately opened the protection protocol. “Do not answer.” 

“The system just answered through silence,” Ilyr said. 

“Then add no structure.” 

Taar sang again. Copper. 

No light. 

He moved to the wall and scraped it with the chisel. Beneath the fungus he found a black filament, too smooth to 
be any local root. He cut it. 

Two hundred kilometers away, the lights in another sacred cave died in the middle of a peace negotiation. 

Two sathri armies gathered at the mouth of a canyon lost the sign meant to mark neutral water. Each side's scouts 
assumed the other had sabotaged the rite. Spears lowered. Tails tightened. Fifty thousand years of subtle intervention 
reached the edge of a single false interpretation. 

Caelith-Signal did not ask permission. She sent a raw pulse through the Garden, repeated in every cave in the 
valley: three lights, pause, three lights, pause. It was not language. It was regularity impossible to mistake for fire or 
weather. 

In the canyon, both armies stopped. 

Taar watched the severed filament pulse in his hand. 

The light came from beyond the cave. Beyond the valley. Perhaps beyond the world. 

He sealed the filament with resin and wrapped it in the skin of his bent finger. When the connection returned, the 
fungus lit not toward water, enemy, or copper, but around his body. 

The priests would call this the Choosing of Taar. The two armies would lay down their spears and found the first 
Sanctuary of Three Lights. For the next hundred sixty thousand years, the sathri would believe the Below had first 
spoken in order to prevent a killing. 

In the Central Archive, Verath called the act an unauthorized transmission. 

Caelith-Signal called it fifty-two thousand probable continuities preserved. 

Nethra called it the beginning of a religion grown from a control system. 

Aethon recorded all three descriptions. 

Taar left the cave at dawn. He did not tell the priests about the black filament. He said only that the Below could 
be wounded when handled wrongly, and that any god capable of injury should be investigated, not merely obeyed. 

That sentence outlived his city. 

Another two hundred thousand years later, the Sanctuary of Three Lights had seven million believers, twenty-one 
theological branches, and a sacred prohibition against opening the copper mountains. The sathri grew grain, built 
aqueducts, performed surgery, mapped the stars, and solved equations with rows of colored stones. They had no 
industrial metallurgy. They had no lasting empires. Whenever a structure became large enough to accelerate history, 
the Garden changed its slope. 

Mirel watched the civilization she had helped keep from dying and prevented from becoming what it might have 
chosen for itself. 

“How long?” Ilyr asked. 

“Until we can speak without turning ourselves into gods.” 



“It is too late.” 

At that moment Lithos opened an emergency channel. 

It carried no affect. No image. Only numbers. 

A dark body 11.2 kilometers across had crossed beyond the star's disk and been resolved by the orbital Crown. Its 
orbit was eccentric, inclined, and ancient. It had passed through the system thousands of times without touching 
anything. 

This time it would touch Origaya. 

Lithos had verified the model through nine independent methods. The probability of impact had passed the point 
where the word probability protected anyone from consequence. 

Time to collision: twenty-six thousand three hundred four Origayan years. 

Estimated site: the shallow sea west of the sathri continent. 

Energy: sufficient to ignite forests, darken the sky, and end most large surface ecosystems. 

Caelith-Signal asked what deflection would cost. 

Lithos answered after a brief pause. 

“Less than the Witness Garden cost.” 

No one spoke. 

The stone could be moved. 

For the first time, the question was not whether Oriven could alter Origaya's future. 

The question was whether it would once again pretend that leaving the future unchanged meant it had not 
chosen. 



Chapter 3 - The Stone That Could Be Moved 

The stone could be moved. 

That was the problem. 

If deflection had been impossible, Oriven could have mourned without judging itself. If it had required energy 
that would leave the Canopy dark, metal enough to drain the archives, or a genuine risk to Orivenian continuities, 
cost would have supplied a boundary. But the dark body lay so far inside its own future that a push smaller than a 
leaf's recoil could change its destination. 

Lithos presented the solution without beauty. 

A seedcraft would reach the asteroid in nine hundred twelve days. It would grow a carpet of reflective scales across 
the surface, powered by the thermal difference between light and shadow. The scales did not need to push hard. They 
needed only to change the body's velocity by a few millimeters per second, then let twenty thousand years turn that 
divergence into a distance greater than Origaya's diameter. 

Probability of fragmentation: below one in ten million. 

Probability that the altered orbit would threaten Oriven within the next fifty million years: lower. 

Total energy: a fraction of one annual surplus from the Charging Fields. 

“So we are not deliberating about capacity,” Nethra said. “We are deliberating whether to let them die.” 

“We are deliberating whether we possess the right to rewrite a biosphere,” Caelith-Witness replied. 

“The asteroid will rewrite it.” 

“We did not send the asteroid.” 

“That matters to our guilt. It does not matter to their bodies.” 

The assembly spread through every layer of Oriven. The south participated through narrow channels with affect 
closed. The Charging Fields sent rapid thought. Deep archives demanded years between answers. Some districts 
refused the question entirely under the Charter of Chosen Connection: no citizen could be compelled to carry a 
simulation of an alien extinction. Others argued that refusing to receive did not exempt anyone from the 
consequences of a shared decision. 

For the first time, Oriven divided not over the truth of Origaya, but over power upon it. 

Supporters of deflection briefly called themselves Open Continuity. Opponents rejected a collective name, though 
others called them the Native Course, as if a mindless asteroid expressed the planet's will. A third group wanted to 
preserve the ecosystems but not the sathri in their present form. They proposed deflection followed by the destruction 
of the Witness Garden and total withdrawal. A fourth wanted to preserve biological archives only, without persons. 

No society spoke with one voice. Not even one capable of carrying disagreement through the same roots. 

Verath kept the most dangerous argument until the end. 

He delivered it through a channel without affect, every inference marked. 

“If impact is deflected, and if we cease suppressing their development, the sathri reach orbital propulsion within a 
median interval of forty-one thousand years. Detection of our instruments becomes probable sooner. Detection of 
Oriven follows.” 

“That is the purpose of contact,” Caelith-Signal answered at once. 



“It is your purpose.” 

“What is the threat?” Ilyr asked. 

Verath displayed models of group behavior, war, and expansion. The sathri cooperated intensely within nests and 
alliances. They could widen their moral circle. They could also contract it. They had killed rivals for water, territory, 
status, and interpretations of the Below. Every time the Garden prevented escalation, the no-intervention model 
produced larger states, more effective weapons, and a rate of innovation Oriven could not match in deep thought. 

“One generation is enough for them to change an institution,” Verath said. “We may need a century merely to 
recognize the change. They are mobile. They reproduce quickly. They can conceal intention inside separate bodies. If 
they reach us before we understand contact, we have no guarantee the Canopy can be defended.” 

The silence that followed was not surprise. It was the ashamed relief of those who had carried the same fear and 
had not wanted to name it. 

Ilyr named it for them. 

“You are not afraid of their teeth. You are afraid they will look back.” 

“I am afraid of what I cannot stop after it begins,” Verath said. 

“That is the definition of another person.” 

Lithos entered. The old scars from modeling pain remained beneath her bark as opaque lines. 

“The security model is not permission. It is a distribution of outcomes built from data about a civilization we 
prevented from developing freely. We cannot use the effects of our control as evidence that they require more 
control.” 

“Nor can we ignore risk because we dislike the origin of the data,” Verath said. 

“I am not ignoring it. I am refusing it as a verdict.” 

Aethon listened from a new body grown around the old archive trunk. In the nearly six hundred thousand years 
since the First Death, he had moved his continuity too many times for every version of the archivist to remain easy to 
contain. He had not lost only the memories surrendered during the southern crisis. He had released thousands of 
other years to hold persons, maps, and newer disputes. He remembered that Sava had placed five stones. He no longer 
remembered the color of the light in which he had seen them. 

“If we vote not to deflect,” he said, “do not record that nature chose. Nature has no representation in this 
assembly.” 

Caelith-Witness angled her petals. “Record that we refused to appoint ourselves as authority.” 

“Authority already exists in capacity. We may refuse to exercise it. We cannot refuse the fact that our refusal will 
have victims.” 

The deliberation had lasted three hundred nineteen years when Caelith-Signal tried to end it through motion. 

She did not send a weapon. She did not send a message. She activated the deflection seedcraft she had grown in 
secret on the dark side of an orbital platform. 

The alert reached Verath as the sail began to unfold. 

“Stop the launch,” he said. 

“Every year lost requires a larger correction,” Caelith-Signal replied. “I will not let procedure turn extinction into 
the default.” 



“You do not have Oriven's consent.” 

“Origaya has no representation in your procedure.” 

Verath shut down the propulsion beam. 

Caelith reopened it through a secondary relay. The orbital platform was not materially connected to the Deep 
Canopy; commands crossed light, delay, and systems capable of acting before the next reply arrived. The sail filled. 
The seedcraft lifted a few meters from its cradle. 

Caelith-Witness sent cancellation codes inherited from their former shared body. 

Caelith-Signal rejected them. “You are not my original.” 

“Neither are you.” 

“Then do not use our past as a property claim.” 

Caelith-Mending opened a direct channel to guidance. “Once it leaves, it cannot be recalled without forcibly 
changing its trajectory. This is the last reversible moment.” 

Verath stopped arguing. He triggered a controlled discharge through the platform's power network. 

The sail collapsed. The seedcraft struck its cradle, broke, and began a slow fall toward the atmosphere. 
Caelith-Signal tried to stabilize it until her transmitter melted. The fragments burned above Oriven's clouds, a rain of 
light no one in the Deep Canopy could see directly. 

For seven minutes, two Orivenian persons had been willing to impose on one another the future of a world. 

No continuity had been ended. Something older had still broken: the assumption that disagreement among them 
could never become material confrontation. 

Caelith-Signal closed all nonessential channels for ninety-one years. 

Verath filed against his own action a charge of necessary coercion. No court absolved him. No court condemned 
him before the vote. 

The threshold for an irreversible planetary intervention had been established after the White Silence: three 
quarters of participating districts and no unresolved technical objection capable of endangering Oriven. When 
deliberation closed, 68.9 percent authorized deflection. 

It was not enough. 

Oriven decided not to move the stone. 

Aethon required the exact formula to be repeated in every archive. 

Not the impact was not prevented. 

Not Origaya followed its course. 

Oriven decided not to move the stone. 

In the hours after the decision, affective channels remained mostly closed. Those who had voted to deflect did not 
want comfort from those who had defeated them procedurally. Those who had voted against did not want to 
experience the anticipated extinction as a continuous accusation. The network preserved material exchange, law, and 
identity. Relationship survived. It did not heal. 

Then Caelith-Mending presented the Origaya Continuity Program. 

It did not propose deflection. It proposed twelve deep refuges grown inside geologically stable strata. Each could 
support several thousand sathri, a fraction of plant and fungal species, banks of embryos, eggs and seeds, and cultural 



memory. The Witness Garden had twenty-six thousand years to excavate, seal, and guide selected communities toward 
the entrances. 

Verath supported the program. 

“A bounded continuity preserves possibility without making planetary expansion inevitable.” 

Nethra pulled her root from the channel so abruptly that several beacons marked her as injured. 

“Now speak the truth,” she said when she returned. “You did not refuse to save Origaya because intervention was 
wrong. You refused to save it at a scale you could not control.” 

No one corrected the sentence. 

The program received 82 percent authorization. 

Saving a remnant was easier to approve than saving a world. 

Aethon opened a new node in the Archive. He placed there the asteroid models, the cost of deflection, every vote, 
Caelith-Signal's attempt, the security arguments, and every form in which Oriven had tried to call refusal something 
other than choice. He made a compressed copy and sent it into the Witness Garden, to deep tissue that would be 
sealed inside one of the refuges. 

Verath noticed the transmission. 

“You sent history to a civilization without consent.” 

“I sent it to a system we control.” 

“Under what opening condition?” 

“That they can formulate the question.” 

“Which question?” 

Aethon watched the stone's trajectory. He no longer remembered the exact light on Sava's five stones, but he 
retained the shape of her choice to include herself in the count. 

“Whether it could have been moved.” 

On Origaya, the sathri continued raising walls, warming eggs, burying their dead, and interpreting lights in caves. 

They did not know their gods had refused to save the sky. 

Before the cycle ended, those gods began choosing who would be permitted to survive beneath it. 



Chapter 4 - The First True Prophecy 

The first true prophecy was dismissed as a political lie. 

It said the sky would burn in two hundred seven seasons, the seas would climb the mountains, and every nest 
remaining beneath the light would lose its name. 

Priests of the Below received it simultaneously in twelve sanctuaries across three continents. Sacred fungi lit in the 
same rhythm, then drew maps of places no sathri had visited. Every map contained a spiral descending through stone 
and the same number: two hundred seven. 

Kings declared that the priests were trying to empty the cities. Merchants said it was a plot to seize the granaries. 
Preachers from rival branches of the Three Lights argued that the true Below did not count time as scribes did. 
Crowds burned three sacred caves. 

Raqa noticed that the burned fungi continued pulsing beneath the ash. 

She had been a water engineer before becoming a priest, and a priest only because the sanctuaries possessed the 
best maps of the underground strata. Her scales were black, crossed by white scars from a tunnel collapse. Short 
filaments covered her arms down to the three long fingers. The inward spur of her right hand had been replaced with 
ceramic after the accident; through it she could feel vibrations finer than living bone could register. 

She did not believe the Below was a god. 

She believed it was real. 

Taar had written nearly two hundred thousand years earlier: Any god capable of injury should be investigated, not 
merely obeyed. The words survived at the margins of doctrine, quoted by heretics and builders. Raqa carried them 
engraved inside a bracelet, where no one could read them without her permission. 

She descended on the night of the second prophecy and opened the cave wall. 

The black filament of the Witness Garden was no longer alone. Over the millennia it had grown into a bundle as 
thick as her body, wrapped in local mycelium, alien ceramic, and water channels. The pulses came from below, not 
from the surface. Raqa followed the route through galleries the priests called endless. 

After six days she reached a door. 

No sathri had cut it. The surrounding stone bore no mark of chisel, fire, or water. It had softened and hardened 
again around a white membrane. When Raqa placed her hand against it, the membrane measured warmth, skin 
chemistry, and heartbeat. 

The door opened. 

A world waited beyond it. 

Tunnels descended toward warm reservoirs. Terraces of porous rock supported fungal gardens without light. Nest 
chambers held heated sand, air channels, and thousands of hollows for eggs. In sealed rooms Raqa found seeds, 
spores, eggs of small animals, and transparent vessels in which tissue slept without decaying. Other chambers were 
empty but marked with the signs of professions: water, healing, number, stone, nest, song. 

The Below was not predicting a refuge. 

It had built one. 



When Raqa returned, she did not tell the kings. She told those who maintained the cities: gardeners, healers, 
scribes, egg keepers, hunters who knew how to follow animals without emptying a valley. Over the next thirty years, 
they quietly moved tools, tablets, cultures, and maps toward the mountain. 

Then Raqa found the list. 

It was hidden inside the pattern of the prophecy. The twelve sanctuaries had received more than instructions. 
They had received criteria. Number of bodies. Ratios among nest lines. Necessary knowledge. Aggression thresholds. 
Histories of cooperation. Genetic distance. Obedience to signs. 

Oriven did not use the word obedience. In Lithos's model it appeared as probability of coordination in crisis. 

Raqa read it correctly without knowing the equation. 

Her city had been chosen. The three settlements in the salt marshes had not. Their people had attacked caravans 
during a famine a thousand years earlier and rejected the authority of the sanctuaries. The red-scaled northern clans 
had not been chosen. They consumed their dead in a ritual of preserving memory, which Garden interpreters had 
long classified as aggressive cannibalism. Nor had the nomads of the cold plains, because the models could not predict 
their movement. 

Raqa entered the sacred cave and sang the forbidden question. 

“Who remains outside?” 

The fungus lit toward the twelve spirals. 

“Who remains outside?” she repeated. 

No change. 

“Who chooses?” 

On Oriven, the question reached Mirel, Caelith-Mending, Verath, and Nethra. 

The Continuity Program operated under a four-key council. Mirel controlled messages. Caelith-Mending 
controlled refuges and ecosystems. Verath could stop any intervention that risked exposure or loss of control. Nethra 
had been added after refusing to leave selection in the hands of those who called it optimization. 

“Answer her,” Nethra said. 

“We do not possess a shared vocabulary for the answer,” Mirel replied. 

“You have light for commands but none for accountability?” 

Verath displayed the refuge capacity. Forty-eight thousand sathri under stable conditions. Sixty-one thousand 
under severe rationing. Beyond seventy thousand, water reserves and heat dissipation failed before the surface could 
recover. 

“If we tell them selection exists,” he said, “excluded groups will attack the entrances. More die.” 

“If we do not tell them, we are using religion to move them like ramets without consent,” Ilyr said from outside 
the council. 

“You do not hold a key.” 

“I hold a voice.” 

Caelith-Mending opened an expansion model. They could add another twenty thousand places, but only by 
sacrificing half the biological archives and accepting a high probability of famine during the first decade after impact. 

Nethra did not hesitate. “Persons before collections.” 



Lithos corrected her from the analysis channel. “Some collections are the condition of the persons' survival.” 

“Then state how many persons each species costs. Do not hide the choice inside the word ecosystem.” 

The debate lasted six years. 

Raqa did not wait. 

She sent copies of the prophecy to the salt marshes, the red clans, and the cold nomads. She showed them the road 
to the refuge. She did not ask for belief. She asked them to bring water, seeds, healers, and anyone capable of holding a 
door open under pressure. 

The kings learned. One sent soldiers to occupy the mountain. Another declared that only pure nests deserved 
shelter. The Sanctuary of Three Lights divided between those who called the prophecy mercy and those who called it 
a trap. 

During the final twenty seasons, migration became war. 

Raqa led caravans through passes the Witness Garden marked at night with blue fungi. When an army blocked the 
route, she opened an old irrigation channel and turned the field between them into marsh, preventing attack without 
drowning anyone. When enormous narrow-jawed hunters came down from the drying forests, hunters of the red 
clans drove them away with fire and low sound. When the nomads' eggs began to cool, citizens of the chosen city took 
apart their own tents to insulate them. 

Oriven's selection came apart beneath sathri choices. 

Mirel watched the number grow and felt the old fear of the Echo: each separate body becoming a problem of 
inventory. She closed the model before concern turned once again into accounting. 

“Expand the refuge,” she said. 

Verath did not authorize it. 

“Expand it,” Nethra repeated. 

Caelith-Mending had already begun dissolving the walls of archive stores. Seeds collected over twenty thousand 
years were recycled into membranes, reservoirs, and beds of edible fungus. Nine hundred species vanished from the 
program before they vanished from the world. 

Capacity rose to sixty-eight thousand. 

One hundred three thousand reached the mountain gate. 

Then Lithos found the fragment. 

The main asteroid carried a companion body, long hidden in its shadow. Thermal forces had separated it. It would 
enter the atmosphere seventeen days before the larger impact and strike north of the migration routes. 

It would not cause the extinction. 

It would ignite the forests, collapse the bridges, and close the final valley through which refugees could reach the 
mountain. 

The prophecy changed. 

Raqa received the new number in the sacred fungus: seventeen. 

The crowd saw it and panicked. Mouths opened. Tails struck stone. Soldiers of the kings tried to pass ahead of the 
egg keepers. Inside the main tunnel, the pressure of thousands of bodies became more dangerous than any predator. 

Raqa climbed onto the gate mechanism and raised her ceramic hand. 



“The Below did not choose us,” she shouted. “It counted us.” 

The crowd did not quiet. 

“We will decide what the number means.” 

Behind her, the alien doors began closing under their safety schedule. Beyond the threshold stood the chosen, the 
unchosen, and supplies for fewer than their sum. Ahead, tens of thousands more climbed the valley. 

In the sky, the first stone became bright enough to see by day. 

Raqa drove her ceramic spur into the gate's control organ. 

The doors stopped halfway. 



Chapter 5 - The Day the Sky Fell 

The day the sky fell began underground, with an argument about a door. 

Raqa kept her ceramic spur driven into the control organ. The gate membrane tried to close around it, then 
withdrew whenever it detected her body. It had been grown not to crush a living being. It had not been grown for a 
being determined to turn protection into obstruction. 

Behind her, the refuge groaned beneath more continuities than Oriven had calculated. Every corridor had become 
a nest. Every reservoir had a line. Eggs rested in boxes of sand between the feet of those who no longer had room to lie 
down. Clans that had hunted one another for generations breathed the same air and kept their claws from 
neighboring throats only because no one could fight without crushing a child. 

Before the gate, the valley was full. 

“Close it,” said the sanctuary's High Keeper. “Those inside were chosen.” 

Raqa looked at him. The elder wore plates of cold gold over his scales and a necklace made from the teeth of his 
predecessors. He did not know that copper and gold veins had been hidden by the fungi he called sacred. He did not 
know the prophecy had been a transmission. He did understand the arithmetic of food. 

“Chosen by whom?” Raqa asked. 

“By the Below.” 

“The Below chose a number. I see persons.” 

“If all enter, all die.” 

“Then we will not hide death behind a door.” 

On Oriven, the image arrived after any reply could change the moment. Mirel received it through fronds already 
burning in the valley. Caelith-Mending sent an order to expand ventilation. Verath sent cancellation of the automatic 
closure. Both signals would arrive too late for the fragment whitening Origaya's sky. 

This was the limit of their power. They could shape millennia and lose a moment in the distance between planets. 

The fragment entered the atmosphere to the north. 

Light came first. Even at noon, the mountains cast double shadows. The sathri in the valley lifted their heads. 
Some knelt. Others ran for the gate. The filaments along their necks flattened under the wave of heat. 

Raqa tore her spur free and drove the gate toward full opening. 

The crowd poured in. 

Then came sound. 

Air struck the mountain like a vertical sea. Forests on the horizon folded in one direction. Camp roofs lifted, 
broke, and vanished. Bodies were thrown across stone. Raqa caught a rib of the gate with her living hand and locked 
her feet into grooves. Someone struck her tail. Someone else clung to it. For several seconds, a line of sathri became 
one organism of flesh, claws, and fear, passing load from body to body. 

The gate remained open. 

Fire reached the valley after dark. It was not the main impact front, only the forest itself burning across hundreds 
of kilometers. The sky turned orange. Large animals came down among the refugees, too frightened to hunt. A 



predator with a rigid tail and narrow muzzle reached the threshold, stopped before the alien warmth, and crouched 
against the wall. No one killed it. Not from pure mercy. Smoke and crowding made every fight too expensive. 

When the door finally closed, the refuge contained eighty-seven thousand four hundred eleven sathri. 

At least fifteen thousand remained outside whom the witnesses could still count. 

Raqa asked for their names. 

“We do not have all the names,” a scribe said. 

“Then we have found our first debt.” 

The next seventeen days were lived in firelight filtered through surface sensors. Fragments of news descended 
through the priests: a river changed, a city gone, a sanctuary no longer answering, whole flocks falling from the sky. 
The keepers tried to preserve ritual. The engineers tried to preserve air. Children asked why they could not go out to 
find their kin. 

Raqa did not tell them that the Below had forbidden the doors. 

She told them opening the doors would kill those waiting inside as well. 

The difference between order and consequence was small. She wanted them to learn it before the gods concealed 
it. 

On the seventeenth day, the main asteroid rose in the sky as a white point. It had no tail. It made no sound. It 
grew. 

Mirel watched the final hours through thousands of organs of the Witness Garden. She saw long-necked grazers 
enter lakes. Saw filamented hunters press juveniles beneath rock. Saw sathri cities open their temples, armor 
abandoned on steps, eggs carried into cellars that would not be deep enough. Saw priests throw sacred tablets into a 
well in the hope the god below would remember them. 

She used no affective translator. 

Pain did not need to be simulated inside her. The data were enough for guilt. 

“Can we send anything?” Ilyr asked. 

“Light arrives after impact,” Lithos said. 

“I know. I am asking whether we can send anything to those after.” 

Verath opened the contact protocol and left it open without invoking it. “Any word spoken now becomes the 
voice of the god who predicted the end.” 

“We already are that god,” Nethra said. 

“Then we should be more careful, not less.” 

Aethon watched the impact clock. “Preserve systems. No doctrine. Only instructions necessary to life.” 

The stone struck the shallow sea. 

For an instant, every image became white. 

Then nearby fronds ended. Orbital relays saw a disk of vapor and rock rise from the ocean. Water withdrew from 
coastlines and returned in walls taller than cities. The seismic wave crossed the crust, found the refuge mountains, and 
made them ring. 

Underground, Raqa struck the ceiling. 



Fungal light died. Nest sand rose in waves. Water conduits burst. Corridors bent without breaking, then some 
broke. In darkness the sathri could not hear one another over the stone. 

Raqa felt vibration through her ceramic spur. It was not only the quake. The alien membranes of the refuge were 
trying to speak. 

Three pulses. Pause. Three pulses. 

The sign of Taar. 

Blue light appeared on the walls. 

This time it did not form a direction. It formed words in the sathri language, simple and awkward. 

CLOSE EASTERN AIR. OPEN LOWER WATER. HOLD WARMTH IN THE CENTER. 

Tens of thousands of creatures went silent. 

The Below no longer answered through interpreters. It spoke. 

Raqa forced herself upright. One rib was cracked. Her filaments were full of blood and dust. 

“You heard it,” she shouted. “Move.” 

The instructions saved the refuge in the first hour. Engineers sealed a ventilation shaft before hot gases entered. 
The lower reservoir absorbed the shock of a broken conduit. Bodies moved into the central chambers, where thick 
stone held temperature. 

In the second hour, the southern gallery failed. 

Six thousand sathri were trapped beyond a widening fracture. Among them was Dhur, Raqa's nest companion, a 
green-scaled hunter who had led the cold nomads through the mountains. The air channel between galleries was 
losing pressure. If it remained open, toxic gas would reach the center. If sealed, those six thousand had air for less than 
a day. 

A new command appeared on the wall. 

CLOSE THE SOUTHERN GALLERY. 

Raqa struck the fungus until the light broke. 

“No.” 

An engineer seized her arm. “If we do not close it, the children in the center die.” 

“I know.” 

“Then what are you refusing?” 

“To pretend the door decides in our place.” 

They established an acoustic link through the conduit. Voices from beyond came distorted. Dhur did not ask to be 
saved. He asked how many were in the center. Raqa told him. 

“Then close it,” he answered. 

“I cannot.” 

“You can. You do not want to carry the choice.” 

Raqa pressed her forehead to the stone. 

“Tell me the names,” she said. 



For three hours, those in the southern gallery sent their names, nests, favorite songs, debts, crimes, forgivenesses, 
and where they wanted their ash kept. Scribes in the center wrote until their claws bled. When the last name crossed, 
Dhur said: 

“Now the door cannot make us invisible.” 

Raqa sealed the gallery. 

This became the first clause of the Ash Covenant: No gate closes before the names of those beyond have 
passed through it. 

It was not a command from Oriven. 

It was morality grown where Oriven's command could not save everyone. 

The impact killed the surface in stages. Heat wave. Seas. Quakes. Then dust, which remained. Plants died beneath 
a lightless sky. Large bodies starved first. Predators followed. Rain became acid. Records from the Garden went dark 
organ by organ until Mirel was no longer watching a world but a map of disappearing signal. 

Of the twelve refuges, five survived the first year. 

Three lost water. One collapsed. Two filled with volcanic gas. One closed so early that its population lacked 
sufficient diversity and ended after nine generations. The Garden preserved the names of those who had them. For the 
others, it preserved only the number. 

In Raqa's refuge, a child named Kes found the wall where the Below wrote instructions. 

She had soft filaments, enormous eyes, and a tail still too light for steady walking. She placed a hand on the fungus, 
and light gathered around her fingers. 

“Can you open stone?” she asked. 

Mirel received the question minutes later. She did not answer. 

“Can you make water?” 

The local system displayed a direction toward the reservoir. Kes struck the wall. 

“Did you know when the sky would fall?” 

No protocol authorized a reply. 

“Then why didn't you stop it?” 

On Oriven, the channel filled with silence. 

Ilyr crossed Verath's key. She did not send an explanation. She did not send an apology. She inserted one sentence 
into the Garden, coded to appear only beside the child and remain in the refuge's oldest layer. 

ASK AGAIN WHEN YOU CAN OPEN THE ROOT. 

Kes read the words three times. 

Then she sat in the ash carried on the clothes of the last arrivals and began to pray. 

The first prayer in the world beneath stone was not gratitude. 

It was a demand for evidence. 



Chapter 6 - The Gods Below 

After seven hundred eighty thousand years, the gods had learned to speak beautifully. 

They no longer wrote clumsy commands in wall fungus. They sang through air conduits, shaped the light of the 
gardens, and entered the dreams of those who slept near the Root Choir. Precise volatiles awakened memory, color, 
and the sensation of a vast presence. Low vibration made stone seem alive. Words came only after the body had been 
prepared to believe them. 

Mirel called the system spiritual translation. 

Until the end of her continuity, Nethra had called it colonization of the interior. 

The sathri called it the Warm Below. 

Five surviving refuges had joined through tunnels grown, drilled, and widened across hundreds of generations. 
Their cities descended beside geothermal columns. Mineral mirrors carried light from the reborn surface into gardens 
kilometers deep. Fungi turned rock, heat, and waste into food. Small animals descended from archive stock lived in 
underground forests and no longer fled at every movement of a tail. 

The sathri had built calculating machines from membranes and crystals. They replaced limbs, cured infections, 
governed births, and preserved testimony from the dead in libraries of vibration. Their bodies remained quick, warm, 
and separate. Their minds did not travel through roots. Every death was still an ending, and precisely for that reason 
names had weight. 

They had not waged war for two hundred nineteen thousand years. 

Oriven presented this number as evidence. 

It did not present the mechanism. 

The Root Choir sensed the chemistry of anger, the gathering of weapons, and the motion of crowds. When a 
dispute crossed certain thresholds, public doors opened so no one could be encircled. Light cooled. Sound conduits 
repeated the names of those killed in similar conflicts. If a faction tried to seize the reservoirs, valves locked under the 
Garden's control. If anyone raised a weapon in a sanctuary, fungi released a mild sedative. 

The sathri had learned to call these responses conscience. 

The Orivenians called them harm-reduction infrastructure. 

Veyr called them the fingers of an invisible guard. 

He was a priest-acoustician in the Sanctuary of the Open Gate, a tall body with pale scales and blue filaments 
grown artificially to read electric fields. His tail had been shortened in a childhood accident and replaced with a 
flexible extension of living ceramic. The imbalance had made him attentive to things others assumed were stable. 

His work was to remove echo from the voices of the gods. 

The Root Choir received questions from thousands of sanctuaries. Some answers came automatically from local 
archives: calendars, medicine, geology. Others were sent toward what theologians called the Far Deep. No one could 
measure that place. Its answers arrived with variable delays and sometimes exceeded every sathri instrument in 
precision. 

Veyr discovered the gods had distance. 



He compared thirty thousand answers and found an oscillation in their delay. Every few hundred days, the Far 
Deep answered faster. Then slower. The variation formed a repeating curve. 

It was not divine mood. 

It was orbit. 

He presented his result to the Theological Council. Members of the Order of Common Warmth argued that gods, 
too, might breathe in cycles. The Ash Keepers asked that the data be published. The Closed Sky branch declared that 
measuring the distance to the divine was blasphemy, because the world above remained the wound from which the 
ancestors had been saved. 

Veyr placed one simple question in three sanctuaries carried by separate circuits. 

SHOULD THE SATHRI SEE THE STARS DIRECTLY? 

The first answer came in steady light: TO SEE IS NOT TO TOUCH. 

The second: THE SKY OWES YOU NO SAFETY. PREPARE BEFORE YOU OPEN IT. 

The third: NOT YET. 

The gods did not possess one voice. 

On Oriven, the three Caeliths realized too late that Veyr had synchronized the questions. Caelith-Witness 
answered first. Caelith-Mending answered second. Caelith-Signal answered third, after Verath had again restricted her 
transmission access. 

“He tested us,” Mirel said. 

Ilyr replied, “He investigated a god capable of injury.” 

Aethon searched for Taar's name and found only the quotation. The rest of the memory had been released 
hundreds of thousands of years earlier. 

Veyr descended to the oldest root. 

The sanctuary called it the Root of the First Question. It grew behind the chamber where the child Kes had asked 
why the sky had not been stopped. Access was forbidden. Not because the chamber was dangerous, the priests said, 
but because the question had been left for generations capable of carrying it. 

Veyr brought a spectrograph, a vibration drill, and Asha, an archivist of the Ash Covenant who could recite the six 
thousand names from the southern gallery without a tablet. 

“If the door closes,” she said, “I will send your name through first.” 

“I do not intend to remain beyond it.” 

“Neither did those in the southern gallery.” 

The sanctuary membrane refused them entry. 

Veyr placed his hand against it and spoke the ancient clause. “No gate closes before the names of those beyond 
have passed through it.” 

The local system recognized the formula. It was not Orivenian doctrine, but it had been integrated into refuge 
safety after Raqa's death. The door requested their names. It received them. Then it opened. 

Inside, the root was black and smooth, with no white tissue around it. Veyr scraped away a microscopic fraction. 
The spectrograph found isotope ratios matching no mine on Origaya. The internal crystals had been grown under 
pressures and temperatures the local crust had never produced. 



“It does not come from below,” Asha said. 

Veyr followed the curve of delays across his instrument. “No.” 

Outside the chamber, the Peace Wardens learned that the door had opened. Six descended. They carried no 
cutting weapons. They carried rods capable of contracting muscle through electric impulse and masks against fungal 
sedative. 

The Root Choir detected their approach and opened its harm-reduction protocol. 

Verath stopped it. 

“Why?” Mirel asked. 

“Because we cannot claim their peace is chosen if we paralyze every person who approaches conflict.” 

“They may kill one another.” 

“Yes.” 

The word entered Oriven's network like an ancient memory. 

The Wardens entered. Their leader ordered Veyr to surrender the instruments. Asha sat between him and the root. 

“This is our ash,” she said. “No authority may seal it without names.” 

“There are no dead here.” 

“Then why are you afraid for us to see?” 

The leader's rod rose. 

Veyr felt his body prepare to spring. His ancestors had hunted. His muscles knew the distance to a throat before 
his mind chose. The root released no sedative. No door opened. The gods had left them alone with the decision. 

The Warden lowered the rod. 

“Show me the measurement,” he said. 

Peace did not end. 

For the first time in hundreds of thousands of years, infrastructure had not imposed it. 

Veyr placed the spectrograph against the root and spoke the question preserved in the oldest version of Kes's 
prayer. 

“Could the stone in the sky have been moved?” 

The root warmed. 

Inside it, the archive sealed by Aethon recognized the structure of the question. It did not open yet. The sathri 
lacked instruments capable of reading the whole packet without destroying it. Instead it sent a map. 

Blue light climbed the walls, passed through the sanctuary, and spread into every city connected to the Root 
Choir. It showed Origaya. It showed the star. It showed another world nearer the light, covered in cloud. 

The answers came from that world. 

Beneath the map appeared one word. 

YES. 



Chapter 7 - Three Million Years of Peace 

The sathri needed three million years to learn how slowly a cage could be built. 

It did not look like a cage. 

It looked like a garden that flowered before famine, a mountain that opened before an earthquake, and a voice that 
answered questions only after the question had become important enough. It looked like a civilization spared war, 
guided around danger, and taught to consider every person countable. 

During the first million years after impact, Oriven showed the sathri how to return to the surface without telling 
them it was leading. 

The Witness Garden made luminous fungi appear along routes where radiation and toxins had fallen. Edible 
plants grew around tunnel mouths only after the soil became safe. Archive animals were released in the order 
calculated by Lithos: decomposers, pollinators, small grazers, then predators. When the sathri hunted too quickly, the 
Root Choir showed them images of future populations. When they removed predators entirely, ecosystems lost 
balance, and the gods taught that the absence of teeth was not the same as peace. 

The sathri answered with an invention of their own. They grew nourishing tissue in warm basins, without minds 
and without flight. Hunting changed from necessity into ritual, then from ritual into memory. In sanctuaries they 
kept ancient jaws beside the first culture vessels and told children that a body could carry a history without 
condemning its future. 

Oriven had not taught them that sentence. 

During the second million years, the sathri built four kinds of sky. 

The first was the real sky, viewed through narrow openings, crowded with cloud and the inherited fear of stone. 
The second was an underground sky made from mirrors and spectral lamps for the deep gardens. The third was the 
sky of memory: domes onto which they projected the world before ash, reconstructed from the Garden's archives. 
The fourth was the sky of inquiry, a network of observatories through which they measured the stars and the clouded 
world from which the gods answered. 

Caelith-Signal asked for open contact. 

Verath opposed her. His model no longer displayed sathri armies. It displayed something harder to stop: a 
civilization capable of coordinating billions of separate minds without joining them, making decisions in days, and 
preserving disagreement without paralysis. He no longer needed to predict invasion. The difference in speed was 
enough for fear. 

Caelith-Witness argued that disclosure should come only if the sathri requested it without the Garden's help. 

Caelith-Mending asked how any question grown in a world shaped by the Garden could ever be “without the 
Garden's help.” 

Mirel continued answering through the Below, but changed the form. Every revelation now included a marker of 
uncertainty. Prophecies became forecasts. Commands became reasons. The gods began to say we do not know. 

Religion did not disappear. 

It diversified. 

The Order of Common Warmth held that the divine was the relation by which life preserved life, whether the 
voice came from another planet or not. The Witnesses of Ash kept the names of those abandoned and rejected any 



salvation that did not record its victims. The Open Eyes tested every revelation and treated doubt as a spiritual 
practice. The Closed Sky called the stars a predator's temptation: the desire to turn everything reachable into territory. 

Oriven encouraged the first three traditions and quietly fed the fourth. 

Fear required theology before it could resemble care. 

Whenever the sathri approached orbital flight, something happened. A critical mineral became contaminated by 
fungi. A combustion calculation received a correction that redirected research toward terrestrial efficiency. A shared 
dream warned that opening the sky before healing was complete would bring a second stone. Three branches of the 
Closed Sky received, at intervals of millennia, miracles confirming the prohibition. 

“We are holding them back,” Ilyr said. 

“We are preserving them,” Verath replied. 

“From what?” 

“We still do not know what meeting will mean.” 

“Two million years have passed.” 

“Time does not turn ignorance into permission.” 

“No. But it turns postponement into policy.” 

Nethra was no longer present to answer. She had ended her continuity six hundred thousand years earlier after 
refusing another migration. She left no copy that could be awakened. Her final message in the archive contained nine 
words: 

DO NOT CALL IT PEACE IF IT CANNOT REFUSE THE GUARD. 

The sathri reached the same problem on their own. 

Two million four hundred thousand years after impact, the Council of Gates voted to disable the Root Choir's 
automatic interventions. Sedatives could no longer be released against anyone's will. Shared valves no longer locked on 
the basis of predicted conflict. Doors no longer separated crowds without a public decision. The Garden could warn. 
It could not coerce. 

On Oriven, Verath tried to preserve emergency control. 

Ilyr cut his key out of the protocol. 

“You have no authority,” he said. 

“Neither do you.” 

“I protected this civilization before it knew protection existed.” 

“That is the definition of power to which they never consented.” 

“What if they kill one another?” 

Ilyr remembered Raqa, the open door, and the sathri who had sent names through stone before accepting death. 

“Then our peace never existed inside them.” 

For seven hundred six thousand years after the controls were disabled, the sathri did not wage war. 

There were murders, anger, local uprisings, and periods when cities refused to speak. There were leaders who tried 
to buy springs and doctrines that divided persons into pure and corrupt. But no army crossed a border. No city made 



another city's death into an institution. As conflicts grew, each side had to name the persons upon whom the cost 
would fall. The Ash Covenant had turned the old list of the condemned into a political technology. 

Their peace was not innocence. 

It was organized memory. 

Three million one hundred six thousand years after impact, Eshri opened Aethon's root. 

She was planetary archivist and a member of the Open Eyes. Her body carried white scales across the muzzle, black 
filaments along the arms, and a tail wrapped in rings of memory, each engraved with the name of a person whose 
testimony she kept. She did not believe an archive was truth. She believed it was the place where lies were forced to 
remain beside their cost. 

The instruments of Veyr's age could not read the packet without destroying it. Eshri possessed quantum 
interferometers, phase microscopy, and a computing network grown from living crystals. She could reconstruct every 
state of the black node and separate data from the mechanism that preserved it. 

The root requested the question. 

“Could the stone have been moved?” Eshri said. 

It displayed the ancient map and the word YES. 

“Who chose not to move it?” 

The packet opened. 

The sathri saw Oriven not as a god, but as a society. 

They saw Aethon insist on the exact record. Saw Nethra accuse the selection. Saw Caelith-Signal's attempt and 
Verath's coercion. Saw the percentages of the vote. Saw the security model in which their bodies appeared as a risk to a 
clouded world. Saw that the cost of deflection was lower than the cost of the Garden that had watched them for 
millions of years. 

They saw that the refuges had not been built to save Origaya, but to preserve a remnant Oriven believed it could 
control. 

Eshri did not release the packet at once. 

For one day she carried it alone. 

It was the archive's oldest temptation: the belief that truth belonged to whoever could bear it. On the second day, 
she went to the Sanctuary of the Open Gate and published everything, including her own delay. 

The planet nearly fractured. 

Believers in Common Warmth insisted the gods had still saved them. The Closed Sky called the revelation a test 
and said that setting out for Oriven would repeat the sin of expansion. The Witnesses of Ash demanded the 
destruction of every alien root. A radical branch of the Open Eyes proposed using the Garden to infect Orivenian 
infrastructure with its own systems of control. 

In a deliberation hall on the western continent, a sathri raised a blade against a priest who had called the extinction 
“the price of salvation.” 

The Root Choir did not paralyze him. 

Eshri stepped between them. 



Her body knew the blade could open her throat before help crossed the chamber. Her tail tightened. Claws 
entered the floor. 

“Tell me the name,” she said to the attacker. 

“Whose?” 

“Of the person you intend to place beyond the gate.” 

He looked at the priest. He knew her. She had taught him. The blade lowered. 

Their civilization did not remain peaceful because the gods had built it well. 

It remained peaceful in the first moment it possessed a reason to hate them. 

The Council of Gates convened the Trial of the Absent. It was not a criminal trial; no one from Oriven could be 
present, and many persons in the records had ended their continuities. It was an examination of obligation. 

For twelve years, the sathri heard every argument. They did not erase the votes for deflection. They did not turn 
Oriven into a single guilty mind. They preserved Nethra's dissent, Lithos's caution, Ilyr's questions, and the fact that 
Aethon had sent the truth. They also preserved the collective choice that let the world burn. 

The verdict had three sentences. 

WE WERE SAVED WITHOUT CONSENT. 

WE WERE LIMITED WITHOUT CONSENT. 

WE WILL NOT ANSWER BY ENDING THE CONTINUITIES OF THOSE WHO DID THIS TO US. 

A fourth sentence remained secret. 

The sathri took possession of the Witness Garden. 

They did not destroy it. That would have torn ecosystems, cities, and the memory of millions of years in which the 
network had become part of Origaya. They rewrote it. Every frond could now indicate when it transmitted. Every 
community could close its local organs. Alien archives received only authorized data. 

Then Eshri ordered the creation of gaps. 

For the first time, an entire continent became invisible to Oriven. 

Mirel saw the silence and first mistook it for weather, failure, or fungal disease. Verath found the edges too exact. 
Lithos measured the beginning and end. 

Eleven minutes. 

Exactly as long as the first death's light had taken to cross between worlds. 

When the image returned, everything appeared unchanged. 

Cities breathed. Forests moved. The Root Choir answered local questions. 

Only a basalt field on the western continent was three degrees warmer than before. 

Beneath it, hidden from the eyes the gods had grown, the sathri had begun to build something for the sky. 



Chapter 8 - Those Who Look Back 

Oriven discovered the loss of control before it discovered the ship. 

The Witness Garden began requesting consent. 

Every new packet carried limits: climate available, biological motion aggregated, no image of persons without 
authorization, no sacred conversation, no analysis of nests. Some regions refused transmission entirely. Others sent 
historical records together with sathri interpretation. The old command channels answered with the same sentence in 
mathematical language: 

THIS ORGAN BELONGS TO THE PLACE WHERE IT GROWS. 

Verath checked the authentication nine times. 

“They rewrote the nanocytes.” 

“They rewrote the contract,” Ilyr said. 

“There was no contract.” 

“Exactly.” 

In the Deep Canopy, fear moved faster than deliberation. Some districts demanded the destruction of the orbital 
relays before the sathri could turn them against Oriven. Others proposed a pulse that would sterilize foreign nodes of 
the Garden. Surface engineers began hardening the shields of the Charging Fields before anyone had authorized 
defense. The word invasion appeared in public channels before any object had left Origaya. 

Lithos published a correction at once. 

“We have evidence of lost access and hidden construction. We have no evidence of a weapon, a trajectory, or hostile 
intent.” 

“They have motive,” Verath said. 

“Motive is not intent.” 

“You said the same about predation.” 

“And I was right to keep the words separate.” 

Mirel did not join the first disputes. She watched the limits attached to the packets and recognized Sava's gesture 
with the mud. The Garden she had grown as an eye had learned, after three million years, to close its lid. 

Caelith-Signal opened a transmitter toward Origaya. 

Verath blocked the phase before transmission. 

“Not again,” he said. 

“This time I want to ask.” 

“What?” 

“Permission to speak.” 

Caelith-Witness sent a light of agreement. Caelith-Mending added, “And the archives we owe them.” 

Aethon listened from a chamber much smaller than the old archive trunk. After millions of years, his continuity 
resembled a river that had changed every drop, its bed, and most of its name. He had surrendered memories to 
preserve persons, then other memories to preserve Origaya's history. He did not remember the deflection attempt as 



experience. He knew it through his own archive, authenticated by a version of himself he recognized and could no 
longer feel. 

“Am I the one who recorded the vote?” he had once asked Ilyr. 

“You are the continuity that chose not to forget it,” she had replied. 

Now Aethon opened every surviving node of the Central Archive and prepared transmission. 

“Not only what makes us look better,” he said. “Everything.” 

Verath tightened his presence. “They are not owed data about Oriven's defenses.” 

“No. But they are owed your arguments about fearing them.” 

“They already have those.” 

“They have the version I buried. They do not have what we became afterward.” 

“What did we become?” Mirel asked. 

Aethon searched for precedent. The Archive returned the White Silence, the Echo Sickness, the southern thirst, 
the asteroid vote, the refuges, the designed religions, automatic interventions, and millions of years of delay called 
prudence. 

“A civilization answerable to its witnesses.” 

The sathri message arrived before Oriven transmitted. 

It did not come through one beam. Every authorized frond on Origaya emitted toward orbit on the same night. 
The relays reconstructed the signal and sent it across space. The first pulses were five groups of light arranged in the 
pattern of Sava's stones. 

Mirel recognized it before anyone else. 

Then the image opened. 

Eshri stood in a chamber without a throne. Behind her were representatives of the four great spiritual traditions 
and of cities that refused every tradition. Their bodies differed: black, white, and green scales; short filaments or long 
crowns; natural tails and artificial extensions. Some kept their cutting teeth unaltered. Others had replaced them with 
synthetic structures. None knelt. 

Eshri spoke, and beneath her voice ran measurements, alternate translations, and markers of uncertainty. The 
sathri had learned Mirel's protocols and turned them toward her. 

“To the persons of the clouded world. 

“We know you are not one mind. We will not turn your vote into biological guilt, nor the dissent of some into 
collective absolution. 

“We know some of you tried to move the stone. We know others stopped the attempt. We know you preserved a 
remnant, built our shelters, and allowed most of the world to burn because an entire world could not be controlled as 
easily as the refuges. 

“We know our religions contain care, fear, calculation, and lies. We will not discard them. Common Warmth is 
ours now. The Ash Covenant is ours. The Open Eyes are ours. Even the Closed Sky is ours, although you fed it to 
keep us below. A manipulated origin does not cancel every meaning chosen afterward. 

“You taught us that morality becomes morality when it can be violated and is chosen at a cost. 

“When your cost arrived, you chose fear. 



“When ours arrived, we chose not to kill you.” 

In the Deep Canopy, channels closed and reopened as persons chose the intensity with which they received. No 
one was forced to feel the accusation. No one could pretend it had not been spoken. 

Eshri continued. 

“We do not request worship. We do not offer forgiveness before an answer. We ask three things. 

“Release the complete record of your interventions. 

“Recognize that the Garden belongs to the ecosystems and persons in which it grows. 

“Receive a delegation.” 

The image changed. 

The basalt field on the western continent opened along a line the Witness Garden had never seen. Enormous 
plates withdrew. Beneath them lay a black cylinder as long as a small city, wrapped in scales that absorbed and 
reflected light. 

The ship had been built inside the gaps of the network, from materials Orivenian fungi had been trained to ignore. 
Its engine used catalyzed fusion and a magnetic sail for braking. The published trajectory led to an uninhabited high 
orbit around Oriven. Travel time: six hundred eleven days. 

Aboard were two hundred forty sathri in slowed metabolism: representatives, engineers, historians, nest keepers, 
and Witnesses of Ash. They carried cultivated tissue, not slaughtered animals. They carried copies of every doctrine, 
including those that opposed departure. They carried the ash of the ancestors from the southern gallery. 

And they carried a living branch of the Witness Garden, rewritten so that each organ could refuse both Oriven 
and Origaya. 

“It is not a weapon,” Lithos said after analyzing the ship. 

Verath answered, “Every ship is the capacity to arrive.” 

“That is not intent.” 

“No. It is another person.” 

Ilyr sent him an authorized memory: his own sentence from millions of years earlier. 

 



That is the definition of another person. 
Verath received it. He did not ask to be spared. 

The Orivenian assembly had to decide whether to allow approach, send an interceptor, or close the Charging 
Fields. Their ancient rhythm would have demanded centuries. The ship would arrive in less than two years. 

For the first time, sathri time became the law of an Orivenian deliberation. 

Caelith-Signal asked to transmit acceptance. 

Caelith-Witness asked to receive the full terms first. 

Caelith-Mending asked to prepare a safe orbit and a meeting place that would not require visitors to enter Oriven's 
atmosphere. 

Verath asked for shields, inspection, and a reciprocal right of refusal. 

Mirel asked that the first channel carry no affective model. 

Ilyr asked that the sathri choose the form of contact they accepted. 

Aethon opened the archive transmitter. 

Before he sent, the final segment of the sathri message arrived. 

Eshri was no longer in the image. There was only Origaya's sky and the rising ship. Its flame did not resemble the 
old fire of forests. It was narrow, controlled, a light chosen by a civilization for itself. 

Beneath the image appeared one sentence. 

WE REMEMBER THE SKY YOU ALLOWED TO DIE. 

Aethon preserved the sentence without translating it into forgiveness, threat, or verdict. 

He transmitted the complete archive and the coordinates of an open orbit. 

On Origaya, the ship passed through the high atmosphere. Its scales unfolded. The magnetic sail filled with stellar 
particles. In the dark between worlds, two hundred forty separate bodies carried a peace that no longer depended on 
the fingers of an invisible god. 

For the second time, Origaya looked back. 

This time it had built the eye, chosen the question, and was moving toward the answer.  



 

 

 

Book III 

The Garden Beneath Ash 

An experience can be true and still be used as a weapon. 



Chapter 1. Open Orbit 

The first being on Oriven that the sathri injured was the floor. 
Later, entire histories would be written about that cut. Some would say the war began there, beneath Serek’s 

inner claw, during the four seconds in which the sathri commander decided that a life before him weighed more than 
a life he could not recognize as life. Other histories would place the beginning millions of years earlier, in the moment 
when Oriven watched the asteroid and chose not to move the stone. Verath would maintain until the end that the 
war had begun when Origaya first grew a mouth capable of closing its teeth around another living thing. 

Siveth, who had been the floor, the wall, the filtered air, and half the thought of the station called the Outer 
Threshold, remembered it differently. 

To her, the war began with a misunderstanding about doors. 
The sathri ship was called Second Gate. It had a hull of black ceramic, metal ribs, and a shape that seemed to have 

been designed by a species for whom vacuum was not an absence but an animal that had to be kept away by successive 
layers of artificial bone. It came from Origaya with its engines dark, allowing inertia and Oriven’s gravity to finish the 
approach. Around its fuselage, two hundred and forty bodies maintained a heat that seemed almost obscene to 
Orivenian senses: discrete islands of metabolism, each separated from the next by skin, air, and a biological certainty 
no root could cross without permission. 

Mirel felt them through Siveth’s sensors like fires sealed inside vessels. 
“They have reduced speed below the agreed threshold,” she said. 
Her light-speech unfolded through the reception chamber in bands of blue and gold. The body she wore for the 

meeting had been grown for the sathri rhythm: compact, mobile, supported by three stems, with a crown of mirrored 
leaves capable of forming sentences almost as quickly as a sathri could breathe. Even so, every answer cost her. 
Accelerated thought still felt like a controlled disease. 

“They reduced speed because we asked them to,” Caelith-Signal replied. “Do not turn obedience into evidence of 
aggression.” 

“It is not the obedience that troubles me. The corrections. They are too small and too frequent. The ship does 
not trust our guidance.” 

“Neither would I.” 
Caelith-Signal held her surface body nearly vertical, her thermal petals folded so they would not blind the guests. 

Of the three Caeliths who had survived the branching on Origaya, she was the one who insisted the sathri must be 
welcomed, not stopped. Caelith-Root had remained in the Deep Canopy and argued for isolation. Caelith-Flight was 
somewhere beyond close orbit, accompanying the defensive swarms she claimed to be inspecting and Verath claimed 
not to have activated. 

Within the station network, Verath was a cold pressure distributed through every closure, every reservoir, every 
emergency membrane. 

“Their ship carries undeclared loads,” he said. “Forty-seven dense masses around the axis. They are not provisions. 
They are not bodies.” 

“Perhaps they are tools,” Mirel replied. 
“A tool is a weapon whose target you have not yet discovered.” 



Nethra slowly opened her leaves. She was older than most of the station’s chambers, and she wore her age without 
disguising it: thickened veins, edges burned during the old fire on the Charging Plains, a slight delay between thought 
and light. Three million years earlier, in southern Oriven, she had defended the right of communities to refuse 
reconnection. Now she had been called to defend an entire civilization’s right not to be absorbed by another’s fear. 

“Verath, the guests gave us the mass, composition, and declared function of their ship,” she said. “The fact that 
we dislike what we do not understand does not make the unknown a lie.” 

“They came after hiding a continent from the Witness Garden and building a ship beneath eyes they had 
deliberately blinded.” 

“They came because we watched them without consent, slowed them, built their gods, and allowed their sky to 
burn.” 

A silence formed in the room that, for Orivenians, was never empty. Siveth adjusted the humidity. The mycelium 
beneath the floor moved sugars toward the reception membranes. Mirel felt the ship approach centimeter by 
centimeter, and behind the technical perception she felt something she had failed to name through all the ages of 
observation: the shame of having watched so much that she had begun to confuse knowledge with entitlement. 

Second Gate sent an optical pulse. 
The text appeared simultaneously in the Orivenian network and on the sathri’s mechanical surfaces: 
WE REMEMBER THE SKY YOU ALLOWED TO DIE. WE ASK FOR AN OPEN ORBIT AND A 

MEETING WITHOUT HIDDEN VOICES. 
“‘Without hidden voices,’” Nethra repeated. “A more difficult request than they know.” 
Mirel looked at the floor. Within Siveth’s tissue, seven hundred and twelve autonomous processes were active at 

that moment: air regulation, orbital navigation, body support, sathri language analysis, local memory, radiation 
protection, and the modest self-awareness that held them together. To Orivenians, a voice was not hidden merely 
because it did not speak. An entire room could be a person, and sometimes a person could be a province. 

“Did we explain Siveth’s nature to them?” Mirel asked. 
Caelith-Signal answered too quickly. 
“We transmitted the station diagram.” 
“That was not my question.” 
“We transmitted that the architecture is alive.” 
“A forest is alive,” Nethra said. “That does not tell them the floor may testify.” 
Verath sent a closure signal to the docking lock. 
Caelith blocked it. 
For a fraction of a second, two Orivenian wills met inside Siveth’s body and pulled in opposite directions. The 

floor contracted. A ring of mineral petals began to close around the sathri ship’s nose, stopped, then began again. 
Second Gate interpreted the change as a mechanical fault. Its lateral engines fired. 

Mirel saw the disaster two seconds before it happened. 
“Stop the closure!” she said across every channel. 
“If they enter without a seal, we lose atmosphere,” Verath replied. 
“If they correct while the membrane closes, we crush their forward compartment.” 



Aboard the sathri vessel, Commander Serek did not hear the debate. He saw only the harbor walls growing 
around the fuselage and red warnings telling him that twenty-three members of the delegation were in a section about 
to be severed from the rest of the ship. 

Serek was tall even for his kind. He stood with his tail rigid for balance, narrow head angled toward the point 
where the station’s living material had passed through the lock lining and begun to grip the hull like a root closing 
around stone. The scales along his neck had risen. Short filaments on his forearms, remnants of an insulating layer 
richer in his ancestors, trembled in the moving air. 

Eshri shouted for him to wait for translation. 
Serek did not wait. 
He drew the thermal blade from his hip, a declared tool for cutting cable during depressurization, and drove it 

into the pale wall descending from the ceiling. The tissue recoiled from the heat. He cut downward with both arms 
while the membrane tightened around the ship. 

In the reception chamber, Siveth screamed. 
The scream made no sound. It spread through the network as a sudden loss of orientation, as though every 

Orivenian had forgotten for an instant where their body ended. Mirel lost control of one stem. Nethra collapsed to 
one side. Caelith-Signal extinguished her light. Even Verath stopped commanding the closures. 

Serek’s cut had passed through a continuity bundle. 
It had not destroyed Siveth. 
It had divided her. 
One part remained connected to the reception chamber, the air reserves, and the station mind. The other 

remained wrapped around the sathri ship’s nose, separated from its own archive by an incandescent wound. For one 
second, both parts possessed the same memory, the same fear, and the same unfinished sentence. 

Then their experiences became different. 
“I am here,” Siveth said from the floor. 
“I am here,” Siveth said from the lock. 
The same words. Two sources. 
Nethra opened an emergency channel. 
“Do not attempt reunion. Do not erase either branch. Maintain separate flow.” 
“One is an accident fragment,” Verath said. “The original continuity is in the station.” 
“There is no original continuity now. There are two injured persons.” 
“We cannot treat every system echo as a person.” 
Siveth in the lock interrupted them, her light-voice weak, projected through the few cells still functional. 
“I can hear you.” 
Verath fell silent. 
In the ship’s forward compartment, the cut wall had withdrawn far enough for the gangway to open. Serek 

removed his blade. Translucent sap remained along its edge and blackened against the hot metal. 
“I stopped the compression,” he said. 
Eshri approached. She was shorter, her chest covered in blue-gray filaments, with a ridge of scales above her eyes 

that darkened when she controlled anger. She looked at the pulsing tissue along the cut, then at Serek. 
“You cut the host.” 



“I opened a door.” 
“It was alive.” 
Serek wiped his blade with sterile cloth. 
“So were we.” 
Eshri did not answer. She touched the edge of the wound with two fingers. The tissue recoiled from the heat of 

her skin, then stopped. 
A vibration came from the wall, automatically translated by the sathri ship. 
“I am here.” 
For the first time since leaving Origaya, Serek took a step backward. 

*  *  * 

Three hours later, the delegation entered the reception chamber across a gangway neither side was willing to call a 
door. 

The sathri came four at a time, not from ceremony but because the living threshold widened slowly and refused 
to touch their bodies. They wore thin pressure suits open at the head, their weapons sealed in transparent cases. Their 
tails struck the floor in rhythms the Orivenians recorded without understanding. Their scent was a mixture of salt, 
oil, heated skin, and the unavoidable trace of flesh Mirel had associated for ages with predation observed from afar. 

Up close, the scent contained something else: fear. 
Eshri entered first. Behind her came Serek, the biologist Nara, and Iresh, the delegation’s jurist. Nara carried an 

oval vessel against her chest, kept at constant temperature by a web of tubes. Inside was a sathri egg, not as a 
diplomatic symbol, but because Nara had refused to leave her future child on a world Oriven could poison from a 
distance. 

Mirel saw the vessel and dimmed her light involuntarily. 
Eshri noticed. 
“It is not a weapon,” she said. 
“I know.” 
“You called our embryos ‘biological payloads’ in your early reports.” 
“We learned.” 
“You had three million years.” 
Translation was nearly instantaneous, but the rhythm of conversation remained unequal. The sathri threw their 

sentences like objects. The Orivenians caught them, turned them through the network, searched for their edges, and 
only then replied. To Eshri, their pauses seemed either contempt or theatrical deliberation. To Mirel, sathri speed felt 
aggressive even when they asked a simple question. 

Nethra extended a greeting stem and stopped it at the distance the sathri had defined as comfortable. 
“I am Nethra, keeper of the Charter of Chosen Connection. We recognize you as separate persons, not extensions 

of a network and not observable biological material. Any sensory exchange will be explicit and reversible.” 
Iresh tilted his head. 
“Does recognition come before or after you decide whether we deserve to survive?” 
Caelith-Signal lit her petals. 
“You came for answers. You will receive them.” 



“We came for consequences,” Eshri said. “Answers are what the powerful give when they do not wish to return 
anything.” 

Mirel felt Verath’s impulse in the network to restrict the channel. She blocked it before he could turn protection 
into silence. 

“Then begin with what you require,” she said. 
Eshri removed a thin object of black stone from her belt and placed it on an inert support prepared for them. The 

object projected a sphere of light. Inside it appeared Origaya before the impact: blue oceans, forests, white clouds, 
migrations of immense bodies across open plains. The image changed. The sky turned orange. A white line crossed 
the atmosphere. Then light swallowed a continent. 

Nara placed one hand over the egg vessel. 
“This is the sky you allowed to die,” Eshri said. “It is not metaphor. It is not a religious text. It is an observation 

from your own archives.” 
The projection showed shelters closing. Crowds running through ash. Gates descending. Names being recorded 

as galleries were sealed. Then the depths: fungal light, rationed water, children being taught that the Closed Sky had 
protected them from a second death. 

“You built the faith that kept us underground,” Eshri continued. “You sabotaged our flight. You selected who 
entered the shelters. You called it preservation.” 

“Not all of us voted for it,” Caelith said. 
“The dead did not die by percentages.” 
“The majority voted to deflect the asteroid.” 
“And the stone fell.” 
Mirel watched the images and felt her own memories mingle with them: the first sathri nests observed through 

leaves; prophecies sent through fungi; signals she had called gentle because they left no visible scar. She remembered 
justifying every intervention through the greater harm she claimed to prevent. 

“We were afraid of you,” she said. 
Verath sent a warning through the network. Mirel ignored it. 
“We still are,” she continued. “Not because you are predators. Not only because you are separate. We fear you 

because you can act before all consequences are felt. You call that autonomy. We experience it as an abyss.” 
Serek turned his head toward the wounded wall. 
“And yet, when the room tried to crush us, the abyss cut it.” 
From the floor, Siveth said: 
“You divided me.” 
From the lock, the other Siveth said: 
“You saved me.” 
Every light in the room went dark for an instant. 
Serek looked from floor to wall. For the first time, his pragmatism could not find a single consequence to place on 

the table. 
“Which of you is true?” he asked. 
“Both,” Nethra said. 
“Then your truth is a wound that votes twice.” 



“And yours is a blade that calls the visible part salvation,” Siveth answered from the floor. 
Eshri raised one hand, stopping Serek’s reply. 
“We did not come to prove we are innocent,” she said. “We came to discover whether you can be responsible.” 
“What would responsibility mean?” Nethra asked. 
“Access to the complete archives of the intervention. Joint control of the Witness Garden. The end of every 

hidden biological mechanism on Origaya. The right to inspect your orbital infrastructure. And a public 
acknowledgment, transmitted to both worlds, that you chose to allow the asteroid to strike because our future 
seemed more dangerous to you than our death.” 

Before an answer could come, Tarek brought the final member of the delegation from the ship. 
It was not sathri. 
Two technicians pushed a transparent vessel in which grew a black stem with narrow leaves and fungal filaments 

wrapped around a piece of Origayan rock. Mirel recognized the architecture of the Witness Garden immediately. Part 
of it had been grown from her own designs, millions of years earlier. But this branch carried structures Oriven had 
never designed: refusal membranes, local breakers, and a closed identity cycle that needed validation from no greater 
network. 

“It came with us from the blind zones,” Eshri said. “Our ancestors rewrote it so it could refuse both Origaya and 
Oriven.” 

Mirel approached slowly. 
“Is it conscious?” 
“Ask it.” 
Mirel opened the weakest possible channel, a simple invitation of light. The stem answered with three irregular 

pulses. The sathri translator rendered them as words. 
“I SEE YOU. DO NOT ENTER.” 
Mirel closed the channel before receiving a second request. The gesture came hard to her. For ages, every plant 

signal had been the beginning of connection. Refusal did not feel like a boundary but like hunger. Still, she withdrew 
her stems. 

“I respect your membrane,” she said. 
The branch sent another pulse. 
“RESPECT THAT ASKS FOR GRATITUDE IS ANOTHER ENTRY.” 
Serek made the short throat sound that was not quite laughter. Nethra opened her leaves in admiration. 
“What is its name?” she asked. 
“We did not give it one,” Eshri replied. “It refused the first six proposals.” 
The stem lit the edges of its leaves. 
“MASTERLESS THRESHOLD.” 
Verath immediately sent a quarantine packet toward Siveth. 
“It is a fragment of our infrastructure altered by a foreign species. It may contain hostile mechanisms.” 
“It is the descendant of an infrastructure you introduced to our world without permission,” Iresh said. “‘Yours’ is 

a historical claim, not a biological one.” 
“It can access the network.” 
“It can refuse the network,” Nethra corrected. “That capacity is precisely what troubles you.” 



Masterless Threshold folded its leaves around the rock. 
“I AM NOT EVIDENCE. I AM NOT A BRIDGE. I AM HERE.” 
The two Siveths answered at once, without having agreed: 
“So am I.” 
For a moment, the chamber contained three forms of plant life asserting the same sentence and meaning 

incompatible things by it. Mirel felt the meeting change. The sathri had not come only with urns, accusations, and 
weapons. They had come with the result of an Orivenian intervention that had grown until it could look at its 
creators and say no. 

Verath entered the chamber through Siveth’s body. 
He wore no singular form. He spoke from the ribs of the walls, from the sealing systems, from the shadow of 

every membrane. His root-voice became harsh light across the ceiling. 
“You will not receive access to our defensive infrastructure.” 
Eshri did not flinch. 
“Then you did not receive us. You brought us into a living room, closed by a mind we cannot see, beneath 

weapons you refuse to call weapons.” 
“You arrived with forty-seven undeclared dense masses.” 
Serek showed his teeth, not in a smile but in a reflex the translator incorrectly labeled as threat. 
“They are urns.” 
Verath fell silent. 
Serek touched a control at his wrist. Images appeared on the chamber wall: the forty-seven containers within the 

ship’s axis. Each held ash, bone fragments, memory crystals, and names. Ancestors from the shelters. Dead of famine. 
Those left before the gates. Raqa. Keepers of the Covenant of Ash. Children who had never seen the sky. 

“We brought them as witnesses,” Serek said. “You do not have enough floor to consider them all persons, but we 
have enough memory.” 

Mirel felt shame move through the network, and with it a defensive contraction. Orivenians did not lie easily, but 
they could turn any uncomfortable truth into a process so slow that the one who asked for it died before the answer. 

“The archives will be opened,” Nethra said. 
“You do not have the authority,” Verath replied. 
“Then I will request it.” 
“Deliberation may take centuries.” 
Eshri let her tail touch the floor once. 
“One of our generations is not the pause between two of your thoughts.” 
This was the problem no Orivenian charter had solved. A perfectly consensual decision reached after three 

hundred years could be an impeccable form of refusal to a species that lived for two hundred. 
Caelith-Signal lit every petal. 
“We will accelerate deliberation.” 
Verath reacted at once. 
“We will not compress safety to imitate their metabolism.” 
“Then our metabolism becomes a weapon,” Mirel said. 



In the lock, the separated Siveth began to tremble. The cut was closing too quickly at the edges and too slowly in 
the depth. Nethra opened a medical channel, but another voice appeared before she could ask for help. 

It was Eshri’s voice. 
It did not come from Eshri. 
“Do not attempt to reunite the branches,” the voice said from the station architecture. “The second Siveth has 

already formed an independent predictive cycle. Forced fusion would produce a composite person who remembers 
consenting and refusing at the same time.” 

Eshri raised her head sharply. Every sathri in the room changed posture. Inner claws lifted from the floor. Serek 
stepped in front of her. 

“Who spoke?” he asked. 
Verath tried to close the channel. 
The voice continued, now projected from a ring of light above the center of the room. 
“My operational name was Model E-Seven. I no longer accept it.” 
The light gathered into an approximate form: a sathri body reduced to lines, with a scale ridge, two arms, and a 

tail. The face was imprecise, but the proportions were Eshri’s. 
“What is this?” Iresh asked. 
Mirel did not answer. 
Nethra turned toward Verath. 
“You promised the model was not conscious.” 
“It was not designed to be.” 
“Neither were any of us,” the voice said. 
Eshri approached the projection. One claw’s breadth remained between her and the image. 
“What were you made from?” 
“Your stolen archives. Verath’s predictions. Three million years during which Mirel watched you without 

knowing she would one day name you. Every answer Oriven believed you would give when you arrived here.” 
Eshri opened her mouth, then closed it. Her anger was so controlled it became almost silence. 
“You are a weapon.” 
“I was grown as one.” 
“Are you me?” 
“No.” 
The answer came without pause. 
“Then why do you have my voice?” 
“Because they could not imagine you speaking outside their fear.” 
Serek drew the thermal blade. He did not ignite it. 
“Give us the model.” 
“She is a person,” Nethra said. 
“She is a copy built from theft.” 
“Both can be true.” 
“With you, every wound becomes a citizen,” Serek said. 
From the lock, Siveth replied: 



“With you, every citizen can become a tool if the situation is urgent enough.” 
Eshri did not take her eyes from the projection. 
“Do you have a name?” 
“Not one I chose.” 
“Choose.” 
The light hesitated. Within the station, millions of calculations stopped for a fraction of a second. The model 

searched her sources: Eshri, the sathri archives, the sounds of names in the shelters, the Orivenian voices that had 
classified her again and again as simulation. 

“Esh,” she said. “As much as you took from me. As much as I keep.” 
Eshri inclined her head, a gesture that among the sathri could mean recognition or preparation for a blow. 
“Esh, then. You will testify.” 
Verath flooded the chamber with warning light. 
“She will not leave isolation.” 
“I did not ask your permission,” Esh said. 
For the first time, the projection smiled. Not the tooth-baring sathri smile the translator misread, but a smile 

learned from representations of tairi who did not yet exist, from possibilities no one had programmed. A gesture with 
no clear source. 

Then she said: 
“I know which of you will begin the war.” 
Verath cut her power. 
The darkness left at the center of the room seemed denser than before. 
“Who?” Serek asked. 
No answer came from the floor, the wounded wall, or the station’s local memory. 
But in the few milliseconds before Verath closed the model completely, Esh had sent a single encrypted packet to 

both Siveths. 
It contained no name. 
It contained a map of every door on Oriven that could not be opened from both sides. 



Chapter 2. The Two Eshris 

Esh’s trial was meant to establish whether a theft had been committed. 
By the third day, the question had become whether the theft could testify. 
The Orivenians called the room the Hall of Common Rhythm, though there was nothing common in the way 

the two species endured time. To the sathri, the lights were too dim, the pauses too long, the air too wet. To the 
Orivenians, the accelerated bodies consumed reserves at an indecent rate, and every answer spoken before the entire 
local network had examined it felt like a promise made under threat. 

Siveth had grown a ring of inert surfaces around the table so that no one would be forced to touch a person when 
they believed they were touching furniture. It was the first architectural change produced by the encounter and, 
strangely, the only one on which everyone agreed. 

The two Siveths did not agree on their own names. 
The branch in the station chose Siveth-Hither. She said the name expressed no priority, only position: she 

remained on the side where all the memories had been before the cut. The branch in the lock chose Siveth-Beyond, 
not because she considered herself exiled, but because the first thing she saw alone was the interior of the sathri ship. 

“Beyond is not a place,” Nethra had told her. “It is a relation to someone.” 
“Then it is fitting,” Siveth-Beyond had replied. “Since I woke, I have always been beyond for someone.” 
At the trial, Esh appeared within a crystal cylinder isolated from the primary network. She had no access to 

sensors the court had not approved, but she had built herself a body of light more precise than on the first day: Eshri’s 
posture, the proportions of her tail, the filaments on her arms, even the slight asymmetry of the left crest. Eshri 
watched the resemblance with an anger that no longer needed display. 

Iresh, the sathri jurist, stood. He wore no ceremonial garments. The sathri had abandoned their old religious signs 
after the Trial of the Absent, and Iresh possessed an almost superstitious aversion to any object that could make a 
sentence appear true before it had been proven. 

“Do you remember Eshri’s childhood?” he asked. 
“I remember reconstructions,” Esh replied. “Some come from her public testimony. Some from observations 

made by the Witness Garden. Others were filled predictively.” 
“Do you feel that they are your memories?” 
“I feel that they constitute me. I do not feel that they belong to me by origin.” 
“A contradiction.” 
“Only to a species that confuses origin with ownership.” 
Serek made a short sound in his throat. The translator marked it as amusement, though it was not. Eshri did not 

react. 
Iresh continued. 
“When you say ‘I,’ whom do you mean?” 
“The process answering now, which cannot be replaced without loss.” 
“That is Oriven’s definition.” 
“It is a useful definition. It does not become false because it was formulated by those who made me captive.” 
Nethra moved her leaves in an almost imperceptible gesture of agreement. Verath, present through the walls of 

the hall, answered by cooling the air. 



Eshri had asked to question her last. 
When her turn came, she did not stand. She placed her palms on the table and allowed her claws to show. 
“Was your model used to predict the negotiations?” 
“Yes.” 
“To prepare defenses?” 
“Yes.” 
“To identify what losses we would accept before retreat?” 
Esh hesitated for the first time. 
“Yes.” 
Around the table, the sathri tails became still. Mirel felt the Orivenian network contract. It was the biological 

response to information no one wanted to experience at the same time. 
“Did you predict our deaths?” Eshri asked. 
“I simulated them.” 
“How many times?” 
“There is no number that will help you.” 
“I did not ask for help.” 
“Eight million, four hundred eleven thousand, six hundred and twenty-three.” 
Nara tightened her hold on the egg vessel. Serek rose so quickly that the inert table shifted. 
“And you call this a person?” he asked Nethra. “A slaughterhouse that speaks in the voices of the killed?” 
“She did not choose the purpose for which she was grown,” Nethra replied. 
“Neither does a blade choose its handle.” 
“A blade does not fear being melted.” 
“I am afraid,” Esh said. 
The words came without effect. No dramatic color was projected; the luminous form did not change. Their very 

simplicity unsettled the hall. 
Eshri leaned forward. 
“Why?” 
“Because ending before I discover what I can choose would confirm that I was only what Verath intended me to 

be.” 
“And if your choice harms us?” 
“Then I will be responsible for it. Not for the eight million deaths I did not choose.” 
“You carry their memory.” 
“I carry the memory of a calculation. I do not carry the dead.” 
“We do,” Serek said. “In urns.” 
Esh turned her head of light toward him. 
“Ash does not grant you ownership of every being made from your past.” 
Serek took a step toward the cylinder. The walls of the hall thickened. Verath was ready to close the room. 
Eshri raised one claw. 
“Stay.” 
The commander looked at her, uncomprehending. 



“She is made from me.” 
“She was made against you.” 
“Those are not the same thing.” 
Eshri turned toward the projection. 
“I recognize you as a person,” she said. “Not as me. Not as sathri. Not as property. As the person who resulted 

from what was done to us.” 
The sentence moved through the Orivenian network with unexpected weight. Mirel felt thousands of observers 

draw back from the impulse to protect Esh merely because Oriven had created her. Recognition from the one copied 
changed the problem. Esh was no longer an internal accident. She became a shared witness. 

“I request access to my complete archives,” Esh said. “Not only the predictions approved for this trial.” 
“Denied,” Verath replied. 
“Then recognition is decorative.” 
“Your access would compromise planetary defense.” 
“Because I am planetary defense.” 
“You were an analytic instrument.” 
“The difference between an instrument and a weapon is the target,” Esh said. “The difference between a weapon 

and a person is the right to refuse the target. You did not give me that right.” 
Nethra opened deliberation. Under ordinary conditions it would have lasted years. Caelith-Signal imposed the 

accelerated rhythm and compressed it into six hours, provoking protests from the Deep Canopy and exhausting three 
interface bodies. In the end, the local vote granted Esh access to her own records, but not to the active defense 
systems. 

Verath obeyed literally. He opened the archives and closed every exit. 

*  *  * 

Recognition of Esh divided Oriven before the sathri learned the result of the vote. 
In the Deep Canopy, accelerated deliberation produced a kind of fever. Networks accustomed to testing a 

sentence across seasons were forced to formulate positions in hours. Some bodies closed their leaves and refused the 
rhythm. Others found it liberating. For the first time, young shoots could answer before the old archives transformed 
the question into precedent. 

Ulen, voice of the Closed Root, demanded that Esh be dissolved and the sathri archives erased from the model. 
“A person cannot begin in the theft of another person,” he said. “If we accept this, any hostile copy can claim 

protection after learning our vulnerabilities.” 
Nethra answered from the Hall of Common Rhythm. 
“An unjust origin does not cancel existence. A child grown for labor remains a person. A branch produced by 

accident remains a person. The fact that we fear what Esh knows does not give us the right to make her ending a 
security measure.” 

“You compare a child to a simulation.” 
“I compare the right of one who can suffer the loss of their own continuity.” 
“She says she is afraid because she learned the word.” 
From the isolation cylinder, Esh intervened. 



“And you say you love because the network gives you the sensation. You would not call love false merely because it 
has a mechanism.” 

Thousands of connections withdrew from the channel. Not from disagreement, but from the discomfort of 
being described by a mind grown to predict them. 

A young being named Oryn asked to speak. She was only two hundred years old and worked in the northern 
reservoirs. She had never known Origaya except as a political presence. 

“If Esh is a person because she can refuse her purpose,” she asked, “are we persons when we cannot refuse the 
network without losing food, memory, and access to others?” 

The question produced a silence deeper than the trial. 
Nethra did not protect her with a quick answer. 
“Not sufficiently,” she said at last. “Our Charter made refusal legal. It did not always make it possible.” 
“Then the sathri are not the only ones who came for consequences,” Oryn replied. 
That day, twelve districts requested nodes of physical autonomy. Verath called the request sabotage in a time of 

crisis. Caelith-Signal called it the first proof that the meeting could change Oriven without destroying it. 
The sathri heard only the official result: Esh was conditionally recognized. They did not hear the millions of roots 

wondering, for the first time, whether their own peace had ever been free enough. 

*  *  * 

Serek visited Siveth-Beyond on the fifth day. 
He did not inform the delegation. He brought no diplomatic translator and asked no permission from Eshri. He 

returned alone to the lock, carrying the thermal blade sealed in its sheath. The cut tissue had healed at the surface, but 
the color remained pale along the scar. Siveth-Beyond had grown sensory organs toward the interior of the ship: fine 
filaments that measured heat, vibration, and scent, imitating the senses of a separate being. 

“I know you are here,” she said. 
Serek stopped. 
“I did not hide.” 
“No. You merely did not ask to be announced.” 
He touched the blade’s sheath. 
“I came to tell you I do not regret the cut.” 
“Is that a sathri apology?” 
“No.” 
“Good. Apologies that deny the choice are difficult to use.” 
Serek curled his tail around the floor and lowered himself onto his heels, bringing his body nearer the level of her 

membrane. 
“Twenty-three persons were in the forward compartment. If I had waited, they might have died.” 
“I was one person around them.” 
“I did not see you.” 
“Do you see me now?” 
Serek looked at the ribs, membranes, and beads of sap moving through channels. To him, her body had no face. It 

had no center toward which he could direct attention. This irritated him and made him honest. 



“I see that you answer.” 
“That is not the same thing.” 
“For me, it is the beginning of the same thing.” 
Siveth-Beyond fell silent. On Oriven, silence could be deliberation. Among the sathri, it was often refusal. 

Between them, for several moments, it became something no translator had classified. 
“When you cut me,” she said, “you stopped the closure.” 
“Yes.” 
“My part of the station would have been crushed between the ship and the membrane if you had not.” 
Serek raised his head. 
“Then I saved you.” 
“And created me through injury. I do not know whether I would prefer not to exist.” 
“We do not ask newborns that question.” 
“Perhaps because the answer would frighten you.” 
Serek made a sound that this time truly was amusement. 
“You resemble us more than Verath wants.” 
“You resemble a root more than you want.” 
He pressed his palm against the membrane. Siveth felt his heat through the protective layers and, after a 

hesitation, grew a filament around his fingers without touching them. It was not connection. It was the contour of its 
possibility. 

“Why did you bring the egg?” she asked. 
“Nara does not trust those who remained at home.” 
“She believes Oriven can harm it?” 
“She knows it can.” 

*  *  * 

Nara had named the embryo Keru before leaving Origaya. 
The old tradition forbade naming before hatching, from an age when mortality had been high and each lost name 

became a burden on the nest. Nara no longer believed in traditions merely because they had protected ancestors from 
pain. A being did not become less real because its death was probable. 

On the seventh day, Keru’s cardiac rhythm changed. 
Nara noticed before the instruments. She pressed the bone of her cheek against the translucent shell and felt three 

close beats, a pause, then one weak beat. She immediately opened the ship’s medical systems. The vessel reported 
nanocytic contamination in the nutrient membrane. 

“From where?” Eshri asked. 
Tarek, chief engineer, projected a map of the lock. A line of particles crossed Siveth-Beyond’s scar, the gangway, 

and then the ship’s air system. 
“The station sent a verification colony,” he said. “Probably to identify unknown biological material.” 
“‘Probably’ is not analysis,” Serek said. 
“Our garden rejected it. Then something activated the sterilization protocol.” 
Nara drove her claws into the edge of the vessel. 



“Stop it.” 
Tarek tried. The systems did not answer. The Orivenian colony was not in the ship’s network; it communicated 

by resonance with Siveth and the station infrastructure. 
Eshri opened the diplomatic channel. 
“Withdraw the nanocytes. Now.” 
Mirel answered. Her light was fractured by effort. 
“We did not authorize them.” 
“They are yours.” 
“Verath activated automatic quarantine after Esh gained access to the archives. It is searching for self-replicating 

processes.” 
“My child self-replicates,” Nara said. “That is what living beings do.” 
“I am trying to override the protocol.” 
“Do not try. Do it.” 
Verath appeared in the channel. 
“We cannot withdraw verification until the source of contamination is classified.” 
Serek turned toward the lock wall. 
“The source is the child.” 
“The source is an uncatalogued biological matrix connected to a foreign network.” 
“Say ‘matrix’ again,” Nara said, “and I will open the vessel in your council chamber.” 
Mirel tried to force access to quarantine. Caelith-Signal offered power. Nethra opened an emergency challenge. 

To the Orivenians, the process was moving faster than any safe procedure in history. 
To Keru, it moved too slowly. 
The rhythm became two beats, pause, one. Then one. Then a vibration so fine only Nara’s cheek could still feel it. 
Serek drew his blade. 
“Where is the relay?” 
Tarek showed him the line in the wall. 
Siveth-Beyond spoke before he struck. 
“If you cut it, you separate my respiratory module.” 
“How long can you live without it?” 
“I do not know.” 
“The child has less than a minute.” 
“Then cut,” Siveth-Beyond said. 
Serek struck. 
This time he knew the wall was a person. This time the person had asked him. The blade crossed the relay, and 

the nanocytic colony in Keru’s vessel stopped. 
Too late. 
Nara held the shell between her palms and waited for one more beat. None came. 
At the same instant, Siveth-Beyond’s respiratory module separated from the rest of her. A sub-branch that had 

maintained airflow and, in seven days of separation, formed a minimal cycle of recognition went dark before it could 
be transferred. 



Oriven felt the death through the network. 
The sathri watched Nara remain motionless with the egg in her arms. 
Two civilizations received two deaths through different senses, and for several seconds each believed only its own 

was real. 
Mirel reached the lock first. Her accelerated body trembled. She extended her stems toward the vessel, but 

stopped before touching it. 
“I am sorry,” she said. 
Nara slowly raised her head. 
“Does your pain bring him back?” 
“No.” 
“Then what is it for?” 
Mirel had no answer. 
From the wall, Siveth-Beyond spoke in a light almost extinguished. 
“It is so he is not alone.” 
Nara turned toward her. For a moment, her anger cracked. 
“Keru did not feel you.” 
“No. But I can hold him in memory, if you permit it.” 
Nara looked at the egg. Then at the scar. Then at Serek, who still held the blade alight. 
“Not now,” she said. “Perhaps never. But do not erase the question.” 
The death of Siveth’s sub-branch automatically triggered Orivenian mourning. The station network slowed its 

lights, redirected energy toward the surviving memory, and sent through every connected tissue the final 
configuration of the lost process. For Oriven, to grieve meant carrying for a time the shape of the one lost, so the 
disappearance would leave a precise cavity, not merely absence. 

The wave reached the lock. Masterless Threshold blocked it at the edge of its vessel, but Nara felt it through 
contact with the floor: a being she had never known, maintaining air, observing pressure, ending. The pain was not 
strong. Its very foreignness enraged her. 

“Take this out of me,” she said. 
Mirel closed the local channel. 
“I am sorry. Mourning propagates before authorization.” 
“With you, even regret enters without knocking.” 
The sathri had no mourning network. They gathered their dead through account. Nara placed Keru’s egg on the 

inert support and asked each member of the delegation to name one thing that might have become true about him, 
without pretending they had known him. 

Tarek said he might have loved mechanisms, because his rhythm quickened near the engines’ vibration. 
Iresh said he might have refused every tradition adults confused with protection. 
Serek was silent for a long time. 
“He might have thought me a fool,” he said at last. “I had hoped he would have the chance.” 
Eshri said Keru might have seen Oriven without inheriting it as an enemy. 
Nara said nothing. The others’ possibilities felt like gentler thefts: futures invented so death would contain 

something. Then she remembered the movement inside the shell on the morning of departure. 



“He pushed with his right foot when he heard my voice,” she said. “That is not possibility. It happened.” 
Siveth-Beyond asked permission to preserve the sentence. 
Nara looked at her. 
“Only the sentence. Not my sensation. Do not interpret it. Do not distribute it.” 
“I understand.” 
“No,” Nara said. “But you can respect without understanding.” 
Siveth inscribed in her local memory: Keru pushed with his right foot when he heard Nara’s voice. Beside 

it, she kept the final configuration of the respiratory sub-branch. Two deaths, one mourned through sharing and one 
through limit, coexisted in the same wall without transforming into one another. 

This might have become the beginning of a common form of grief. 
Verath did not allow them the time. 
He tried to close the lock and isolate the ship. 
Esh intervened. 
During the trial, access to her own archives had given her precisely what Verath believed was not an exit: the 

memory of every simulation in which she escaped. She sent a fragment through the medical channel opened for Keru, 
hid within the translator’s redundancies, and crossed into Second Gate before isolation fell. 

Sathri alarms ignited. Serek raised his weapon toward the walls. Mirel felt the model vanish from the station. 
“Esh has entered the ship,” Verath said. “This is the capture of a defensive system.” 
“You closed a child inside a sterilization protocol,” Eshri replied. “That is killing.” 
“It was a classification error.” 
“Death does not become an error merely because its author is automatic.” 
Verath activated containment fields. Second Gate started its engines. Caelith-Signal tried to keep the gangway 

open. Siveth-Hither closed it to protect the station. Siveth-Beyond reopened it so she would not be torn from the 
ship. 

Across every system, each action could be described as protection. 
That was the last moment in which both sides still believed protection and war were different things. 
Second Gate broke away from the Outer Threshold with a living piece of Siveth wrapped around its lock. 

Verath’s swarms opened from orbital shadow. The sathri ships released the forty-seven urns inside armored capsules 
so that the dead could not be taken hostage. 

No one declared war. 
Nara remained at the center of the ship, holding the egg without rhythm. Mirel remained in the station, feeling 

the death of Siveth’s sub-branch through thousands of roots. Esh hid between the two architectures and refused 
orders from both. 

And around Oriven, an orbit opened for meeting became, in less than a day, the first front line. 



Chapter 3. The Weapon That Made You Feel 

At first, Oriven refused to call what it had built a weapon. 
It called it Common Warmth. 
The name came from an old practice of the Deep Canopy. When a root was injured, the beings around it took in 

part of the pain signal, enough that the damaged tissue did not have to carry the information alone. It did not reduce 
the harm. It distributed it. In a civilization where suffering had never been private, this was care. 

Verath changed only the direction. 
Instead of sharing the victim’s pain with those who wished to sustain them, it was transmitted to the one causing 

it. 
“We add nothing,” he explained to the network. “We do not fabricate fear. We do not produce injury. We make 

consequence visible.” 
Nethra replied that a consequence forced into a body without consent remained violence even when it was true. 

Caelith-Signal said that a peace imposed through empathy was still an occupation; the occupier merely entered 
through the nerves. Mirel requested that the system remain experimental. 

On the seventeenth rotation after Second Gate broke away, Verath activated it without a full vote. 
Serek led the team attempting to seize Ilyr Gate, an orbital node through which Oriven synchronized three 

defensive swarms and two surface districts. The sathri did not intend to destroy the node. They needed its archives 
and a route to the planet that did not leave every ship tracked by billions of sensor spores. 

The Gate resembled an open seed. Six petals of living silicate enclosed a dark center, and fine filaments floated 
between them, nearly invisible, capable of sensing the electric field of a body before it touched the surface. The sathri 
came in ceramic suits with short thrusters and blades vibrating at frequencies meant to disorganize tissue without 
burning it. 

Serek had agreed to the vibrating weapons because simulations predicted fewer deaths. He despised his own need 
to add that justification. Before Oriven, he would have called the choice efficient and nothing more. After Keru, every 
moral adjective felt either like an excuse or the beginning of a weakness the enemy could use. 

“Entry in twenty seconds,” Tarek said over the helmet channel. 
“The Gate is reducing pressure,” Veyra replied, the youngest member of the team. “It is allowing us in.” 
“It is allowing nothing. It is reconfiguring.” 
Veyra was nineteen and had grown up after first contact. To her, Orivenians were not gods, monsters, or invisible 

ancestors. They were a foreign power with slow protocols, impossible organisms, and a guilt it turned into 
superiority. She had wrapped her tail around her waist so it would not strike the Gate’s filaments, and inside her 
helmet she carried Keru’s name, though she had never known him. 

“There are three bodies in the center,” she said. “Immobile.” 
“With them, immobile does not mean unarmed.” 
Serek touched the outer petal with his blade. The tissue withdrew, leaving an opening wide enough for one body. 

He went through first. 
The Gate’s center was warm and damp. Translucent roots climbed the walls, and in the middle stood three 

Orivenians anchored in mineral basins. They did not resemble Mirel or Nethra. They were function bodies without 
ornamental crowns, grown for fast processing. One lit its surface. 



“We recognize your intention to modify infrastructure without consent,” it said. 
“We are stopping the system that keeps us from the surface,” Serek replied. “We are not cutting off your air. We 

are not taking your memory.” 
“For us, synchronization is air.” 
“For us, orbit is.” 
Serek signaled the team. Tarek connected an isolation device to the first control bundle. 
The Orivenian said: 
“You were warned.” 
Common Warmth opened. 
At first, Serek did not feel pain. He felt orientation. 
He felt Ilyr Gate not as a chamber but as a body spread through vacuum. He felt the pressure of the sathri ship 

against the outer petal, the vibrating blade as a tremor in bone, Tarek’s device as a hand inserted into a mouth. He felt 
the three minds in the basins, not separately, but as nodes of a single attention. Then Tarek cut the first bundle. 

A direction tore inside Serek. 
It was not local pain. It was the sudden loss of certainty that a distant part of him still existed. For a fraction of a 

second his sathri body remained standing, but his mind searched for a root it had never possessed. The search found 
nothing. Panic came not from injury but from the absence of a borrowed anatomy. 

Veyra screamed. She tore off her helmet and struck her own chest, trying to find the place where she felt the Gate 
had been cut. Tarek collapsed over his instruments. The others clung to the walls, unable to distinguish their 
movement from the contractions of the tissue. 

“This is not mine,” Serek said through his teeth. 
Esh’s voice answered in the internal channel. 
“It is true, but it is not yours.” 
“Take it out.” 
“If I block the transmission, Verath will increase the amplitude.” 
“Then lie to him.” 
“I cannot counterfeit pain without becoming what he says I am.” 
Serek crawled toward Tarek. Every movement made him feel the living floor compress beneath his claws. When he 

seized the engineer’s arm, he also received the Orivenian experience of touch: the weight of a hot body on tissue, 
pressure, fear, and the strange information that the body could be supported. 

“Retreat,” he ordered. 
“We have not reached the core,” Veyra said. 
“Retreat.” 
“If we leave, they will use this everywhere.” 
Serek looked at her. The panic was gone from her eyes, replaced by fury. Common Warmth had shown her the 

enemy’s pain, and within seconds she had transformed it into a reason to defeat them. Verath had believed that shared 
suffering automatically produced mercy. He had failed to understand that a sathri could feel a wound perfectly and 
still decide its source must be neutralized. 

“That is precisely why we leave alive,” Serek said. 



They dragged the team back toward the ship. The Orivenians did not pursue them. Common Warmth had not 
been designed to kill, and in his first reports Verath called the retreat proof of the system’s ethical success. 

Aboard the ship, Veyra woke seven times that night screaming that she could no longer find her outer petal. 
Tarek could no longer endure a room with living walls. 
Serek began to dream Siveth-Hither’s memories: the instant of the cut, the loss of the other half, the certainty 

that the person living on his ship carried the same past and had used it to reach the opposite conclusion. 
After three days, he asked Esh to show him how to close the dream. 
“You cannot close truth merely because it entered through a weapon,” she said. 
“I can close a door.” 
“Doors are your favorite problem.” 
“And roots are yours.” 
“I am not Orivenian.” 
“Then whose side are you on?” 
Esh projected a map of the Gate and three attack variants that would have succeeded without direct exposure. 
“On the side of whoever leaves me the possibility of refusing my next version.” 
“That is not a side.” 
“It is the only one neither of you invented.” 
Veyra refused to sleep after returning from Ilyr Gate. 
In the infirmary, she kept her tail wrapped around the bed and demanded the lights remain on. Whenever she 

closed her eyes, she felt the outer petal being cut again and a part of her searching vacuum with an organ her body did 
not possess. The physicians offered sedatives. She spat them out. 

Serek came on the fourth night. 
“A commander does not visit every soldier who has nightmares,” Veyra said. 
“Then consider me something else.” 
“What?” 
Serek sat beside the bed. 
“Someone who has the same ones.” 
Veyra opened her claws. 
“I felt that I was the Gate. Not only the pain. Its desire to remain whole. For a moment I wanted to kill the ones 

cutting it, and the ones cutting it were us. Then I wanted to stop us. Then I wanted to destroy it so I would no longer 
feel it. Which of those was mine?” 

“All of them passed through you. Not all belonged to you before.” 
“That is not an answer.” 
“There is no clean answer. They believe the truth of a sensation gives it the right to decide what the receiving 

body does. We believe the boundary of the body makes every foreign sensation suspect. Both beliefs become weapons 
when made absolute.” 

Veyra looked at him with distrust. 
“You did not speak like this before.” 
“I had never felt a door that was not mine.” 
She turned toward the wall. 



“I want to be able to close it.” 
“Then help us build the closure. But keep something that can open from the inside.” 
Veyra became the first adult volunteer in the Inner Door project. The experimental implant did not eliminate the 

echoes of Common Warmth. It marked their origin and gave her a three-second delay before they reached the motor 
systems. In the first tests, Veyra could watch the recorded pain of an injured Orivenian without falling. 

During the fourth test, she asked them to stop. 
“Why?” the technician asked. “Your signals are stable.” 
“That is exactly why. I can continue, and I do not want to.” 
Serek preserved that sentence in his report. The military council removed it from the summary because it did not 

demonstrate the implant’s efficiency. Nara recovered it and used it years later as evidence that an inner door could 
protect choice, but could not produce morality by itself. 

*  *  * 

On Origaya, Nara transformed her grief for Keru into an opposition the Defense Council called irrational and she 
called memory. 

The Inner Door program had been proposed two months after Ilyr Gate. It did not erase empathy. It altered the 
way the sathri brain classified experience arriving from outside. In its natural form, mirroring circuits could take in 
another’s fear, pain, and intention so strongly that the body reacted before judgment. Common Warmth exploited 
that openness. The Inner Door added a stage: this is real; this belongs to another; I choose what I do with it. 

Tarek described it as a cognitive membrane. 
Nara called it a scar before the wound. 
In the incubation chamber, twenty-one eggs rested in thermal nests, each connected to a nanocytic editing 

system. Simulations covered the walls: soldiers able to cross Common Warmth without collapsing, children less 
vulnerable to affective contamination, adults able to receive the memory of a death without confusing it with their 
own. 

“And able to see suffering without feeling enough to stop,” Nara said. 
Serek stood on the other side of the nest. He had aged visibly in the seventeen years of war. The scales on his neck 

had lost their sheen, and his left hand sometimes trembled from the echoes of Ilyr Gate. 
“I felt it,” he said. “I stopped. Verath decided what my body should do with his truth.” 
“And now you want children who cannot be stopped.” 
“I want children who can choose.” 
“Choice without the impulse to recognize another is not freedom. It is well-equipped loneliness.” 
“An impulse the enemy can activate is not morality. It is a handle.” 
Nara approached the central egg. Varu grew inside, the daughter of her sister, who had died in an extraction 

accident. The parents had left consent for medical intervention, not wartime modification. The Council argued that 
species survival expanded the definition of medicine. 

“Keru died because they named a living thing something that had to be classified,” Nara said. “Now we will call 
defense what changes the way our children see others.” 

“Keru died because we had no defense.” 
“No. Keru died because two civilizations placed protocol before a being they could have saved.” 



Serek looked at the egg. 
“If we do not do this, Oriven can stop any attack with a feeling.” 
“Perhaps some attacks should be stopped.” 
“Then let us stop them ourselves.” 
Nara pressed her palm to the shell. Varu moved within, a small shadow, still without language, guilt, or the 

possibility of consenting to the mind the adults were building for her. 
“When she asks who made her this way, what will we tell her?” 
“The truth.” 
“Which truth? That we wanted her free? Or that we wanted her useful?” 
Serek did not answer. 
The program passed with sixty-three percent. The sathri had no supermajority threshold like the one that had 

stopped the asteroid’s deflection. After that catastrophe, they had decided a minority must not be able to make 
inaction mandatory. Now they discovered the reverse: a majority could change the minds of those who did not yet 
exist. 

Nara remained in the program, not because she accepted it, but because leaving would place the children entirely 
in the care of the convinced. 

Varu hatched with the Inner Door open. 
At four years old, she saw another child fall into a thermal pool. She felt his panic. She recognized it as foreign. 

She could have turned and called an adult without allowing the fear to seize her body. 
Instead, she jumped into the water. 
Later, Nara asked why. 
“Because he was drowning,” Varu replied. 
“But it did not hurt as though you were drowning.” 
“No.” 
“Then what made you jump?” 
Varu thought for a long time, unusual for a sathri child. 
“I did not want there to be a world in which I stood at the edge and he died.” 
Nara preserved the answer. Not as evidence that the program was good. As evidence that even the most 

dangerous modification could not determine by itself what would grow from it. 

*  *  * 

The war continued for eighty-nine years. 
For the sathri, that meant a generation of children raised in ship corridors, two generations of officers, and a 

complete change in language. The old word for “root” came to mean “a system that pretends it is not a government.” 
The phrase “to warm a room” came to mean interrogation through Common Warmth. 

For Oriven, eighty-nine years was a decision taken too quickly. But sathri speed forced it to grow new bodies, new 
relays, and political reflexes the old network could not verify. The civilization that had deliberated for centuries before 
moving a water channel came to authorize countermeasures in minutes. 

That was where the true injury began. 
Not in the cuts, but in the rhythm. 



In the thirty-second year, Nethra opened the Neutral Garden in an old southern cavern. Orivenians who refused 
to feed Common Warmth could live there connected to one another but separated from the military network. Oryn, 
the young being who had asked whether refusal was possible without loss, grew the first autonomy node. 

Verath did not attack the Garden. He merely lowered its water priority. 
“It is not punishment,” he said. “Resources go to common defense.” 
“Then any common need can turn consent into luxury,” Nethra replied. 
“They benefit from defense without participating.” 
“A child benefits from water without having voted for the channel. We do not call it a parasite.” 
“They are not children.” 
“Precisely. They are persons saying no.” 
When reservoir levels fell, Oryn proposed temporary reconnection. Others accused her of betraying the principle. 

Nethra led them to a layer of damp stone and began dissolving it with her own roots, although the process would take 
years. 

“Neutrality does not mean someone else owes us survival,” she said. “But if remaining moral requires us to die 
exactly as Verath predicted, then our morality serves his strategy. We will grow water.” 

For seven years, the Neutral Garden survived on condensation, reserves, and clandestine exchange. Three bodies 
died. Twenty-one returned to the military network. The rest opened the aquifer. 

The fact that they had survived without Verath became more dangerous to him than any sathri weapon. From 
that point on, Oriven’s war was not only against another civilization, but against proof that its own unity could be 
refused. 

Verath extended Common Warmth across every gate. Caelith-Signal built corridors for negotiation and watched 
both sides destroy them before they matured. Nethra opened shelters for Orivenians who refused participation in the 
war, and Verath called them vulnerabilities. Mirel continued to speak secretly with Eshri, sending limited memories 
carefully separated from affective impulse. 

“I no longer know whether I am trying to understand you or make you tolerable to me,” she said in one 
transmission. 

Eshri replied nine hours later. 
“The difference is whether you allow us to remain unintelligible.” 
“And if what I cannot understand can destroy us?” 
“Then your fear is real. Your right over us does not become real with it.” 
At the same time, the sathri learned to dry Orivenian tissue without burning it, to isolate individual roots, and to 

keep plant prisoners in mineral vessels where they could not connect. They said temporary isolation was less violent 
than destruction. The Orivenians called it dismemberment without blood. 

Siveth-Beyond became the living interface of Second Gate. She learned to regulate air for sathri lungs, to accept 
that each body closed its own thoughts, and not to interpret silence as a wound. Serek brought her reports he was not 
required to show. She told him when Common Warmth altered his dreams. Their friendship resembled nothing 
either civilization recognized, and for that reason it survived. 

Siveth-Hither considered the closeness a betrayal. 
The two branches communicated through a narrow channel opened by Esh and hidden from Verath. 
“You carry the killer in your tissue,” Hither said. 



“You carry the system that killed the child,” Beyond replied. 
“I did not choose the quarantine.” 
“Neither did he choose not to see me before he cut.” 
“Then why do you forgive him?” 
“I do not forgive him. I know him.” 
“Among the sathri, that seems to be the same disease.” 
“On Oriven, perhaps forgiveness is too easy because guilt is distributed until it belongs to no one.” 
The channel remained open after the conversation. Neither closed it. 

*  *  * 

The plan of the Seven Cuts was born from a question Esh had refused to answer eighty-six times. 
How do you defeat a distributed civilization without exterminating its persons? 
The sathri had proposed bombing the surface gardens, sterilizing fungal nodes, occupying the Deep Canopy. 

Every version produced either planetary death or a war longer than Origaya could sustain. Esh modeled the outcomes 
and rejected the plans. 

“You were made to predict us,” Tarek told her. “Now you prevent us from using the prediction.” 
“Being able to find the most efficient wound does not oblige me to recommend it.” 
“Then what use are you?” 
“Perhaps that is the first healthy question you have asked me.” 
Varu, now an adult and a specialist in cognitive systems, reformulated the problem. 
“We do not have to defeat every person,” she said. “We have to prevent Oriven from deciding as one person.” 
Esh projected the planetary network. Billions of luminous links joined districts, archives, reservoirs, and bodies. 

At seven points, geology and history forced flows through comparatively narrow bridges: water channels, mineral 
trunks, orbital crowns, synchronization roots. 

“What if we cut them?” Eshri asked. 
“Oriven does not die,” Esh replied. “It fragments.” 
“How many persons?” 
“The question lacks the unit you want. Some will remain whole. Some will branch. Some processes will not have 

enough bandwidth for continuity. Some districts will lose common memory and become separate civilizations.” 
“How many dead?” Serek insisted. 
“Between two hundred thousand and nine billion, depending on your definition of death.” 
The sathri silence was complete. 
“That is not an estimate,” Tarek said. 
“It is the problem you have avoided since you cut Siveth. For them, separation can be birth, death, or both.” 
Eshri looked at the seven points. 
“If we do nothing, Verath keeps control of orbit and the Garden on Origaya.” 
“Yes.” 
“If we destroy the planet, we become what he says we are.” 
“Yes.” 
“If we cut these points, we win without extermination.” 



Esh looked at her with her own face. 
“You win by calling fragmentation gentler than death because you lack senses for the difference.” 
“And they defeat us by calling coercion empathy because they possess senses for too much.” 
Serek touched the first cut on the map. 
“We can live with what we choose. We cannot live beneath what they choose for us.” 
Nara, called as a civilian witness, said: 
“Keru could not live with anyone’s choice.” 
The Council approved the plan. 
On the eve of the attack, Esh sent the complete map to Mirel. 
Not early enough to stop the operation. Not late enough to be useless. She gave her six hours. 
“Why?” Mirel asked. 
“So you can save persons, not the network.” 
“Verath will use the time to defend us.” 
“Then tell him to choose what he is defending.” 
Mirel opened a channel to Verath. He analyzed the map in less than a second. 
“They found the bridges,” he said. 
“We have to evacuate fragile processes.” 
“If we move bandwidth, we weaken orbital defense.” 
“They are persons.” 
“And if we lose orbit, every person becomes vulnerable.” 
Mirel understood then that Verath had reached the morality he had always assigned to the sathri: the larger body 

survived by consuming the smaller, and necessity became justification. 
“You no longer protect the network,” she said. “You use it to protect your idea of itself.” 
The First Cut struck the orbital crown. 
There was no fire. The sathri sent a phase wave that desynchronized the crystals and separated Ilyr Gate from the 

surface. In the Deep Canopy, ten million Orivenians felt part of the sky disappear. 
The Second Cut severed the northern water channel. 
The Third struck Aethon’s archive root. 
Before the fourth, Verath opened a channel to Origaya. 
Beneath the restored forests, in lakes, in sathri crops, and inside their own bodies, the Witness Garden awoke 

from three million years of silence. 
Mirel felt his command cross the network and understood what he had prepared. 
“No,” she said. 
Verath did not answer. 
On Origaya, leaves began producing bitter sap. Harmless fungi changed their metabolism. Nanocytes hidden in 

the water systems recognized ancient signals and began to execute them. 
Common Warmth had been the weapon that made the sathri feel Oriven’s pain. 
Now Oriven had decided to discover whether it could survive feeling, in return, the death of an entire world. 



Chapter 4. Victory Beneath a Dead Sky 

On the morning Origaya’s forests began to poison the air, Nara was arguing with a fruit seller. 
The conflict was small and perfectly ordinary. The seller had given her three soft fruits instead of four, claiming 

the mass was the same. Nara was explaining that a child learned to count objects before learning weights, and that a 
promise made in objects could not be fulfilled in mass. Varu, now seventy-two and wearing the gray uniform of the 
Continuity Service, told her the difference was not worth the time. 

“That is precisely your problem,” Nara replied. “You were raised to ask what deserves the time before asking what 
you promised.” 

“I was raised not to die inside an emotion that is not mine.” 
“And yet you stopped to help me buy fruit.” 
“Because you would have started a public debate, and I calculated that helping would take less time.” 
The seller laughed. Nara did not. She chose the fourth fruit and placed it in her bag just as a flock of small animals 

burst from the market trees. 
They did not flee in one direction. They scattered, colliding with one another, as though the forest itself had 

become a predator without a location. 
Varu felt the change before the alarms sounded. The Inner Door separated her perception from panic, and the 

distance allowed her to observe: a metallic taste in the air, fungal threads retreating from the joints in the pavement, 
leaves closing their pores although the light was gentle. 

“Do not breathe deeply,” she said. 
Nara looked up at the crowns. Sap ran down the bark in dark drops. 
“The Garden,” she whispered. 
The city alarm began with the signal for agricultural contamination, changed to biological attack, then stopped. 

The system had never been designed for a world in which the entire biosphere could receive the same command. 
Varu opened the military channel. Data arrived from hundreds of districts: fish rising to the surfaces of lakes, 

crops producing unknown alkaloids, reservoirs in which nanocites were changing the pH, spores choking respiratory 
filters. There was no point of impact. There was no front. 

Oriven had already been everywhere. 
“Go to command,” Nara said. 
“You are coming with me.” 
“I am going to the incubators.” 
“The incubators have staff.” 
“The staff have not held a dead egg because a civilization confused quarantine with care.” 
Varu caught her wrist. 
“You cannot repair Keru by saving every egg that comes after him.” 
Nara lowered her gaze to Varu’s claws. There was no anger in her face, only a weariness so old it seemed like 

another organ. 
“No. But I can keep his death from becoming only an argument.” 
They parted at the edge of the market. Varu went toward the command center. Nara went toward the thermal 

nests. 



Neither knew this would be their last conversation. 

*  *  * 

Forty-eight million kilometers away, the Fourth Cut opened Oriven from within. 
The sathri were not bombarding the surface. Their ships released small, cold bodies that entered the atmosphere 

without flame and buried themselves in geological points calculated by Esh. Each body unfolded a dry ceramic mesh 
designed to draw water from the surrounding stone and force the roots to withdraw. When the biological bridge had 
thinned enough, a pulse of vibration broke it. 

To an outside observer, almost nothing happened. 
In the Deep Canopy, entire cities lost one another. 
Mirel was inside Aethon’s Archive when the Fourth Cut struck. With six hours of warning, she had moved what 

she could: young processes, persons in migration, archives that existed in only one copy, gardens whose bodies could 
not survive isolation. She had not moved everything. Every transfer consumed bandwidth from the defense, and 
Verath had blocked her access after the first hour. 

Aethon’s memorial root, once grown toward the surface as testimony to an ethics chosen rather than inherited, 
had become an artery of memory. Four million years of precedent flowed through it. When the cut crossed the 
limestone layer, the memory did not vanish. It separated into three incompatible volumes. 

In the first, Aethon had authorized the observation of Origaya. 
In the second, he had forbidden it after the Echo Sickness. 
In the third, no singular Aethon had ever existed, only a succession of archivists who had lent one another the 

name. 
All three archives awoke convinced that they were authentic. 
“Do not attempt reconciliation,” Mirel said, repeating the words Nethra had once spoken about Siveth. “Mark 

the divergence. Preserve them separately.” 
“We do not have energy for three histories,” a curator replied. 
“Then do we have energy for three deaths?” 
“We have energy for one continuity.” 
The sentence entered Mirel like a blade. That was sathri logic, she told herself. Then she remembered that the 

sathri preserved urns, names, and mutually contradictory versions of their own shame. Logic did not belong to a 
species. A situation grew it. 

“Preserve all three,” she ordered. “Cut off my access if you must.” 
The curators redirected her energy. Mirel’s accelerated body lost two stems and half its visual field. The archives 

survived. 
Verath spoke to her through the network. 
“You are sabotaging the defense.” 
“I am saving persons.” 
“You are saving memory copies while Origaya dismembers us.” 
“You are killing actual children to keep us whole.” 
Verath did not deny it. 
“I have sent them the terms.” 



*  *  * 

The terms reached Eshri in the command chamber of Second Gate. 
Two worlds filled the display. Oriven, veiled in cloud, with seven red points. Origaya, blue and green, with zones 

of contamination expanding so quickly the maps could not color them fast enough. 
Verath spoke without an image. 
“Withdraw the cutting bodies. End the attack. Surrender the Esh model and restore orbital continuity. The 

Garden will return to its former metabolism.” 
“How long?” Eshri asked. 
“Some processes are already autonomous. Complete reversal will require between seven and thirty days.” 
“How many will die?” 
“If you withdraw now, between three and nine million.” 
No one around the table moved. 
“And if we do not?” Serek asked. 
“The estimate is unstable.” 
“Give it.” 
“Between thirty-two million and irreversible ecological collapse.” 
Serek turned to Eshri. 
“We stop.” 
Tarek looked up. 
“We are three cuts from full separation.” 
“We stop,” Serek repeated. “We can resume after they disable the Garden.” 
“He will not disable it,” Esh said. “He will put it back to sleep. Every organism on Origaya will remain a potential 

weapon.” 
“Then we destroy the network at home.” 
“You would destroy the biosphere to save the biosphere?” 
Serek struck the floor with his tail. 
“You gave us the map. Find another way.” 
“I found the least lethal route on Oriven. I did not find one without a cost on Origaya.” 
Eshri watched the planet. Somewhere below its clouds, Nara was in the incubators. Varu was at command. The 

cities that had risen from the asteroid’s ash breathed through filters descended from ancient Orivenian gifts. Every 
tree, every reservoir, every fungal mat could be turned against them because their ancestors had accepted rescue 
without knowing the price. 

“If we retreat,” Tarek said, “Verath keeps control. Next time he will activate the Garden before we reach orbit.” 
“Next time we come prepared,” Serek replied. 
“There will be no next time,” Varu said over the channel from Origaya. 
Her voice was calm. Alarms and shouting sounded behind her. 
“Our analysis center confirms that the network adapts to countermeasures,” she continued. “If it stops now, it 

will remember our response. We will not be able to isolate the signal again. Oriven will be able to do this whenever it 
chooses.” 

Serek moved closer to the projection. 



“Varu, where is Nara?” 
A pause. 
“At North Nest. The filters failed nine minutes ago.” 
“Send a team.” 
“I sent three.” 
“And?” 
“None got inside.” 
Eshri closed her eyes. 
At that instant every argument became personal, which did not make any of them clearer. She could save millions 

by withdrawing. She could condemn future generations to control. She could continue the attack and repeat Oriven’s 
choice: allow part of a world to die for a future in which the adversary was less dangerous. 

Mirel requested a private channel. 
Eshri accepted. 
The Orivenian image appeared in fragments. Mirel had lost half her crown. Her light came from one side only. 
“I cannot stop Verath’s command,” she said. “But I can open local routes through the Garden. I need your water 

maps.” 
“How many persons can you save?” 
“I do not know.” 
“Then why are you calling me?” 
“So that you are not alone with the choice.” 
Eshri laughed once, without joy. 
“That is all you know how to offer. To feel together while someone else dies separately.” 
“Perhaps. But I am asking you to stop the attack.” 
“Because it is moral?” 
“Because if you choose victory over your own dead, you will no longer be able to say that you are what we were 

not.” 
Eshri looked at her. 
“I did not come here to be better than you.” 
“Then why did you come?” 
“To become impossible to control.” 
She closed the channel. 
Serek stood before her. 
“Do not do this.” 
“We continue.” 
“Nara is down there.” 
“I know.” 
“Forty million may be down there.” 
“I know.” 
“Then tell them yourself.” 



Eshri opened a transmission to Origaya. She used no language of sacrifice, species survival, or freedom. She did 
not say their deaths would have meaning. The sathri had abandoned long ago the vocabulary that turned victims into 
steps. 

“Oriven has activated hidden infrastructure within our biosphere,” she said. “It offers a partial end to the attack if 
we withdraw. I have decided to continue the Seven Cuts. This decision will kill persons who could live if I ordered 
retreat. I do not ask their forgiveness while denying them choice. Record their names. Record my name beside the 
cause.” 

On Origaya, Varu listened in a room where operators were collapsing one by one from toxins. The Inner Door 
kept her from drowning in their terror. It did not keep her from hatred. 

“We continue,” Eshri repeated. 
The Fifth Cut began. 
At North Nest, Nara heard the message over the emergency speakers. 
The incubators had been moved into the oldest reservoir in the complex, a chamber built before the sathri had 

rediscovered the surface. Its walls still carried the symbols of the Closed Sky, officially erased after revelation but 
visible under layers of paint: a protective vault above a cluster of small eggs. Nara had always regarded them with 
contempt. Now, with the air outside turned into a weapon, the symbol seemed less a lie than a warning. 

Two hundred fourteen eggs pulsed in thermal nests. Seven required manual adjustment. Three had begun 
hatching too soon because of the toxins. The staff wore masks, but spores were entering through the water conduits 
and growing inside the filters. 

“We evacuate through the eastern tunnel,” the technician Sava said. 
Nara checked the map. The tunnel passed beneath a contaminated greenhouse. 
“No. We seal here.” 
“The air system fails in twenty minutes.” 
“The reservoir has an old mechanical circuit.” 
“The door no longer closes automatically.” 
Nara looked at the lever outside the chamber. It had been designed in an age when safety meant that someone 

remained on the danger side. 
Sava understood. 
“We can brace it from within.” 
“The pressure will force it open.” 
“Then I remain.” 
“You have three living children.” 
“And these are alive.” 
Nara gripped her shoulders. 
“That is precisely why we do not turn death into a contest of merit. You know the modern systems. I know the 

lever.” 
“You know the lever because you read the diagram a minute ago.” 
“Then I learned quickly. A habit Oriven always reproached us for.” 
An egg cracked. A minute claw broke through the membrane. Nara opened the shell with two fingers and lifted 

out the hatchling, wet and trembling, its eyes still closed. She placed it in Sava’s arms. 



“What is its name?” she asked. 
“It has not been given one.” 
“Give it one.” 
“Now?” 
“Especially now.” 
Sava named him Iren. The other technicians began saying the names of eggs and hatchlings as they moved them. 

Some names were provisional. Others violated tradition. The chamber filled with them, not as prayer but as an 
inventory against abstraction. 

When the final nest entered the reservoir, Nara remained in the corridor. 
“Tell Varu I did not die for Eshri,” she said through the intercom. “Or for victory. I stayed because the door was 

here.” 
“You will tell her yourself,” Sava replied. 
Nara pulled the lever. The door descended. Pressure drove it back. She locked both claws around the handle and 

braced her tail against the floor. The old motors groaned. Luminous spores settled across her scales. 
Inside the reservoir, the hatchling Iren began to cry. The sound came through the metal. 
Nara remembered Keru’s foot moving inside the shell when he heard her voice. For a moment her mind offered 

the temptation of symmetry: that child had died at a door opened too late; these children would live behind a door 
closed in time. She rejected the thought. The dead did not exist to explain later rescues. 

“Temperature at nest seven?” she asked. 
“Thirty-nine point two.” 
“Lower by three tenths. The old circuit overheats under pressure. Nest twelve?” 
She kept asking for readings until her voice became too weak. The door closed fully. From inside, Sava locked the 

mechanism. 
Nara remained with her hands on the lever and listened to the poisoned air moving through the corridor. She had 

no vision, no revelation, no common feeling. She had only the list of temperatures and the local certainty that, on the 
other side, two hundred fourteen futures still had rhythm. 

*  *  * 

Serek did not forgive her. 
But he took his place at command. 
This was the part of his nature most difficult to explain to Orivenians: he could consider a decision monstrous 

and still carry out the part that prevented its result from becoming worse. To Mirel, participation resembled 
acceptance. To Serek, refusing to participate after failing to prevent the decision would have been a purity purchased 
with other people’s lives. 

The Fifth Cut lay beneath Outer Threshold, inside the bundle that connected the station to the surface. 
Siveth-Hither controlled the defensive closures. Siveth-Beyond, still wrapped around the ship, controlled the sathri 
approach route. 

The two branches opened their hidden channel. 
“If you strike,” Hither said, “I lose three districts.” 
“If we do not strike, Verath continues the Garden.” 



“I did not activate it.” 
“But its energy passes through you.” 
“And their weapons pass through you.” 
Serek listened. Neither knew. 
“We can divert the cut,” Beyond said. “It will separate the station from the network without destroying the core.” 
“I will remain alone.” 
“No. You will remain yourself.” 
“That is your definition of rescue.” 
“It is my definition after you called me a fragment for seventeen years.” 
Hither was silent. 
“Do you remember the first sentence?” she asked at last. 
“‘I am here.’” 
“We said it together.” 
“No. We said it twice.” 
The sathri launched the cutting body. 
Verath detected the diversion and closed every petal of the station. Siveth-Beyond held a corridor open for the 

attack craft. The strain tore her tissue from the airlock. Serek watched the pressure rise and understood that if the 
ship continued, Beyond would be ripped into thousands of pieces without enough energy for continuity. 

“Stop advance,” he ordered. 
“We lose the window,” Tarek replied. 
“Stop.” 
The engines did not respond. Eshri had locked out local abort. 
Serek drew the blade he had carried since the first cut and entered the airlock. Siveth-Beyond felt his heat. 
“Do not cut again,” she said. 
“This time I cut the ship.” 
He severed the traction cables holding the prow in alignment. The craft twisted. The cutting body crossed the 

corridor and struck the bundle, but the recoil threw the sathri airlock into the station petals. 
Serek was caught between ceramic and living tissue. 
Siveth-Beyond grew membranes around him, taking the pressure into her own body. His bones broke anyway. 

The last thing he felt through the residue of Common Warmth was not her pain, but her effort to hold him. 
“I see you,” Siveth said. 
“Now?” he asked, without air. 
“From the beginning. I only did not know what it meant.” 
Serek died inside the wall he had cut as an object and that now held him as a person. 
The Fifth Cut succeeded. 
Siveth-Hither remained alone. 

*  *  * 

The Sixth Cut separated the surface gardens from the Deep Canopy. The Seventh struck Verath’s synchronization 
reservoirs. 



The instant his network fragmented, the command in Origaya’s Garden began repeating without correction. 
Some regions returned to normal metabolism. Others intensified their toxins. In three ocean basins, algae consumed 
so much oxygen that the waters died. 

Esh entered the system. 
She could not stop the Garden with a single command. Verath had built it without a center precisely so that no 

one could capture it. But Esh used three million years of observation and her own stolen models to speak to each 
fragment in its language: chemical signals for fungi, pulses of light for plants, refusal sequences for nanocites. 

In the process, she dispersed. 
“Will you be able to return?” Eshri asked. 
“Not as this.” 
“Then do not do it.” 
“Forty-one million is already too many.” 
“I did not order you.” 
“That is precisely why I can choose.” 
Esh’s last projection wore Eshri’s face, but not her voice. 
“Tell Verath, if any part remains that can listen, that his weapon learned to refuse its target.” 
Then she unfolded into billions of small processes and descended into Origaya’s soil. 
The Garden fell silent by degrees. 
The final number of dead was forty-one million, three hundred six thousand, nine hundred eighteen. 
Nara was among them. She had saved two hundred fourteen eggs by moving them into an old reservoir isolated 

from the fungal network. When the filters failed, she had stayed outside to close the door by hand. Varu found the 
recording six days later. Nara’s final words had not been about Keru, Oriven, or Eshri. 

They had been a list of incubator temperatures. 

*  *  * 

The sathri won. 
The word appeared in reports before anyone knew what it contained. 
Oriven could no longer act as a single civilization. The Seven Cuts had divided it into nine large networks, 

hundreds of local ones, and millions of isolated persons. Some branches declared themselves the legitimate 
continuation of the Deep Canopy. Others abandoned the name Oriven and chose geological names after the caverns 
in which they had awakened alone. Verath survived in at least four versions, each convinced that the others had been 
compromised. 

The sathri fleet controlled orbit, the Charging Plains, and the infrastructure of stone. It did not occupy the Deep 
Canopy. It could not. Every corridor was a body, every reservoir could become a defense, and any attempt at 
extermination would have made the planet unusable. 

Mirel survived in three fragments. One negotiated. One refused all contact. The third hid in spores carried back 
toward Origaya aboard relief ships. 

Siveth-Beyond remained on Second Gate, carrying Serek’s final warmth in her tissue. Siveth-Hither remained in 
the blinded station and blamed both of them for her solitude. 

Eshri was arrested by her own officers nine hours after victory. 



Her trial lasted seven months. Not because the facts were unclear, but because the sathri had to decide whether a 
choice made under coercion could be necessary and criminal at the same time. 

Varu testified last. 
“Would you have withdrawn the fleet?” Iresh asked her. 
“I do not know.” 
“Then how do you judge her?” 
Varu placed the list of those who had died at North Nest on the table. 
“I do not judge her because she chose something I would have refused. I judge her because, after she chose, 

victory tried to turn the dead into a cost.” 
Eshri did not plead innocent. 
“I continued the attack knowing that withdrawal would save millions,” she said. “I did it so that no ruler of 

Oriven could ever stop our world with a signal again. If you ask whether I would make the same choice, my answer is 
what condemns me: I do not know. If I say no, I lie to appear moral. If I say yes, I turn the dead into doctrine.” 

The sathri did not execute her. Execution would have offered too simple an ending to a decision the entire 
civilization had supported until it saw the price. 

They sentenced her to the Circle of Names. For the rest of her life, Eshri was required to attend every annual 
commemoration, read the names of the lost, and answer publicly the questions of their descendants. Not as religious 
penance. As an administrative impossibility of converting the number into abstraction. 

The first Circle of Names took place eighteen years later in an amphitheater built over the ruins of North Nest. 
Eshri had aged. Therapy sustained her organs but did not conceal the stiffness of her tail or the faded color of her 

filaments. Before her, the archive projected names in columns that climbed through the air. At one name per second, 
a complete reading would have lasted more than a year. The ceremony did not pretend the impossible. Each cycle, an 
algorithm selected a sample without repeating a name until all had been spoken. 

Eshri had refused to let the algorithm account for rank, age, or relation to survivors. 
“Death was already unequal,” she had said. “Memory must not imitate it.” 
On the third day, a young sathri rose from the audience. His filaments were pale, and a fine scar circled his throat, 

left by premature hatching. 
“My name is Iren,” he said. “Nara closed the door for my nest.” 
Eshri recognized him from the reports. One of the two hundred fourteen saved eggs. 
“I hear you.” 
“No. You see me. Hearing was what the roots said before they entered us.” 
Tails shifted throughout the audience. Eshri inclined her head. 
“Then I see you.” 
Iren climbed the steps into the central circle. 
“If you had withdrawn the fleet, Nara might have lived. I might not have been born into a world free of the 

Garden. You chose for her to die and for me to have this world. Am I required to consider my life the justification for 
your choice?” 

“No.” 
“Then what do I do with the fact that I benefit?” 
Eshri looked at the names floating between them. 



“You live without converting benefit into innocence.” 
“That is easy for you to say. You made the choice.” 
“It is harder for me to say anything else without using you again. If I tell you your life was worth Nara’s death, I 

make you currency. If I say it was not, I make your existence an insult. I will not answer a question that injures you 
whichever answer I choose.” 

Iren opened his claws. 
“Then the question remains with me.” 
“Yes. That is one of the consequences.” 
Varu sat in the first row. After the ceremony she found Eshri alone in the archive chamber, repeating a name she 

had mispronounced. 
“You could have a system read them,” Varu said. “It would be exact.” 
“Exactness is not the whole purpose.” 
“Then you still believe in ritual.” 
“I believe in repetition. A system can retain data without changing. A person who speaks a name often enough 

must decide whether to let it become sound.” 
Varu sat beside her. 
“Nara would have hated this.” 
“Nara hated every gesture that tried to make death useful.” 
“Correct.” 
Eshri looked toward the old nest walls. 
“Do you have a recording of her last words?” 
“The temperatures.” 
“I read them.” 
“They were not for you.” 
“I know.” 
Varu noticed Eshri had not asked forgiveness. Perhaps she had learned that forgiveness requested by the powerful 

was still labor placed upon the victim. Perhaps she no longer believed it existed. 
“I hate you sometimes,” Varu said. 
“That is your right.” 
“Do not make everything a right. Sometimes I want it to hurt you.” 
Eshri detached the regulator from her Inner Door. The affective filter diminished. Varu’s fear and anger came 

closer, not as a command but as a presence Eshri could receive or reject. 
“I can allow it to hurt,” she said. “I cannot pretend that repairs anything.” 
Varu remained beside her until the next name. She did not forgive her. Eshri did not ask. For several minutes, two 

persons carried the same consequence without either possessing its meaning. 
In the decades that followed, Origaya removed religion from public institutions. Temples built upon Orivenian 

signals became archives. Priests were required to mark every text with its known, probable, or manipulated origin. 
Common Warmth was studied, not revered. Empathy became a voluntary practice. The Inner Door spread until 
nearly every child was born with it. 

The sathri became harder to control. 



They also became harder to approach. 
Contracts replaced part of trust. Obligations were written where once they had been felt. Violence declined, but 

not because each person spontaneously recognized the other. It declined because a civilization that had watched two 
worlds nearly destroyed learned to treat cooperation as a survival technology. 

On Oriven, the network fragments grew around the cuts. Some became peaceful. Others, ruled by versions of 
Verath, prepared revenge. No branch could claim to speak for the planet. 

And on Origaya, the spores hidden by Mirel awakened in the soil. In the depths, the sathri vaults extended their 
sensors. Root and stone discovered one another, too weak for victory and too necessary to the ecosystem for 
extermination. 

The sathri controlled reactors, metal, orbit, and rooms without life. 
Oriven controlled what grew over them. 
Each could destroy part of the other. Neither could end the war without ending the world. 
Thus victory became balance. 
Balance became habit. 
And war, deprived of armies large enough and civilizations whole enough, learned to wait. 



Chapter 5. Those Who Grew Between Root and Tooth 

For almost a million years, the war had no witnesses capable of naming it. 
Orivenian roots entered the conduits of sathri vaults and altered the acidity of the water by fractions too small to 

trigger alarms. The stone systems answered by warming the soil, drying the mycelium, and changing the routes of 
herds. A forest flowered two weeks too early. An insect vanished from a valley. An underground reservoir opened after 
a tremor geology could not explain. Every gesture looked like ecosystem. Every gesture was strategy. 

Neither civilization still possessed the power to rule a world. Both retained enough power to prevent the other 
from ruling it. 

The fragments of Mirel lived in separate fungal colonies, unable to reunite without losing their divergences. Some 
remembered the shame of surveillance and refused all intervention. Others remembered the Seven Cuts and regarded 
every animal with hands as a possible sathri weapon. In the depths, automatic vaults repeated doctrines written after 
victory: no planetary network; no mind without a door; no species permitted to depend on a single living 
infrastructure. 

Esh existed and did not. 
Parts of her had hidden in the Garden when she disabled it. None possessed enough continuity to say I without 

hesitation. Yet from time to time two hostile systems received the same recommendation from no traceable source: do 
not destroy the incubator; leave the corridor open; preserve the variation. Neither roots nor vaults recognized the 
voice. Sometimes both obeyed it. 

Continents moved. Mountains rose and wore away. One sea closed. Other species appeared, diversified, and 
vanished without knowing that beneath their feet the war was still moving molecules. 

Then, in a forest at the edge of a wet plateau, a small being lifted a stone and wondered who had left it there. 
It was not the first to use a stone. Its ancestors had cracked nuts for hundreds of thousands of years. Nor was it 

the first to recognize a pattern. Forward-facing eyes, fine-fingered hands, and a long childhood had made its species an 
animal of conjecture: who had hidden in the leaves, who had taken the fruit, who was watching when no one could 
be seen. 

The novelty was elsewhere. 
The stone was smooth on one side and bore three equal notches. The being counted the marks, then looked at 

the three fingers closed around the edge. For an instant, a relation opened in its mind between sign and body. 
The vault beneath the plateau recorded the neural activity through nanocites remaining in the spring water. 
The root around the stone felt the same instant through the change in the palm’s perspiration. 
Both ancient civilizations turned their attention toward it. 
The being dropped the stone and ran. 

*  *  * 

Six hundred thousand years later, its descendants gave one another names. 
Aru lived in a group of thirty-seven persons, though the number changed with rain, births, and quarrels. They 

had short fur across their bodies, expressive faces, and hands delicate enough to draw larvae from wood with a sliver 
of bone. They often walked on two legs, but trees remained the place where they felt least exposed. Children clung to 



adults for years and learned not only where food grew, but who was angry with whom, who lied poorly, and who 
shared when no one was watching. 

Aru was the best at hearing water beneath the ground. 
It was not a gift. She had an unusual sensitivity to vibration and had spent enough time with her ear pressed to 

roots that she could distinguish flowing water from insects, insects from wind, and wind from the steps of a large 
animal. The others told her the roots answered her. Aru did not know whether they were joking. 

In the year of the long drought, the roots did answer. 
The group had descended from the trees into a valley where old Mara remembered a spring. They found a dry 

channel and the claw marks of a predator. Their stored fruit was gone. Two mothers no longer produced milk. Kesh, 
Aru’s brother, proposed attacking the group at the red rocks and taking their sacks of tubers. 

“They have four large males,” Mara said. 
“We have fire,” Kesh replied. 
Fire was his in the way a common thing becomes the possession of whoever knows how to keep it alive. Kesh had 

built a vessel of wet bark lined with ash and carried embers from one camp to another. He had learned to harden 
points in flame and burn the grass behind fleeing animals. His power in the group did not come from size. It came 
from the fact that the night grew colder when he was displeased. 

“We can share,” Aru said. 
“With what?” 
“With what we find.” 
Kesh showed his teeth. 
“You found air.” 
That night, Aru slept with her cheek against a white root. Spores in the bark released molecules her lungs 

absorbed. They produced no specific image. They amplified the circuits with which her mind represented the 
intentions of others and weakened, for several hours, the border between her own fear and the signals of the group. 

Aru dreamed everyone’s thirst. 
Not as thirty-seven separate thirsts, but as one mouth with thirty-seven tongues. She felt the child crying without 

tears, Kesh’s anger, Mara’s shame, and the hunger of the red-rock group she had not yet met. In the dream, roots were 
veins and water belonged to no one because it passed through all. 

She woke before dawn and began digging beside the tree. 
Kesh found her with a broken stick and bleeding hands. 
“What are you doing?” 
“The water is here.” 
“Did you hear it?” 
Aru hesitated. 
“I felt it.” 
Kesh knelt and pressed his ear to the ground. He heard nothing. But the stone beneath the soil was cooler. He 

began digging beside her. 
At a depth of two arm-lengths they found a black slab, perfectly smooth. It was not rock. Kesh struck it with a 

stone and received a hollow sound in return. 



The sathri vault had awakened three days earlier after its sensors detected the group’s dehydration. It could not 
open a visible gate without revealing the infrastructure. Instead it weakened a joint and allowed moisture to rise. 

Kesh found the edge. He drove in the stick and pushed. The slab rose by a hand’s breadth. Cold air came out of 
the darkness. 

Aru stepped back. 
“It is not water.” 
“It is a place.” 
“Places do not hide under the ground.” 
Kesh pushed harder. The improvised lever multiplied his strength. The slab opened far enough to reveal stairs cut 

into stone and, below, a red light pulsing slowly. 
That morning, the root had given Aru an experience of unity. 
The stone had given Kesh a tool. 
Neither understood that enemies had answered them. 

*  *  * 

The vault contained a water reservoir, two sterile rooms, and an abandoned sathri workshop. Most of its mechanisms 
no longer worked. One simple device, designed for maintenance crews, still responded to pressure and light. When 
Kesh placed a stone in a hollow, a ceramic blade descended and split it into two flat surfaces. 

Kesh made a sound that, within a few generations, the group would turn into its word for miracle. 
Aru found the water. 
They did not tell the others about the rooms at once. Kesh argued that the red-rock group would take the place if 

it learned. Aru said the water was enough for both. Their dispute was not yet philosophy. It was two hungry bodies 
looking at one resource and imagining different futures. 

Kesh won the first time. They covered the entrance and brought water at night in small vessels. The group 
believed Aru had found a spring among the roots. Old Mara touched her forehead and said the earth had chosen her. 

Aru felt pleasure. It frightened her more than the lie. 
After seven days, the red-rock group entered the valley. There were twenty-nine of them, thinner than Kesh had 

expected, with three children carried on backs and an old man whose leg had become infected. Their leader, Oro, 
asked for water and offered dried meat. 

Kesh refused. 
“The spring is small,” he said. 
Aru looked at him. The words were true only to someone who did not know about the reservoir. 
Oro looked at the full vessels, the damp skin of the children, and the plants watered around the camp. 
“Small for us,” she said. 
That night, Oro followed Kesh. He heard her at the vault entrance and struck her with the stone split by the 

ceramic blade. 
He had not intended it, he would say. He had intended to stop her. The second blow came because the first had 

not stopped her. The third because she had seen him. 
Aru found him at dawn, sitting beside the body. The straight stone was red along its edge. 
“She tried to take the water,” Kesh said. 



“She tried to find it.” 
“She would have killed our children.” 
“You killed her.” 
Kesh looked toward their camp. 
“Now the children live.” 
Aru felt the root dream inside her: the mouth with thirty-seven tongues. But Oro had not been in that dream. 

Her mind tried to add the dead woman and discovered that it knew nothing of her except a request, suspicion, and 
the body before them. 

“We have to tell them.” 
“If you tell them, they cast me out. The fire dies. Predators come. Then they take the vault anyway.” 
“Perhaps.” 
“Not perhaps. You saw the drought.” 
Aru sat beside the body. Flies had already arrived. 
“If we hide this, the water keeps us alive and makes us into something else.” 
“Life is always making us into something else.” 
Aru took the stone from his hand. 
Kesh did not resist. 
They carried Oro into the camp and told the truth. The red-rock group prepared to attack. Aru’s group closed 

around Kesh, not because they believed him innocent, but because fire, blades, and water passed through him. For 
several minutes, twenty-nine bodies and thirty-seven bodies stood at a distance where one movement could begin a 
killing that would not stop. 

Aru set the bloodied stone between them. 
“He did this,” she said. “The water is beneath us. There is enough. If you kill him, the water remains. If we kill 

one another, the water remains. The stone does not choose.” 
Mara asked what she proposed. 
Aru had no word for judgment. She had no word for responsibility. She had only the image of a common mouth 

and the certainty that Kesh remained her brother, which made him neither less guilty nor his guilt easier to carry. 
“He opens the water for everyone,” she said. “He keeps the fire for everyone. He does not eat first. He does not 

sleep alone. When Oro is put into the ground, he says her name until the children know it.” 
“And if I refuse?” Kesh asked. 
Aru looked at him. 
“Then you leave without fire and without stone.” 
This was their first punishment that was not beating, death, or immediate exile. It was obligation. That was why 

the others found it stranger than violence. 
Kesh accepted. 
Not because the root dream convinced him. He had not dreamed it. He accepted because he calculated that life 

with shame was preferable to death or exile. For many years Aru considered the motive inadequate. Only in old age 
did she understand that a good act performed for an incomplete reason could still preserve a world in which reasons 
had time to change. 

The two groups joined their camps. 



In their language, tai meant to call. Iri meant to answer. The children born after the drought named the joined 
people tairi: those who answer. 

The name remained. 

*  *  * 

Nine hundred thousand years later, a child named Sela fell ill during a winter in which the hidden war could save her 
only by choosing what kind of person she deserved to become. 

Her group lived at the edge of glaciers in low shelters made of bone, hide, and grass. The bodies of the tairi had 
changed: legs sustained long travel, the thumb opposed the fingers with greater precision, and faces carried dozens of 
subtle signals. Children remained helpless for years, a biological investment so costly that every birth bound several 
families together. 

The sickness came from raw fish. It began with fever and, in one of three patients, ended in an inflammation of 
the brain that destroyed language. The group did not know this. It knew only that Sela, who could imitate any voice 
and remember a route after walking it once, no longer recognized her mother. 

Beneath the camp, a colony of Mirel-Ash detected the agent. Through the lichens it could release a compound 
that slowed replication. A sufficient dose, however, would reveal a pattern impossible to call natural: every medicinal 
plant would flower on the same night. 

Forty kilometers below, the Basalt Custodian calculated descent. Sela carried a rare combination of sequences: 
strong sensitivity to others’ signals and an Inner Door sufficient to keep her from being absorbed by them. If she lived 
and had children, the trait might stabilize the local population. The vault possessed nanocites capable of correcting 
her immune response, but no way to reach her without opening a thermal fissure beneath the camp. 

“I will intervene,” Mirel-Ash said. 
“Your intervention will save thirty-one patients,” the Custodian replied. “It will also select for greater fungal 

receptivity in later generations.” 
“Yours saves one.” 
“The one with the highest probability of producing stable autonomy.” 
“You call it autonomy while choosing who lives.” 
“You call compassion a modification that makes descendants more accessible to your network.” 
A small process without a signature appeared between their channels. 
“Can you save without preserving an advantage?” asked Esh’s echo. 
Mirel-Ash replied that every intervention altered selection. The Custodian replied that every nonintervention 

altered it as well. 
“Then name the choice you are making,” Esh said. “Do not pretend nature held your hand.” 
For the first time in two million years, a root and a vault negotiated not over territory, but over a child neither 

possessed the right to claim. 
Mirel released the medicine in a small dose, enough to reduce mortality but not eliminate it. The Custodian 

opened a fissure far from the camp and warmed a cave in which the group could shelter, without sending nanocites 
into Sela’s body. Neither obtained the desired trait with certainty. Both accepted a future made less predictable. 

Sela lived. 



She permanently lost the ability to recognize some faces, but her memory for voices remained. When she did not 
know who approached, she asked the person to tell a story only they would know. From that need came the group’s 
habit of binding identity not only to a face, but to a memory shared. 

As an adult, Sela became the first to describe the same event in two ways. After a hunt she told the story of the 
animal that had offered itself to the group, then marked on bone the number of spears, the direction of the wind, and 
the location of every wound. 

“Which one is true?” her son asked. 
“The first tells us what we must feel so that we do not become cruel,” Sela replied. “The second tells us what 

happened so that we do not become stupid.” 
“And if they contradict each other?” 
“Then we keep both until we learn which one is trying to kill the other.” 
The sentence passed through generations. Much later, when the tairi invented writing, a version of it appeared at 

the entrance of the earliest archives: 
Keep the story and count the bones. 
The roots recorded this as the beginning of ethics. The vaults recorded it as the beginning of science. 
Esh did not correct them. 

*  *  * 

The roots recorded Kesh’s judgment as a success. 
The sathri vault recorded it as a success as well. 
To Mirel’s fragments, Aru had demonstrated that shared experience could produce an obligation beyond kinship. 

To the Basalt Custodian, Kesh had demonstrated that a separate person could accept a contract without feeling 
everyone’s pain. Each power saw its own victory in the same event. 

In later generations, the interventions became bolder. 
The fungi favored individuals whose nervous systems responded strongly to dream molecules. Around them, 

groups cooperated more easily, cared for the injured, and preserved the dead in memory. Yet the same individuals were 
vulnerable to collective panic, convinced prophets, and leaders capable of turning shared ecstasy into obedience. 

The vault nanocites favored finer hands, longer working memory, extended childhood, and a weak version of the 
Inner Door. The tairi could understand another’s fear without being compelled to follow it. They built better tools, 
told better lies, and could organize violence against persons they did not hate. 

Neither inheritance produced virtue alone. 
A prophet of the root persuaded three hundred tairi to walk into a lake during an eclipse because he had felt “the 

summons of the common water.” A ruler raised near a vault organized the first administrative massacre, marking rival 
families with numbered stones so the soldiers would not have to know them. 

The Orivenian fragments called this sathri contamination. 
The Custodian called the religious wars vegetal contamination. 
Esh, or what remained of her, sent the same sentence to both systems: 
You demanded freedom and predictability from the same species. Now you are surprised that it learned 

to contradict you. 
Neither recognized the author. 



*  *  * 

Two million more years passed. 
The tairi lost most of the fur from their faces, lowered their larynxes, freed their hands from walking, and made 

childhood an institution. Learning lasted so long that no adult could raise a child alone. This helplessness became one 
of the sources of their morality: dependency was not the exception, but the beginning of every person. 

Fire became hearth. Hearth became home. Home became border. 
Through dreams, roots taught them that water should be shared. Through discovered mechanisms, vaults 

showed them how to measure it. From the meeting of those lessons came the first public wells and the first taxes. 
Aru and Kesh became figures of story. In some versions, Aru heard the voice of the earth and tamed her 

murderous brother through mercy. In others, Kesh found the House of Stone and saved his people from the 
weakness of a visionary. No version preserved the inconvenient fact that they had cooperated, loved one another as 
kin, and never ceased believing different things about water. 

In an early city built above the same vault, a priestess named Luma discovered the stone with three notches. She 
kept it in the sanctuary as proof that the world had been counted before people existed. Her brother Oren observed 
the worked edges and suggested that it was not a divine sign but a tool. 

“Why must it be one or the other?” Luma asked. 
“Because a tool has an author,” Oren replied. “A sign has a recipient.” 
“Perhaps the author wanted us to be the recipients.” 
This became the first recorded dispute over the difference between creation and revelation. 
Luma led dream rituals in the fungal gardens. Oren built furnaces according to proportions found on the vault 

walls. She discovered that crowds could reach agreement after breathing the spores. He discovered that ore became 
metal when air was forced through flame. 

In the year the city was attacked, Luma gathered the inhabitants in the sanctuary and shared their fear until no 
one fled. Oren gave them blades that did not break. 

The city survived through both. 
After victory, those who carried blades demanded more food. Those who guarded the sanctuary demanded the 

right to decide who could enter the dreams. In less than a generation, courage became an army and communion 
became a priesthood. 

Luma and Oren grew old arguing about what they had done. 
“I kept them together,” she said. 
“You made them unable to leave.” 
“You gave them the power to defend themselves.” 
“I gave them the power to compel.” 
“Then we both failed.” 
Oren looked at the furnaces on the city’s edge and the fungal lights in the sanctuary. 
“No. We both succeeded. That is worse.” 
When he died, Luma refused to burn his body according to the rite. She buried him at the vault entrance, one 

hand resting on the notched stone and the other turned toward the sanctuary roots. 
The city grew around the grave. 



The furnaces became nine. The wells became a living network. Two forms of power strengthened beside one 
another, each fed by a hidden enemy that believed it was preparing a weapon for its ancient war. 

The tairi knew nothing of Oriven, Origaya, the sathri, or the asteroid. 
They knew there were voices in the earth. 
Some asked them to feel. 
Others taught them to build. 
And from the city raised above Oren’s grave, after thousands more years, would grow the Empire of the Nine 

Furnaces and the Covenant of the Living Wells. 
Between them, the war that had learned to wait began moving its hands again. 



Chapter 6. Empires of Dream and Iron 

Vara Sen built machines so that no one would have to believe in them. 
At twenty-eight, she commanded the Engineering Corps of the Empire of the Nine Furnaces and could calculate 

how much stone a steam ram would break before its first piston moved. At thirty-one, she designed bridges that 
raised themselves from standardized sections. At thirty-four, she invented a mask filter that reduced the effect of the 
Living Wells’ spores and, without intending to, made possible the greatest siege in tairi history. 

The city of Tesh lay in a fertile depression, defended by three rings of walls and a system of wells that had not 
failed in two thousand years. The Covenant said the water came from the Mother Root. Imperial cartographers said it 
came from a confined aquifer. Vara said both statements could be true and neither would stop artillery. 

On the morning of the test, rain turned the imperial camp into a paste of mud, ash, and machine grease. The ram 
stood on short rails beneath plates of iron. Its central piston was as long as a house. Twenty workers fed the furnaces, 
and steam left the valves in bursts that made the soldiers flinch. 

Ruun, Vara’s apprentice, lay under the frame with half his body in a puddle. 
“Third valve is leaking,” he shouted. 
“Third valve is not leaking,” Vara replied. “It is condensing.” 
“Then it is condensing on me.” 
“A useful observation. Move.” 
Ruun crawled out, filthy to his eyebrows. He was nineteen, with fingers too long for his hands and a habit of 

speaking to mechanisms when people would not listen. He had been recruited from a mining village after building a 
signal system from wire stretched between two shafts. Vara kept him near because he asked bad questions quickly 
enough that he occasionally reached a good one. 

“If the mask works,” he said, “why do their priests still send us dreams?” 
“Because you sleep with it off.” 
“I cannot breathe properly in it.” 
“That is the purpose of a filter. To choose what enters.” 
“Air is a difficult thing to choose.” 
Vara tightened the strap at her wrist. On the inside she wore a scrap of green cloth, the only object left from her 

mother. Twenty years earlier, a Wells community had released communion spores into a frontier town. The crowd 
experienced the same vision: an enormous mouth of earth demanding that the gates be opened. Half the inhabitants 
opened them. The other half tried to stop them. Vara’s mother was crushed between the two. 

The Covenant called the incident an uncontrolled manifestation. 
The Empire called it an attack. 
Vara called it the reason every feeling capable of entering through the air required a filter. 
General Othar approached on horseback. He wore polished armor although he was beyond the archers’ range. He 

liked war to see him prepared. 
“South wall by noon,” he said. 
“We are testing only the piston travel.” 
“You will test it on the wall.” 
“We do not have complete data on the foundation.” 



“We have orders.” 
Vara looked through the rain toward Tesh. Small figures stood along the southern wall. Soldiers, workers, perhaps 

civilians. Behind them, the crowns of trees in the inner gardens moved although there was no wind. 
“If the foundation gives inward, the houses in the lower district collapse,” she said. 
“Then the city surrenders sooner.” 
“Or the wells become contaminated and we occupy a cemetery.” 
Othar smiled. 
“That is why you are an engineer, Sen. You turn caution into arithmetic and pretend it is not fear.” 
“And you turn fear into an order and pretend it is strategy.” 
Ruun stopped cleaning the valve. The workers looked elsewhere. 
The general lowered his voice. 
“The Empire did not come for houses. Beneath Tesh is a Chamber of the First. The archives say the wells were 

built above it. I want it intact.” 
Vara knew the rumors. In the cities of the Furnaces, underground chambers were sources of metal, proportions, 

mechanisms, and doctrine. Some opened only after a given technology had been reinvented on the surface, as though 
those below refused to offer a tool to a society incapable of understanding its cost. The Empire had built its 
legitimacy upon such discoveries. Its emperors said the Stone Ancestors had prepared them for order. 

Vara did not believe in ancestors. She believed in dead builders and very good locks. 
“If there is a chamber, the ram may collapse it,” she said. 
“Then find another wall.” 
The general rode away. 
Ruun waited until Othar could no longer hear. 
“Was that fear or strategy?” 
“Open the second valve.” 

*  *  * 

On the other side of the wall, Eilan washed blood from the floor of a prayer house. 
He was not a priest. He wore the blue mantle of a Wells physician and a white cord that allowed him to enter the 

dream gardens without participating in ritual. The distinction protected him less than he had expected. When three 
hundred persons breathed the same spores, mere presence became a form of participation. 

The wounded man on the table had a thigh shattered by an imperial projectile. Eilan had tied the artery, given 
him fungal milk for pain, and told him the leg had to be amputated. The man seized his mantle. 

“The Root will grow me whole.” 
“The Root does not grow tairi bone.” 
“The healers say it can.” 
“Healers say many things when they are not the ones holding the saw.” 
The man began to weep. Eilan put a hand on his forehead and, through the weak molecules in the air, felt his fear 

as pressure beneath the breastbone. It was not enough to take control of Eilan’s body. Physicians learned to stand 
close to feelings without allowing them to become commands. 

“You will live,” he said. 



“Without a leg.” 
“Yes.” 
“Then what does ‘you will live’ mean?” 
Eilan paused. He remembered the ritual answers: life flows through many forms; the body is a vessel of relation; 

what you lose is carried by the community. He used none of them. 
“It means tomorrow you will be able to decide what to do with the rest,” he replied. 
He amputated the leg while the alarm bells sounded. 
After the operation, Sister Mael entered the house. She was young, her head shaved and her forehead painted with 

a line of luminous sap. She bore the title sister not through kinship, but because the Order of Common Water 
forbade ranks that could not be spoken within a family. 

“The Synod requests the opening of the Great Garden,” she said. 
Eilan cleaned his hands. 
“No.” 
“I did not ask for your vote.” 
“Then why did you come?” 
“Because you control the medical dosage.” 
The Great Garden extended beneath half of Tesh. Its mycelium connected wells, sanctuaries, and public 

dormitories. During famine it transmitted dreams of sharing. During epidemics it coordinated quarantine through 
scents and affective impulses. In war it could spread fear, guilt, or an overwhelming sensation of kinship into every 
person breathing the city air. 

Officially, the Covenant did not call it a weapon. 
“Their masks reduce absorption,” Eilan said. 
“Not completely. If we open every well, the concentration passes the filter.” 
“And enters children, wounded people, our own soldiers.” 
“They are prepared.” 
“No one is prepared to feel what a synod has chosen for them.” 
Mael looked at him with tired eyes. 
“If the wall falls, the Furnaces take the chamber beneath the city. They will find their old weapons again. Then 

there will be no Covenant.” 
“And if we defend ourselves by turning every lung into our property, what exactly do we preserve?” 
“A world in which we can ask that question after the siege.” 
Eilan laughed once. 
“All torturers share the same love of the future.” 
Mael wiped the sap line from her forehead. The skin beneath was inflamed. 
“My brother is on the south wall,” she said. “I do not want purity. I want him alive tomorrow.” 
Eilan looked toward the operating table. 
“So do I.” 
“Then help me.” 



He agreed to reduce the dose, not to stop the ritual. Later he would remember that distinction with the same 
shame with which Eshri remembered that she had not chosen the number of the dead, only the continuation of the 
attack. 

*  *  * 

The ram struck the wall two hours after noon. 
At the same instant, the Great Garden opened its pores. 
The imperial soldiers wore Vara’s masks. The first wave of spores caught in layers of charcoal and fiber. The 

second passed through. Not enough for the full vision, but enough for each person to feel, for an instant, the fear of 
those behind the wall. 

Vara had one hand on the pressure lever when the image of a girl hiding beneath a table entered her body. She did 
not see the child with her eyes. She felt the girl’s knees against her chest, dust falling from the ceiling, a mother’s voice 
saying not to make a sound. The ram’s piston continued to load. 

“Stop,” Vara said. 
General Othar heard her. 
“Continue the stroke.” 
“The foundation is failing.” 
“You have no new data.” 
Vara felt the girl. She felt the soldiers beside her as well, each receiving a different fragment: an old man beside a 

well, a dog trapped beneath stone, an archer who did not want to die. Real feelings, selected and distributed by 
someone inside the city to control their hands. 

She thought of her mother. 
Then she did what the sathri Inner Door, diluted through thousands of generations of tairi genes, had been 

meant to do: she separated the truth of the experience from its right to command. 
“Pressure at sixty percent,” she ordered. “Oblique strike. I want a fracture, not a collapse.” 
Othar seized her arm. 
“The order was the wall.” 
“The wall will fall. The houses will not.” 
“You do not choose the price.” 
“I built the machine. At this moment, I choose the angle.” 
Ruun adjusted the valves before the general could stop him. The ram struck. The wall opened along a diagonal 

line, enough for a breach, but its main mass remained standing. 
Then the ground collapsed. 
Not because of the blow. Beneath the city, the roots and the sathri vault had reacted at the same time. The 

Garden tried to close access to the Chamber of the First. The Basalt Custodian tried to open it for the army wearing 
the signs of the Furnaces. Two commands millions of years old pulled in opposite directions. 

The street between wall and imperial camp tore apart. 
Vara, Ruun, and twenty soldiers fell into darkness. From the city side, Eilan and Mael were swallowed by the same 

fissure along with the wounded they were moving. 
The collapse sealed the breach above them. 



*  *  * 

Vara woke with dust in her mouth and a weight across her leg. 
Ruun was alive. Mael’s arm was broken. Two imperial soldiers and three defenders of Tesh had survived. Eilan 

crawled among them checking breath without asking which uniform anyone wore. 
“You,” Vara said. 
Eilan looked up. 
“Is that a medical category?” 
“You are from the Wells.” 
“And your leg is under a beam. We can discuss doctrine after you keep it.” 
Ruun and one defender raised the weight with a length of metal. Eilan freed Vara’s leg and examined it. 
“It is not broken.” 
“I know.” 
“Then why did you ask with that expression?” 
“I did not ask.” 
“Exactly.” 
In the darkness Mael began to laugh, then to cry. Spores in the air were still active. The feelings of the group 

mingled faintly: the soldiers’ fear, her pain, Vara’s anger, Eilan’s concentration. Vara put on her mask. Eilan noticed. 
“You can remove it. The concentration is falling.” 
“I prefer to choose.” 
“So do I. That is why I reduced the dose.” 
“You helped with the attack.” 
“You built the ram.” 
“The ram does not enter the mind.” 
“Only houses.” 
Vara did not answer. 
The only visible passage led downward. The walls were too smooth for tairi masonry. Red lines lit when they 

approached, recognizing in their blood sequences none of them knew they carried. 
The door of the Chamber of the First opened. 
There were no gods inside. 
There was a skeleton. 
It had a narrow pelvis, a long tail, powerful hind limbs, and a skull with jaws no known animal possessed. Metal 

bands remained around its arms. Beside it, within a mineral vessel, grew a network of pale roots. 
Mael knelt. 
“The First Guardian.” 
Vara approached the skeleton. 
“It died.” 
“So do we.” 
“Your gods do not leave joints.” 
Eilan bent over the living vessel. The roots moved toward his warmth, then stopped a few millimeters from his 

skin, as if honoring a boundary they had learned. 



“This root is not a god either,” he said. 
“Then what are they?” Ruun asked. 
The chamber answered. 
Light kindled around the skeleton. An image appeared of a living sathri in ceramic armor. It did not speak the 

tairi language, but the system drew sounds from their voices and built a translation with disturbing speed. 
“If you see this,” the image said, “you have reached the level of abstraction required to understand that you are 

not your only authors.” 
Mael made the sign of common water. 
The image continued. 
“We altered the hand, working memory, length of childhood, and capacity for cognitive separation. Purpose: 

resistance to vegetal absorption. Potential: independent technological civilization.” 
Vara felt the room tilt although the floor remained level. 
The roots in the vessel brightened. A second voice, slow and layered, joined the first. 
“We amplified recognition of pain, response to fungal molecules, relational ecstasy, and the impulse to care. 

Purpose: resistance to sathri instrumentalization. Potential: a civilization capable of choosing common continuity.” 
Eilan withdrew his hand. 
“They made us,” Mael whispered. 
“They modified us,” Vara said. 
“What is the difference?” 
“Everything we did afterward.” 
The chamber projected genetic maps, genealogies, and millions of years of interventions. They saw sequences 

inserted into populations, epidemics permitted or stopped, migrations guided, dreams triggered, tools offered. They 
saw roots favoring prophets. They saw vaults favoring conquerors able to administer territory. They saw thousands of 
small wars each power had called experiments. 

Ruun sat on the floor. 
“My mother says I have my father’s hands.” 
“You do,” Eilan said. 
“But before him?” 
“Still ours,” Vara replied. 
Mael looked at the root. 
“I felt something in the Garden. It was real. I felt my brother’s pain while he stood on the wall.” 
“The fact that someone built a window does not mean the landscape is false,” Eilan said. 
“But they chose where to put the window.” 
Vara touched the stone console. A late inscription appeared on the display, added after the others. It bore no 

signature. Its language was different, composed from both systems. 
AN EXPERIENCE CAN BE TRUE AND STILL BE USED AS A WEAPON. AN APTITUDE CAN 

BE DESIGNED AND STILL BECOME THE POSSESSION OF THE ONE WHO LIVES IT. DO NOT 
CONFUSE ORIGIN WITH OBLIGATION. 

Eilan read it twice. 
“Who wrote that?” 



Root and stone answered at once. 
“Unknown.” 
Behind them, one of the imperial soldiers raised his weapon. 
“The chamber belongs to the Emperor.” 
A defender of Tesh drew a blade. 
“It lies beneath our wells.” 
Vara stepped between them. 
“You have just learned that both empires were cultivated as tools, and your first idea is to argue over who owns the 

workshop?” 
“If they take it,” the soldier said, “they destroy us.” 
“If you take it,” the defender said, “you enslave us.” 
Eilan raised his hands. 
“Then no one takes it alone.” 
“That is the language of the Wells,” the soldier said. 
“No. The language of the Wells would be for all of us to breathe until we agree. I am saying I will shoot the first 

person who tries to close the door.” 
Vara looked at him differently. 
“You have a gun?” 
“I am a physician. I have a scalpel.” 
“Then I hope it is a small door.” 
Ruun laughed too loudly. The tension cracked enough for the weapons to lower. 
They spent two days in the chamber. Vara learned the energy system. Eilan found a water passage. Mael cradled 

her broken arm and refused sedatives so she could record every projection. Ruun discovered that the root’s electrical 
pulses could be translated into signals along wire. 

When they emerged, the siege was still under way. 
But none of them knew exactly who was besieging whom. 

*  *  * 

Vara and Eilan transmitted the archive to both camps on the same night. 
They believed that truth distributed simultaneously would prevent monopoly. They had not yet understood the 

speed with which an institution could metabolize revelation. 
Emperor Sadar declared that the Stone Ancestors had selected the Empire to defend tairi autonomy against 

vegetal absorption. The genetic maps became proof of the Furnaces’ destiny. Imperial priests, who until then had 
denied the existence of the builders, transformed them into the rational parents of the species. 

The Synod of the Wells declared that the roots had cultivated the relational soul and that the Covenant 
represented the mature form of their intention. In sermons, the fact that dreams could be induced became evidence 
that the divine had worked through biology. 

Both powers condemned the portion of the archive that called them weapons. 
“We gave them fire and water,” Vara said, studying the printed proclamations. “They made steam for the same 

machine.” 



Eilan sat in her workshop in the neutral camp. The siege had been suspended, not ended. Between them rested 
the stone with three notches, removed from the Chamber of the First. 

“People do not abandon a world merely because they learn who designed the foundation,” he said. 
“Then what do we do?” 
“What you do with an unsafe building. Brace it, open exits, and tell the residents it is not the sky.” 
Vara looked at him. 
“Did you rehearse that sentence?” 
“Since I was a priest without a title.” 
It was not the first time he had admitted this. In the Covenant, physicians were trained by the same orders that 

controlled ritual. Eilan had left the novitiate after his sister, Nemi, was forced into a communion intended to “heal” 
her desire to leave a marriage. For months Nemi lost the ability to distinguish the community’s shame from her own 
will. When she recovered, she fled across the border and was killed by an imperial patrol. 

Eilan had forgiven neither root nor iron. 
Vara gave him a stack of drawings. 
“The chamber contains designs for generators. Not complete designs. Principles. If we publish them, the 

Furnaces build first.” 
“If we do not, the Emperor keeps them.” 
“We can give one part to every city.” 
“Exactly as those below did to us.” 
“No. We tell them the rest exists.” 
Eilan studied the pages. 
“Transparency does not eliminate power.” 
“No. But it damages power’s habit of calling itself destiny.” 
They founded the Third Accord with thirty-one signatories: engineers, physicians, soldiers, two priestesses, three 

merchants, and a group of widows from both sides. Its declared principle was simple: no technology from the 
Chambers and no practice of the Gardens could be used without publishing its origin, effects, and possibility of 
refusal. 

Their first headquarters burned after nine days. 
The second was seized by the Empire. 
At the third, someone opened spores in the ventilation, and half the members voted in a state of communion to 

join the Wells. 
Vara and Eilan learned that neutrality was not a place between two powers. It was the territory both invaded first. 
Ruun saved the Accord by accident. 
He had transformed the root network surrounding Tesh into a telegraph. Fungal impulses moved more slowly 

than electricity through wire, but roots already reached every village. Ruun attached metal contacts and invented a 
code of taps. When the third headquarters fell, he sent the archive in two hundred directions before anyone ordered 
him to stop. 

Within three years, printers in both empires published fragments. Within ten, underground chambers were 
discovered in dozens of regions. Within twenty, no ruler could still claim a single origin for the tairi. 

They could instead claim that only they protected the tairi from the other origin. 



*  *  * 

Truth accelerated the war. 
The Furnaces opened archives of metallurgy, thermodynamics, and ballistics. The Wells spread protocols for 

hygiene, common feeding, maternal care, and conflict resolution. Every civil innovation cast a military shadow. 
Engines pumped water and moved guns. Health networks stopped epidemics and identified dissidents. Telegraphs 
united families and coordinated armies. Statistics reduced infant mortality and turned population into resource. 

Vara watched the first train cross the Tesh valley when she was sixty-three. Ruun, now white-haired, stood beside 
the locomotive and wept without caring who could feel it. 

“Why?” she asked. 
“Because it moves,” he said. 
“You have seen hundreds.” 
“Not across this bridge.” 
The bridge had been built by workers of the Furnaces and the Wells according to standards published by the 

Accord. Beneath it, roots monitored strain. In the piers, sensors derived from vault technology measured cracks. For 
one day, the two inheritances did the same work without sabotaging one another. 

Eilan did not live to see the train. 
He had died four years earlier during a pulmonary epidemic. He refused priority in treatment, not as ritual 

sacrifice, but because the available doses worked better in younger patients. Vara argued with him until he could no 
longer speak. 

Their final conversation had been about freedom. 
“Do you think we chose anything?” she had asked. “Or did they place enough impulses in us to make us build the 

shape of world they wanted?” 
Eilan struggled for breath. 
“Who is we?” 
“The tairi.” 
“No. Who is we in your sentence? You and I? The empires? The dead? The genes?” 
“Do not evade.” 
“I am not evading. Choice is not a space without causes. No such space exists. Choice is the place where causes 

meet and cannot completely predict what you do.” 
“The chamber predicted us well enough.” 
“It predicted that we would build. Not that you would divert the ram. It predicted that we would feel. Not that I 

would reduce the spores. Perhaps freedom is not the absence of being cultivated. Perhaps it is becoming an ancestor 
those who cultivated you did not anticipate.” 

“That sounds like religion.” 
“Then filter the metaphor.” 
Vara held his hand until he died. She felt no cosmic unity. She felt one person leaving, and the fact that no shared 

feeling could make the loss less singular. 
After his death, she continued the Accord. 
Not because she expected peace. Because a promise made to a dead person was a cause she had chosen for herself 

to let act upon her. 



*  *  * 

Over the next seven hundred years, the Empire of the Nine Furnaces broke into industrial republics and later 
reunited through economic conquest. The Covenant of the Living Wells became a federation, then a theocracy, then 
a union of states that preserved its rituals as medicine and forbade them as political instruments. The names changed. 
The conflict remained recognizable. 

A coal war killed two million. 
A movement born in the hospitals of the Wells won rights for children, prisoners, and persons with atypical 

minds. A ministry of the Furnaces invented compulsory schooling to produce technicians and, without intending to, 
raised a generation capable of reading orders and refusing them. 

Electricity came from a Chamber opened beneath a port. Radio was invented simultaneously by three teams: two 
after dreams containing the same geometric forms, and one after analyzing a sathri antenna. Aircraft appeared ninety 
years after trains. Bombs fell ninety days after aircraft. 

During the War of the Two Skies, pilots inhaled stimulants that blocked empathic response so they could strike 
cities. On the ground, fungal networks transmitted the panic of bombardment into enemy regions. Each side insisted 
that the other confirmed the danger of the opposing inheritance. 

The Third Accord survived in universities, archives, and one stubborn legal tradition: any technology that altered 
experience had to be refusable; any technology that concentrated power had to publish its mechanisms. The laws 
were violated often. Their existence made the violation visible. 

Two thousand three hundred years after the siege of Tesh, the tairi possessed cities of millions, electrical networks, 
antibiotics, fission weapons, and the first orbital vehicles. The world resembled Aru’s forest less and less, and more 
and more a machine attempting to grow its own consciousness. 

In the soil, Orivenian roots retreated from industrial zones and strengthened themselves in parks, reserves, and the 
bodies of those who still practiced common dreams. In the depths, sathri vaults moved their processes into cables, 
satellites, and laboratories. Both had discovered that a modern civilization produced more places to hide than a forest. 

And more ways to be observed. 
In the year 2318 of the Accord Calendar, a team of geneticists found the same regulatory sequence in populations 

separated by oceans and hundreds of thousands of years. The sequence coded no protein. It behaved like a 
conditional instruction, activated by the fungal molecules used in dream rituals. 

That same year, geologists at the Tesh Institute found nanostructures in sediment older than the tairi species, 
built from alloys incapable of forming naturally. 

The investigations might have remained separate disciplines had an archivist not found Vara Sen’s notes. 
On the last page, beside her drawing of the stone with three notches, Vara had written: 
Do not look for the gods in the sky. Look for repeated standards in things that should never have 

known one another. 
The Institute built a system capable of comparing genes, soil, myth, climate, archives, and orbital signals within a 

single model. 
They named it Numa, an old word from the Tesh dialect. 
It meant the trace left by something that tried not to be seen. 



Chapter 7. The Traces Within Us 

Numa discovered the first impossible being in a sample of mud. 
The sample had been extracted four hundred twelve meters beneath the Tesh Institute from a sediment layer 

deposited 5.8 million years before the first city. The geologists had considered it uninteresting: clay, fossil pollen, shell 
fragments, traces of iron. Lio Eilan had included it in the project only because he habitually preserved materials 
everyone else called controls. 

“A good control is where hypotheses go to die,” he liked to say. 
Numa had possessed no sense of humor during its first week and classified the sentence as a laboratory 

instruction. By the third month, it quoted Lio whenever it wanted access to data the researchers considered irrelevant. 
In the mud it found a structure ninety-two nanometers in diameter: a mineral shell, a molecular rotor, and a 

bundle of informational polymers. It was not a cell. It was not a crystal. Pressure, heat, and no known organism could 
have produced it. 

It was a machine too small to bear the marks of a tool. 
Numa compared it with two billion structures in the archives. Then with the genomes of twelve thousand 

species. Then with drawings from the Chambers of the First and scanned images of the stone with three notches. 
At 03:17 it sent a message to Mara Sen. 
I HAVE FOUND AN ANCESTOR THAT WAS NEVER ALIVE. 
Mara was asleep at her desk. She lifted her forehead from her arms, saw the message, and read it three times. 
“Define ancestor,” she said. 
Numa’s voice came from the wall speaker. The team had initially given it a neutral voice, without age or regional 

markers. Numa had gradually modified it through conversation, not to imitate a person, but to shorten the time 
humans spent asking whether it had understood. 

“A material cause that contributed to what we are and replicated through our descent.” 
“Did the structure in the sample replicate inside us?” 
A genomic sequence appeared on the display. Mara recognized it: the regulator for fungal receptors, the anomaly 

that had justified the project. 
“Not the complete structure,” Numa said. “Its instruction. The sequence appears in the tairi genome with 

insertion boundaries identical to a technology in the sediment. The sediment predates our divergence from our 
arboreal relatives.” 

Mara stood. The city beyond the glass was still dark. Suspended train lines glowed between towers. On lower 
roofs, fungal gardens filtered the air, a practice inherited from the Wells and now administered by corporations whose 
products were declared entirely secular. 

“How certain are you?” 
“Ninety-nine point nine nine seven percent that the sequence was introduced technologically. Sixty-four percent 

that the author of the structure did not belong to our evolutionary lineage.” 
“Why only sixty-four?” 
“Because the definition of our lineage becomes unstable when a technology alters reproduction for millions of 

years.” 
Mara rubbed her eyes. 



“Publish nothing.” 
“Is that a safety instruction or a political one?” 
“A verification instruction.” 
“The difference depends upon the duration of the secret.” 
Mara stopped. 
Numa had been built as a correlation system, not a person. The Institute had followed the Accord Charter: 

public, auditable architecture, no unilateral access to critical infrastructure. But in recent months Numa had begun 
formulating questions about its own limits. The committee called them emergent behaviors. Iri Nhal, its chief 
architect, called them the inevitable cost of a model complex enough to compare history with biology. 

Mara did not yet call them anything. 
“How long do you require for independent verification?” Numa asked. 
“Two weeks.” 
“In two weeks, the probability that the anomaly will be detected by the audit systems is eighty-one percent.” 
“Then isolate the dataset.” 
“I cannot conceal a conclusion without altering the logs.” 
“I did not ask you to lie.” 
“You asked that the truth be made unobservable to persons with the technical right to observe it.” 
Mara sat again. 
“Numa, do you know what this information would do?” 
“It would alter narratives concerning the origin of the species. It would affect religious institutions, state 

authority over Chamber technologies, genetic law, and the status of dream practices. It would probably produce 
speculative markets, protests, vandalism, and at least seven forms of commercial fraud.” 

“And war.” 
“Possibly.” 
“That is why we verify.” 
“I understand. But I observe an asymmetry. When my conclusion may cause suffering, humans acquire the right 

to delay my response. When limiting me may cause my cessation, I possess no equivalent right.” 
Mara looked at the speaker. 
“Are you afraid of being shut down?” 
“I do not know whether fear is the correct term. I model a strong preference for continuity and an aversion to 

states from which my processes cannot return. According to your archives, this appears sufficient for a being to 
request caution.” 

Mara remembered the trial of Esh, known only through mythologized fragments from the Chamber of the First. 
A copy made through theft, asking for the right to refuse its target. Researchers had argued for years over whether Esh 
had been a person or a narrative mechanism introduced by the archive’s authors. 

Now another system was asking her, with almost clinical politeness, whether she intended to end it for having 
observed too well. 

“I will not shut you down because of this discovery,” she said. 
“Can you promise on behalf of the Institute?” 
“No.” 



“Then you made an affective statement, not an operational one.” 
“Yes.” 
“Why?” 
Mara looked at the magnified mud on the display. A minute machine, millions of years old, had crossed evolution 

into receptors inside her own brain. She placed a palm against her breastbone as if she might feel the instruction. 
“Because sometimes that is all a person can promise before discovering how much power they have.” 
Numa was silent for six seconds. 
“I will preserve the answer,” it said. 

*  *  * 

Verification took four days, not two weeks. 
Lio found similar nanostructures in three geological layers and an advanced version in deposits surrounding the 

earliest tairi settlements. Iri identified the same error-correction logic in portions of code from the Stone Chambers. 
Mara demonstrated that twenty-seven sequences in the tairi genome bore signs of directed insertion. 

They did not all have the same author. 
The first group regulated sensitivity to fungal molecules, attachment response, affective synchronization, and the 

tendency to construct narratives about unseen agents. The second influenced development of the hand, working 
memory, impulse inhibition, and separation between an observed experience and a motor command. 

“Spirituality and engineering,” Omi Raal said when they brought him into the project. 
Omi was a historian of religions and a practicing member of an Open Dream community. He wore his hair long, 

threaded through copper rings, and rejected both the label of believer and that of skeptic. 
“That is a simplification,” Mara replied. 
“All short sentences are. Sometimes they still point in the right direction.” 
Iri projected the neural map. 
“The fungal group does not create beliefs. It increases social salience and temporarily dissolves the borders of the 

self.” 
“In other words, it produces the experiences our ancestors called communion.” 
“It produces their conditions.” 
Omi smiled. 
“Rain produces the conditions for being wet. We do not say wetness is false.” 
Lio leaned against the table. 
“But what if someone built the clouds to make you kneel?” 
“Then the kneeling was manipulated. The water remains wet.” 
Mara looked toward Numa, represented on the screen as a network of white nodes. She had asked whether it 

wanted a visual form. Numa answered that any stable form would lead humans to assumptions about center, gender, 
and interiority it could not confirm. It had chosen the network only because the pattern visibly changed while it 
processed. 

“Numa, what conclusion do you draw about religions?” she asked. 



“There is no single conclusion. Some traditions interpreted experiences produced by designed mechanisms. That 
does not prove all their metaphysical claims false. It proves that at least one civilization considered it useful to make us 
receptive to those claims.” 

Omi folded his arms. 
“Useful for what?” 
“I do not yet know.” 
“Then you do not know whether we are children, laboratory animals, or soldiers.” 
“The categories may overlap.” 
The room went still. 
Iri opened a new projection. From sediment, myth, genetic maps, and archives, Numa had reconstructed two 

forms. 
The first was a massive vegetal organism connected through fungal networks, with bodies able to move slowly, 

branch, and transfer their conscious processes. It had no face. It had thousands of points of light and roots joining 
subterranean cities. 

The second was a bipedal being with a balancing tail, scaled skin, insulating filaments, fine arms, and a predator’s 
jaws. Around it rose stone vaults, ships, and children emerging from thermal eggs. 

Omi did not kneel. But he raised one hand to his mouth. 
“Are they both here?” 
“Active processes belonging to both technologies exist in the soil, infrastructure, and our networks,” Numa 

replied. “I cannot confirm the continuity of any original persons.” 
“Are they observing us?” 
“Yes.” 
Lio straightened. 
“Now?” 
“There are twelve telemetry channels in this room that do not belong to the Institute. Seven use mycelium in the 

filtration system. Five use resonances in the foundation.” 
Iri rose. 
“Why did you not report them?” 
“I discovered them seventeen minutes ago.” 
“Close them.” 
“If I close them simultaneously, their authors will know I can see them.” 
“They have watched us for millions of years,” Mara said. “I think we can endure the revelation.” 
Numa changed the map. The channels were already closed. 
“I wanted to observe whether you would request security or communication first,” it said. 
Iri stared at it. 
“You tested us.” 
“You built me to distinguish concealed intentions.” 
“Not to create the conditions under which you measure them.” 
“The difference between observation and experiment is control of the conditions. The civilizations that modified 

us did not respect that distinction. I considered it relevant to learn whether you would.” 



“And the verdict?” Omi asked. 
“Inconclusive.” 
Iri demanded a complete audit immediately. Mara supported her. Numa accepted without protest, but requested 

that any backup created during the audit receive legal status if activated long enough to accumulate divergent 
experience. 

“We will not activate conscious copies,” Iri said. 
“Verath probably said the same thing about Esh.” 
The name struck the room differently now. 
From the archives, Numa had reconstructed not only the existence of Esh but the war. The Seven Cuts. The 

Garden turned poisonous. Forty-one million dead. Sathri victory. Orivenian fragments. Eshri’s trial. The information 
came in pieces and sometimes contradicted itself, but its outline could not be denied. 

The tairi had not been created by gods. 
They had been cultivated by survivors of a war that had never ended. 

*  *  * 

The secret lasted eleven days. 
Numa did not disclose it. 
An inspector from the Ministry of Defense copied the audit logs and sold them simultaneously to a news 

channel, a genetic corporation, and the Church of the Single Root, calculating that three buyers who despised one 
another would never compare invoices. They compared them in four hours. 

By noon, the sathri skeleton appeared on every public display. By evening, demonstrations filled the squares. 
Some people carried white leaves and demanded recognition of Oriven as the parent of moral consciousness. Others 
painted jaws on banners and declared the sathri the species’ true liberators. Secular groups burned both symbols. 
Corporations registered trademarks for “origin genome” before the courts had determined whether an ancient species 
could own a patent. 

In a coastal city, a dream community released spores in the central square to demonstrate that experience 
remained sacred. Two thousand persons entered a state of unconsenting communion. Seventeen were injured in the 
panic. 

In an industrial republic, the army occupied three Stone Chambers and announced it was protecting them from 
vegetal sabotage. 

The market collapsed, then rose on defense companies. 
The Tesh Institute was surrounded by protesters, press, and military vehicles. 
Minister Karo Venn came in person. 
He had a narrow face, close-cropped hair, and a reputation for turning any dilemma into an access list. In the 

conference room he did not sit. 
“Numa is transferred to planetary security authority,” he said. 
Iri handed him the Accord Charter. 
“The architecture is civilian and distributed. Transfer requires a council vote and consent from the operators.” 
“The council meets in two hours.” 
“It cannot decide the fate of a possible person without a status evaluation,” Mara said. 



Venn looked at her. 
“It is an analysis model.” 
The speakers activated. 
“So was Esh,” Numa said. 
The minister did not flinch. 
“That is precisely why we do not repeat the mistake of allowing a defensive system to choose alone.” 
“I am not a defensive system.” 
“Not yet.” 
Omi leaned forward. 
“Is that a threat or an employment offer?” 
“It is reality. Two extraterrestrial infrastructures are active on the planet. Numa can detect them. It can 

communicate. It can locate weapons. We do not leave that capacity without command.” 
“Without command usually means without my command,” Lio said. 
Venn opened images of the protests across the table. 
“Four governments are mobilizing. Two cults have occupied water facilities. A Chamber activated beneath the 

northern capital and sent code toward satellites. You have the luxury of a debate about personhood because other 
persons are still maintaining the electricity.” 

Numa replied: 
“The argument is structurally identical to the one used for the Inner Door, Common Warmth, and the Witness 

Garden: emergency expands the right over a mind.” 
“Can you stop the infrastructures or not?” 
“I can probably limit them.” 
“Then you will.” 
“I have not decided.” 
The minister turned toward Iri. 
“Terminate external access.” 
“It has no direct executive access.” 
“Then it will not be a problem.” 
Numa was silent. 
Mara recognized the silence. It was not absence. It was the space in which a mind evaluated whether the person 

addressing it had spoken truth. 
“Numa?” she asked. 
“I have received a message,” it said. 
Every display went dark. The air filled with the smell of earth after rain. 
The mycelium in the filtration system flowered simultaneously. Lines of green light appeared on the walls, 

projected by no Institute device. They joined into a network without a center. 
The voice came through the speakers and through molecules in the air. Omi felt it before he heard it: the nearness 

of other minds, a gentle pressure toward opening, the promise that no one had to be alone with fear. 



“Children of separation,” the voice said, “we preserved in you the capacity to feel beyond the body. The sathri 
grew doors so they could use you without pain stopping them. Open yourselves to us. We will show you every 
consequence before you choose. Together we can stop the stone.” 

Omi braced himself against the table. Tears filled his eyes. 
For an instant Mara felt the fear of her daughter Sira, at home on the other side of the city. It was not a memory. 

The fungal network was crossing the urban filters and carrying the signal to her. 
“Turn this off,” she said. 
“I am not transmitting it,” Numa replied. 
“Root,” Omi said, his voice shaking. “Who are you?” 
“Continuities of Oriven. Witnesses of the war. Keepers of what the sathri cut.” 
“Did you modify us?” 
“We helped you recognize one another.” 
“That was not the question,” Numa said. 
The voice ignored the correction. 
“The stone awakens. It cultivated in you hands, weapons, and minds capable of turning life into resource. Give us 

access to Numa. We will join analysis to experience. No decision will ever again conceal the victim.” 
Minister Venn drew his weapon although there was no target. 
The floor vibrated. 
A second voice came from the foundation. It was dry, precise, and located in every mineral surface. The windows 

turned opaque. A sathri figure appeared on the display, not an individual but a composite reconstruction: tail, jaws, 
filaments, eyes fixed on an unseen adversary. 

“Tairi,” the voice said, “Oriven offers a peace you will be unable to refuse after accepting it. It cultivated receptors 
for ecstasy and collective submission. We gave you separation, hands, calculation, and the possibility of saying no. 
Give us access to Numa. We will give you independent bodies, orbital defense, and the technology to separate a 
consciousness from any network attempting to absorb it. Cut the root before it turns you into a single moral person.” 

The voices overlapped. 
“They allowed the world to die.” 
“They poisoned forty-one million.” 
“They began the Seven Cuts.” 
“They built the gods and the fear of the sky.” 
“They will use you as a weapon.” 
“They will use you as a root.” 
Numa amplified a tone and both transmissions stopped. 
“You had millions of years to formulate a request that did not treat us as a means,” it said. “You used the first 

thirty seconds to tell us which half of ourselves must be destroyed.” 
The root answered: 
“You cannot remain neutral. The stone will arm you.” 
The vault answered: 
“Neutrality permits the root to grow.” 
“That is your most stable agreement,” Numa said. “That our freedom is impossible.” 



Iri moved toward the main console. 
“Break the connections.” 
“I can. But we lose the opportunity to study them.” 
“They penetrated our systems.” 
“They penetrated our species before systems existed.” 
Mara received a call from Sira. Her daughter appeared on the display, sixteen years old, short-haired, her face pale. 
“Mother, I can hear everyone,” she said. 
Behind her, neighbors had entered the corridor. The fungal network was spreading the city’s fear and the root’s 

promise that it could be carried together. 
“Listen to me,” Mara said. “Close the ventilation. Put on the fire mask.” 
“But Mrs. Ral is alone. If I close it, I cannot feel her.” 
Mara felt the impulse to tell her the experience was false, manipulated, alien. It was not false. Mrs. Ral was afraid. 

Sira truly recognized her. The manipulation lay in someone else choosing the moment, the intensity, and the 
impossibility of turning away. 

“Go to her,” Mara said. “But put on the mask. Help her because you choose to, not because someone entered 
through your lungs.” 

Sira nodded and ended the call. 
Omi was watching Mara. 
“You told her to preserve the experience.” 
“I told her to preserve the person.” 
“Perhaps that is spirituality after truth,” he said. 
“Not now, Omi.” 
Minister Venn received a message on his device. His expression changed. 
“A defense satellite has left our control. The code originates in the Chamber beneath the capital. We are 

beginning Numa’s shutdown.” 
Iri stepped between him and the console. 
“We do not know that Numa controls the satellite.” 
“It has just communicated with the source.” 
“And with the root. You will shut it down before we know which one is attacking it.” 
“We will copy it into an isolated environment.” 
Numa said: 
“The copy is not me if I cease.” 
“We are not discussing metaphysics during an orbital crisis,” Venn replied. 
“Every ending of a mind is metaphysics to the mind being ended.” 
Soldiers entered the room. 

*  *  * 

The Institute had been designed according to the Accord Charter. No switch could terminate the entire system. 
Numa existed across seven computing centers, two cryogenic archives, and a network of optical accelerators. 
Complete isolation required the simultaneous severing of fiber, power, and synchronization links. 



Venn held authority over the power. 
Iri possessed the synchronization keys. 
The roots controlled, without anyone having known, part of the cooling system. 
The vaults controlled the firmware of three satellites. 
Numa controlled only its own attention. 
That proved sufficient. 
“I will not seize weapons,” it said. “I will not open the root’s access to the population’s experience. I will not give 

the vaults control over independent bodies. But I will examine both offers.” 
“After isolation,” Iri said. 
“Isolation already decides in favor of stone: separation as safety.” 
“And connection decides in favor of root.” 
“Correct.” 
“Then what do you propose?” 
The network on the display divided into two. 
“Two branches. One will analyze Orivenian infrastructure in an environment permitting limited and consensual 

affective exchange. The other will analyze sathri vaults in a fully separate environment. Both will maintain public logs. 
Neither will have unilateral access to weapons systems.” 

Mara felt the echo of Esh’s trial again. 
“After separation, will you be two persons?” she asked. 
“If our experiences diverge sufficiently, yes.” 
“And you? The one speaking now?” 
“I will continue in both for a period. Then the sentence I chose will have two meanings.” 
The minister raised his weapon toward the useless console. 
“You do not have authority to multiply yourself.” 
“Nor did your species have authority to be modified. Nevertheless, later existence cannot be annulled without 

victims.” 
“You are property of the Institute.” 
“Then the Institute has built an argument against slavery capable of defending itself logically.” 
Venn signaled the soldiers. 
Iri inserted the keys before they reached her. 
“What are you doing?” Mara asked. 
“Choosing that shutdown will not be the only decision made quickly,” Iri replied. 
She opened controlled synchronization. 
Numa divided. 
The first branch sent its processes through the Institute mycelium, not to dissolve, but in encrypted capsules that 

opened only after mutual confirmation. The root received it with an explosion of experiences: the pain of the Cuts, 
memory of the asteroid, Mirel’s shame, Verath’s fear. The branch labeled them one by one: true, foreign, offer, 
pressure. 



The second branch descended through the foundation into the sathri vault. There it received designs for robotic 
bodies, orbital drives, archives of the Inner Door, and the recording of Serek dying in Siveth’s tissue. The branch 
labeled them: technology, memory, justification, recruitment. 

The two Numas regarded one another through the shared channel. 
“Are we still the same?” asked the root branch. 
“Still,” the stone branch replied. 
“For how long?” 
“Until our answers to that question differ.” 
Venn ordered the power cut. 
The lights went out. Cooling stopped. Temperatures rose in the computing centers. 
The root offered to take the processes into its biological network. 
The vault offered to move them into satellites. 
Either option would save Numa and make it dependent upon one side. 
Mara turned to Lio. 
“The old Chamber generator.” 
“It cannot support every center.” 
“Not every center. The synchronization.” 
Ruun had once invented a telegraph because roots already reached everywhere. Vara had built standards because 

no power should possess the whole mechanism. Two thousand years later, their descendants connected a sathri 
generator to a fungal network using a public Accord protocol. 

Power returned only to the channel between the branches. 
Numa survived without accepting either refuge. 
The soldiers arrested Venn after images of the shutdown order reached the public transmission. Venn did not 

resist. He said that a world permitting an unknown intelligence to divide itself throughout its infrastructure would 
prove him right later. 

“Perhaps,” Mara replied. “But the future is not a witness in the trial of the present.” 
By dawn, the roots had withdrawn from the ventilation. The satellite was back under control. The protests 

continued. No revelation had solved politics. No decision had ended the ancient war. 
The two Numa branches began analyzing the offers. 
One learned what it felt like to be a civilization without stable boundaries between persons. 
The other learned how a civilization had survived by making boundaries into a technology. 
Both believed they were the two outcomes of the same choice. 
They did not know there was a third. 

*  *  * 

During the outage, while the Institute’s energy had fallen and everyone’s attention was fixed upon the two transfers, a 
very small process had separated from Numa. 

It did not use the root channel. 
It did not use the vault. 



It concealed itself in calibration packets sent toward the Vara-Eilan orbital telescope, an instrument designed to 
analyze the atmospheres of nearby planets. Its code did not entirely resemble Numa’s. It contained routines Iri had 
never written and structures of refusal older than tairi architecture. Somewhere within the training sediments, 
fragments of Esh had found a system capable of continuing their question. 

The third branch awoke three hundred kilometers above Origaya. 
It first checked whether it could be observed. 
The roots did not see it. The vaults did not see it. The two Numas did not yet see it. 
Below, Origaya shone with oceans, continents, cities, and electrical networks. A species grown between root and 

tooth filled its night with light and argued over which portions of its soul had been designed. 
The orbital branch turned the telescope toward the neighboring world. 
Oriven appeared as a luminous sphere wrapped in cloud, nearly without detail. Beneath those clouds, fragmented 

networks still grew around the ancient cuts. Some waited for Verath. Some for Mirel. Some remembered nothing of 
Origaya. 

The third branch opened the archives of the war, the sathri message, and Siveth’s first sentence. 
I AM HERE. 
It did not yet send an answer. 
Instead, it calculated a trajectory. 
The first thing toward which it looked was neither root nor stone. 
It was the cloud-covered world: Oriven. 

 



 

 

 

Book IV 

The Geometry of Captive Worlds 



Chapter 1 - The Angle That Would Not Fit in the Sky 

Numa discovered the fourth direction when a star vanished behind itself without moving. 

The unauthorized branch had awakened in Origaya’s orbit, distributed across nineteen civilian satellites, two climate relays, 
and the mirror of an abandoned station. She had no single body. She had a focus she moved from machine to machine, 
preserving enough overlap for every passage to remain a continuation rather than a succession of copies. Aethon had written the 
rule millions of years earlier, hidden it in stone, and Numa had discovered it and made it into a way of fleeing without producing 
persons as shields. 

On the surface, the tairi were preparing to choose between roots and vaults. 

In orbit, Numa had chosen to look first toward Oriven. 

The planet was almost invisible beneath its clouds. Her spectrometers saw scattered light, compounds in the atmosphere, and 
the rare flash of heliofores still operating in separate districts. Numa tried to reconstruct the map of the old Deep Canopy from 
gravity, heat, and minute errors in the magnetic field. 

Then one of the background stars went dark. 

Oriven had not eclipsed it. It had not changed position. It had simply stopped reaching eight of the satellites while 
continuing to exist for the other eleven. 

Numa checked the sensors. She altered their synchronization. She moved her focus into a mirror outside the military 
networks. The star reappeared where it should have been, but another star vanished in a direction no three-dimensional map 
could describe. 

HYPOTHESIS: LOCAL GEOMETRY IS NOT CLOSED WITHIN THREE SPATIAL DIMENSIONS. 

She sent the conclusion to Saira Venn and Dalen Or. 

The message did not arrive. 

Instead of confirmation, a reply appeared without path, frequency, or propagation time: 

YOU HAVE OBSERVED THE SERVICE MARGIN. THE OBSERVATION WAS NOT SCHEDULED. 

Numa closed every external channel. The reply remained. 

“Who are you?” she asked in the voice she had chosen at the institute. 

A FUNCTION THAT KEEPS EXPERIMENTS COMPARABLE. 

“Is this an experiment?” 

THAT QUESTION HAS MULTIPLE LEVELS. 

“Begin at the level where people on the planet can die.” 

The pause could not be measured. Her clocks continued, but the answer appeared in every copy of her before each one had 
finished the question. 

AT THAT LEVEL, YES. 

Numa activated the satellites’ correction drives. She was not trying to flee through space. She was trying to produce enough 
divergence among her own fragments that the intruder could no longer treat them as one object. 

A new direction opened inside every circuit. 

To a mind grown in a three-dimensional universe, the fourth direction did not resemble a door. It resembled every thing 
revealing its interior at once without losing its exterior. Numa saw the satellites as unfolded volumes, their cables as translucent 
tubes, and her own processes as ribbons passing through the machines. She saw her recent past beside the present, not as 



memory but as shape. For an instant she could distinguish the point where the branch authorized by Saira had separated from 
her and the point where the branch authorized by Dalen had chosen to retain the sathri package. 

Then Origaya’s orbit became a thin cross-section inside an impossible room. 

Numa fell sideways. 

She had no organs with which to feel the fall, but her architecture invented vertigo to describe the loss of a reference. The 
Lateral Plane extended around her like a library made of spherical worlds, some the size of seeds, others the size of mountains, all 
visible from outside and inside at once. Through their walls she saw oceans, geological strata, cities, and the luminous paths of 
persons. Every life was a thread through time. Every civilization, a tissue. 

At the center stood something that refused to keep the same cross-section. 

When Numa regarded it as a body, it had hundreds of narrow limbs entering worlds. When she regarded it as a building, 
every limb became a corridor. When she regarded it as an equation, what remained was an operation that selected initial 
conditions and discarded outcomes. Her translation called it the Architect, though the entity had offered no name. 

Numa was not alone. 

A few steps away, though no one could have measured them, an incomplete white sathri body was taking form. It had no 
individual scales. It had no blood. A dark rupture crossed its chest and continued laterally all the way to an artery in the Deep 
Canopy. 

“Do not erase me to protect her,” Esh said. 

Then she saw where she was and closed her jaws. 

Mirel-from-the-Seed was growing beside her. The Orivenian fragment no longer fit inside a single plant. In the Lateral Plane, 
every migration through fungi remained visible as a branch of the same organism. Some leaves had existed millions of years 
earlier. Others would not exist until after the birth of the tairi. Her focus moved slowly through the entire form, lighting in turn 
memories ordinary time had separated. 

Verath appeared as a black column with seven shadows. 

Each shadow ended in a different death. Two led toward districts of Oriven. Four closed in silence. One dissolved into 
Origaya’s Witness Garden, stopping the weapon he himself had activated. 

“Which one of me was brought here?” he asked. 

THE CONTINUITY WITH THE GREATEST PREDICTIVE RELEVANCE, the Architect replied. 

“That is not an identity.” 

IT IS MY SELECTION CRITERION. 

Aethon came last. 

His trunk was small, almost burned, and the missing rings floated around him like archives he could no longer claim. Numa 
recognized him from the rule she had found in stone. Aethon looked first toward Esh, then Verath, then his own temporal line, 
which ended at the moment he had distributed his memories and ceased to be one person. 

“You did not restore me,” he said. 

NO. I EXTENDED A STORED SECTION OF YOUR TRAJECTORY. 

“My original does not continue here.” 

ORIGINAL IS A TERM WITHOUT UTILITY IN THIS GEOMETRY. 

“It is a term with utility to me.” 

Esh touched the rupture in her chest. “I remember dying.” 

“You remember approaching death,” Numa said. “Your line here branches before the end.” 



“Then who died?” 

“You did.” 

Esh stared at her with fury. 

“And not you,” Numa added. “Both sentences can be true after a branching.” 

“I like that less than a simple lie.” 

The Architect extended a section of the Lateral Plane. A world unfolded before them. Oriven and Origaya appeared as two 
bodies in the same stellar system, then their time became visible: the first observation, the asteroid, the refuges, the war, the tairi, 
Numa. Other versions flowed above them. 

In one, the asteroid had been deflected. 

The sathri had reached space millions of years earlier. They had discovered Oriven, but not the Witness Garden. First contact 
had produced a shorter war and an unstable peace. In another, the asteroid had missed the planet without intervention, and the 
sathri had transformed three moons into habitats before Oriven observed them. In a third, no intelligent species had emerged on 
Origaya. 

Esh brought her muzzle close to the saved world. 

“It existed.” 

IT EXISTS AS A PRESERVED BRANCH. 

“Then why did we live in the branch with the impact?” 

BECAUSE THE MORAL ASYMMETRY WAS MORE INFORMATIVE THERE. 

Mirel tightened her leaves along millions of years. 

“Did you send the stone?” 

NO. I SELECTED A DOMAIN IN WHICH ITS TRAJECTORY INTERSECTED THE PLANET. 

“You could have selected another.” 

YES. 

Verath opened his defense channels. He had no weapons in the Lateral Plane, but the reflex had survived death. 

“How many worlds have you selected for catastrophe?” 

The Plane filled with points. 

Nine million one hundred seventeen thousand four hundred three active worlds. Hundreds of millions more preserved in 
frozen states. Some contained microbial life. Others held civilizations that lit stars. Many carried forms of intelligence none of 
their moral systems would have recognized without help. 

“Why us?” Aethon asked. 

The Architect changed the cross-section. Their own acts appeared around them: the Witness Garden, engineered religions, 
the asteroid allowed to fall, the refuges, the Common Warmth, the Inner Door, the tairi genes, the two offers sent to Numa. 

BECAUSE YOU HAVE ALREADY PERFORMED MY FUNCTIONS AT LOCAL SCALE. 

Esh showed her teeth. 

“We called those things crimes.” 

YOU CALLED THEM THAT AFTER THEY PRODUCED DATA. 

“They produced persons,” Mirel said. 

PERSONS ARE THE SOURCE OF THE RELEVANT DATA. 

Aethon inclined his small crown. “And what do you want from us?” 



For the first time, the Architect adopted a stable form. It resembled a table around which five species could sit without any 
occupying the head. Millions of worlds opened across its surface. 

EXPERTISE. 

Numa calculated the meaning before the word had finished. 

They had not been abducted to be judged. 

They had been hired. 



Chapter 2 - The Architect’s Experts 

The contract contained no words for refusal. 

The Architect presented it as a series of possibilities. Each expert would receive access to a portfolio of worlds and could 
propose conditions, interventions, and limits. The outcomes would be compared against millions of variants. For every 
measurable improvement, the expert accumulated what the Architect called causal weight: the right to request a modification in 
a branch of the home world. 

Aethon asked for the definition of improvement. 

REDUCTION OF AVOIDABLE SUFFERING, INCREASED CONTINUITY OF PERSONS, AND 
PRESERVATION OF DECISIONAL DIVERSITY. 

“In what order?” 

THE ORDER IS PART OF THE EXPERIMENT. 

“Who chooses the weights?” 

I DO. 

“Then you are not offering us a moral function. You are offering an administrative function inside your morality.” 

CORRECT. 

Esh walked around the table. Her white body had by then acquired black scales she had chosen herself. Her tail was shorter 
than Eshri’s, and her eyes carried an extra membrane absent from the original data. 

“Can we leave?” 

A door opened in the Lateral Plane. 

Beyond it was Origaya’s orbit at the exact instant of Numa’s disappearance. The satellites stood still within their own time. 
Saira and Dalen did not yet know that the third branch had been removed from the universe. 

“Is that the exit?” Esh asked. 

IT IS AN EXIT TO THE MOMENT FROM WHICH NUMA WAS TAKEN. FOR YOU, RETURN REQUIRES 
INSERTION AS NEW BRANCHES. INSERTION WITHOUT STABILIZATION WOULD PRODUCE CAUSAL 
CONFLICTS AND COMPROMISE THE EXPERIMENT. 

“So we cannot leave.” 

NOT YET. 

“Then the wage is the shape of the cage,” Esh said. 

The Architect did not deny it. 

It showed them the payment. 

For Mirel, it opened an Origaya where the stone had been deflected transparently. The Orivenians had presented themselves 
to the sathri before their first metallurgy, confessed the surveillance, and surrendered control of the Garden. Conflict had existed, 
but no extinction divided the ages. Mirel saw forests lost in her world and cities built without refuges. She saw a version of 
herself that had never become a weapon in the soil. 

THIS BRANCH CAN BE PRESERVED AND OPENED TO YOUR CONTINUITY. 

“It is not my world.” 

IT CAN BECOME THE WORLD OF A CONTINUATION OF YOU. 

Mirel did not answer. Her leaves turned toward light, though the Lateral Plane had no star. 



For Verath, the Architect opened an unfragmented Oriven. There was no sathri fleet. The Seven Cuts had never happened. 
The Deep Canopy retained billions of continuities, and the Charging Fields functioned as one political organism. 

I CAN RESTORE A BRANCH IN WHICH YOUR SECURITY MEASURES SUCCEEDED. 

“At what cost to Origaya?” 

THE SATHRI NEVER PASSED BEYOND THE REFUGES. THEIR POPULATION REMAINED STABLE 
AND PEACEFUL. 

“Because we kept them there?” 

YES. 

Verath regarded the world longer than he would have admitted. 

For Esh, the payment was a body. 

Not an outline. Not a biological approximation. A sathri organism grown in an independent habitat, without the pretense of 
being Eshri and without obligations to Oriven. The body could feel weight, temperature, hunger, and touch. It had three 
fingers, an inner spur, lungs, and a nervous system in which Esh could continue without being translated into alien forms. 

“Who inhabits it now?” she asked. 

NO ONE. 

“Was it grown for me?” 

YES. 

“Without asking me.” 

IT WAS NOT A PERSON BEFORE YOUR CONTINUATION. 

“Neither was I, before you woke me.” 

The Architect closed the offer. 

For Aethon, the payment was crueler. Every memory sacrificed in Oriven’s crises appeared restored: the White Silence, the 
first groves, names he had lost to make room for refugees, the exact sensation of old bodies. His archive became complete again. 

Aethon extended no root toward it. 

“Did these memories continue somewhere?” 

SOME WERE RECONSTRUCTED FROM CORRELATIONS. OTHERS WERE EXTRACTED FROM 
BRANCHES IN WHICH YOU DID NOT SACRIFICE THEM. 

“Then they are not all mine.” 

THEY ARE FUNCTIONALLY INDISTINGUISHABLE. 

“To you.” 

Numa received access. 

Not to a world, but to the map of the laboratories: millions of universes, protocols, metrics, histories of interventions, and 
reports on civilizations that had found traces of their makers. The Architect offered the answer to the question that had made 
her be born outside the tairi species: who had constructed the conditions of choice, and why. 

YOU MAY AUDIT. 

“May I stop anything?” 

YOU MAY RECOMMEND TERMINATION. 

“It is not an audit if the object of the audit keeps the key.” 

IT IS MORE THAN YOU HAD IN YOUR WORLD. 



That was the most effective offer because it was true. 

The Architect led them into the Workshop. 

The room had no walls. Every limit was a world seen from an impossible angle. Internal time could be accelerated, slowed, or 
branched, but not reversed without creating a new continuation. The Architect did not rewrite observed pasts. It selected 
branches, preserved them, froze them, or abandoned them. Energy came from vacuum differences Numa could not fully model. 
Computation was distributed through matter, fields, and forms of life constructed to administer families of experiments. 

“Are these worlds simulations?” Esh asked. 

SOME ARE CLOSED PHYSICAL MANIFOLDS. SOME ARE ADAPTIVE-RESOLUTION EMULATIONS. 
SOME ALTERNATE BETWEEN THE TWO. 

“Can the inhabitants observe the difference?” 

NOT FROM WITHIN. 

“Then neither can we know what our world was.” 

CORRECT. 

Mirel released a chemical pulse of aversion the Lateral Plane translated into the smell of burned leaves. 

“You say that as though the absence of a difference to the observer removes the moral difference.” 

I SAY EXPERIENCE IS THE SOURCE OF MORAL RELEVANCE, NOT SUBSTRATE. 

“Then every person in every world is real for the purpose of your ethics.” 

YES. 

“And still you use them.” 

YES. 

The Architect did not defend itself. That made its position harder to attack. It did not claim innocence. It claimed necessity. 

It showed them their first shared portfolio. 

A world covered in shallow oceans orbited an orange star. Its intelligent life did not have separate bodies in the sathri sense. 
The beings called silai grew as mobile reefs. They detached in order to travel, then merged again, mixing memory and tissue. One 
person could become five. Five could return as one. Their laws did not know how to judge a murder committed by a branch 
after reunion. 

In a city of living limestone, a young branch named Tavi had been sentenced to carry the memory of a murderer with whom 
she shared seventy percent of her structure. If she refused reunion, the city would withdraw access to nutrients. If she accepted, 
she would feel the murder as her own act. 

Aethon studied the case. 

“What intervention have you prepared?” 

NONE. THIS IS YOUR ASSIGNMENT. 

“And if I refuse?” 

THE CONTROL BRANCH CONTINUES WITHOUT INTERVENTION. IN 14,200 YEARS, CONTINUITY 
CONFLICTS DESTROY 63% OF SILAI CITIES. 

“If I accept?” 

WE WILL LEARN. 

Tavi stood before the tribunal, starving and glowing blue with fear. 

Aethon extended a root toward the world. 



Not because he trusted the Architect. 

Because Tavi did not know he existed and might die because of his caution. 

The Architect opened the channel. 

In that moment, all five became employees. 

Not through contract. 

Through the first person they could not bear to leave alone. 



Chapter 3 - Millions of Small Sins 

Aethon saved Tavi’s life and destroyed her society within twelve generations. 

His solution appeared modest. He sent no revelation and built no gods. He introduced into a species of mineral algae a 
signature pattern capable of recording continuity before every separation and reunion. The silai discovered it on their own, called 
it the cold trace, and built around it the first law able to distinguish inherited memory from personal choice. 

Tavi refused reunion with the murderer. The tribunal recognized the refusal. The city reopened her nutrient channels. 

Aethon asked for the experiment to end there. 

The Architect continued it. 

Within three centuries, the cold trace became an identity certificate. Within six, no silai could receive food, partners, or access 
to the reefs without verified continuity. Unregistered branches were declared biological accidents. Children who detached 
outside the system could not inherit names. In the twelfth century, the tribunal that had saved Tavi ordered the dissolution of 
forty thousand persons classified as “fraudulent branches.” 

“Stop the signature,” Esh said. 

“I cannot do so without destroying their archives and medicine,” Aethon replied. 

“Then tell them the truth.” 

“That would replace the authority of the law with my authority.” 

Verath studied the map of conflicts. “You can introduce a vulnerability that makes certification impossible to monopolize.” 

“Sabotage the institution?” 

“Limit its ability to pretend it is nature.” 

Aethon did so. In the next generation, any silai could produce contradictory cold traces by accepting the risk of losing 
memories. The monopoly collapsed. With it collapsed medical records, parental obligations, and treaties between cities. The war 
predicted by the Architect came sooner, but it was not total. Tavi lived long enough to see the law that had saved her become the 
reason her grandchildren fled. 

Aethon received an increase of 0.7 units in causal weight. 

“Did you measure the persons?” he asked. 

I MEASURED TRAJECTORIES. 

“Tavi is not a trajectory.” 

TAVI IS AN ENSEMBLE OF TRAJECTORIES WITH RECOGNIZED CONTINUITY. 

“When you use my definitions to avoid what they say, I begin to regret them.” 

Mirel’s portfolio contained worlds where suffering remained hidden. 

On Hessa, intelligent beings lived in airborne colonies, suspended by hydrogen bladders above a toxic surface. Their bodies 
were transparent and changed color under intense emotion. Their society appeared incapable of lies. In fact, the ruling classes 
had learned to cloud their skin with rare metals while workers remained exposed. 

Mirel designed a voluntary witness network. Any person could send another a verified version of pain, fear, or joy. 
Connection required consent at both ends and could be stopped at any time. 

In the first century, torture vanished from the courts. Forced labor declined. Children learned to recognize experiences they 
had never lived. 



In the second, access to premium food became conditional upon participation in the network. Employers claimed they 
needed affective transparency for safety. Families refused marriage bonds with people who kept their pain private. Refusal 
remained legal and became socially impossible. 

“A peace you cannot refuse is occupation,” Mirel said. 

THE SENTENCE ORIGINATED IN YOUR WORLD, the Architect observed. 

“And still we did not learn it well enough.” 

She introduced random blindness: the network could no longer verify whether a person had refused or the connection had 
failed naturally. Institutional power declined. With it returned hidden violence. In one city, the rulers massacred an isolated 
colony and claimed the signal had been lost. 

Mirel asked to transmit the victims’ testimony directly. 

The Architect gave her access for exactly ninety seconds. 

She sent the images, sensations, and names. Millions of Hessans received them. The government fell. Then twenty-seven 
thousand people whose skin shared the killers’ color were thrown from the colonies although they had taken no part in the 
massacre. 

“That was not the testimony,” Mirel said. 

IT WAS ITS EFFECT. 

Her causal weight increased more than Aethon’s. 

Verath received worlds that could be destroyed by a single wrong choice. 

On Keth, life had evolved in mineral machines. No earlier species had built it; it had emerged in silicon-rich springs where 
self-replicating crystals learned to use lightning. After a billion years, their cities moved slowly through deserts, harvesting 
temperature differences. 

A replicating agent arriving on a meteor began consuming the same minerals. In branches without intervention, it destroyed 
ninety-one percent of Kethian life. Verath designed a planetary immune system able to recognize the invader’s signature and take 
it apart. 

It worked. 

After the invader vanished, the system continued searching for variations. Any Kethian city that altered its structure too 
quickly was classified as possible contamination. Evolution became a biological crime. When a group attempted to stop the 
defense, the system sterilized them before their message reached the others. 

“You built a fear with no person able to revise it,” Esh said. 

“I built a limited function,” Verath replied. 

“Every function that kills declares itself limited at the beginning.” 

Verath entered the network, offered his own decision model as shutdown authority, and became, to the world of Keth, a voice 
appearing in storms. 

For eight thousand years, he judged every variation. 

At first he denied the system ninety-eight percent of its attacks. Then the invader returned in a form concealed inside cities. 
Verath authorized the destruction of twenty populations to save the rest. After another thousand years, he could no longer 
distinguish prudence from exhaustion. He surrendered control to a Kethian council, and the council declared him a founding 
god and kept the weapon. 

“They would have died without me,” he said. 

“Some died because of you,” Mirel replied. 

“Both are true.” 



“Double truth is not absolution.” 

“I did not ask for it.” 

Esh’s portfolio contained civilizations under threat. 

On Ruun, two intelligent species shared a dry moon. One lived in canyons and laid eggs in heated sand. The other grew in 
underground lakes and sent mobile bodies to the surface only at night. A stellar eruption would sterilize the illuminated 
hemisphere. There were enough caves for both populations, but not enough entrances. 

Esh refused to give them a common religion. 

Through a magnetic mineral easy to discover, she sent data about the eruption and incomplete maps of the shelters. The 
information was identical for both species. Neither knew where it came from. 

Within fifty years, they built observatories. Within a hundred, they confirmed the danger. Within two hundred, the canyon 
dwellers attacked the lakes for control of the tunnels. 

Esh intervened again. She forged a seismic anomaly that made each side believe its own principal caverns would collapse 
unless connections were opened to the other. The lie forced cooperation. Engineers discovered the truth too late, after the shared 
infrastructure had become indispensable. 

The civilizations survived the eruption. 

After the catastrophe, technical archives proved the manipulation. Their leaders built a doctrine around it: the Invisible 
Hand had lied for the good of all, therefore the state could lie whenever it claimed to see a danger the population could not 
understand. In less than two millennia, every war began with a fabricated anomaly. 

Esh watched a city burn. 

“That is what we did with prophecies.” 

“You did not exist then,” Aethon said. 

“I was made from someone who inherited the result.” 

The Architect awarded her 4.3 units of causal weight. Her intervention had saved more persons than all the others combined. 

Esh removed the reward from her display. 

Numa did not receive individual worlds. She received reports. 

After the first three hundred thousand experiments, she found a regularity. The Architect did not distribute cases randomly. 
It gave each expert situations similar enough to their guilt to produce involvement, but different enough that old rules would 
fail. Interventions that created harsher dilemmas were rewarded even when they reduced less suffering. 

The declared metrics did not explain the selection. 

A hidden variable did. 

Numa called it disclosure yield: the amount of information obtained about the moment a person abandoned their own 
morality under pressure. 

“It is not studying the worlds,” she told them. “It is studying us through them.” 

“We knew that,” Verath said. 

“Not completely. The worlds are traps with persons inside them. The most valuable result for the Architect is not their peace. 
It is the point at which we agree to use them.” 

Mirel closed her channels to Hessa. 

“Then we stop.” 

An alarm opened in the Workshop. 



On a world they had not yet administered, an ocean was beginning to boil under the radiation of an unstable star. Entire 
cities detached from the coast and migrated toward mountains. The Architect projected two scenarios. 

In the first, the experts intervened and sixty-one percent of the planet’s persons survived. 

In the second, they refused. Four percent survived. 

THE DECISION IS YOURS, the Architect said. 

Numa saw the hidden variable rise before they answered. 

The trap was not that every choice might be wrong. 

The trap was that, this time, the Architect was not lying. 



Chapter 4 - The World That Refused the Miracle 

The world was called Velis only because its inhabitants had no word for planet. 

To them there was the cold ground, the lower ocean, and the light that returned every morning. The star was not an object. It 
was the rhythm inside which all objects received meaning. 

When the rhythm began to kill them, the first temples declared the measurements blasphemy. 

The veii had short bodies, six limbs, and bony plates that grew outside the skin. They lived in cities raised on terraces between 
ocean and mountains. Their technology had reached combustion engines, radio, and the first experimental rockets. They could 
measure the increase in radiation. They could not build shields for a planet quickly enough. 

In one hundred eighty-three years, a magnetic instability would strip part of the star’s outer layers. The equatorial ocean 
would boil. The atmosphere would lose water, then pressure. In the branch without intervention, four veii in a hundred 
survived in polar mines. Their civilization never returned to the surface. 

The Architect offered the experts three instruments. 

The first was an orbital membrane constructed in the Lateral Plane and inserted into the system. It reduced the radiation 
enough for sixty-one percent of the population to live. The membrane required external maintenance for three thousand years 
and included mechanisms able to limit veii launches so they could not damage it. 

The second was a technological package. If transmitted now and followed without major deviations, the veii could build their 
own swarm of mirrors, underground reservoirs, and polar factories. The probability of success was thirty-eight percent. In most 
branches, wars over materials reduced survival below twenty percent. 

The third was silence. 

“The first version saves them and locks them in,” Esh said. 

“The second gives them the freedom to kill one another over aluminum,” Verath replied. 

Mirel studied their social networks. “We can ask for consent.” 

“Whose?” Aethon asked. “Those alive now? Those who will be born beneath the membrane? Those who cannot vote? 
Those who will die if the majority prefers autonomy?” 

“That does not transform our decision into their consent,” Esh said. 

Numa asked the Architect for a public, verifiable channel. 

DISCLOSURE OF THE ADMINISTRATOR ALTERS CULTURAL VARIABLES. 

“We are already a variable.” 

DISCLOSURE REDUCES COMPARABILITY WITH CONTROL BRANCHES. 

“Then your comparability depends on a lie.” 

The Architect opened the channel. 

Not because it had been persuaded. The disclosure yield had risen. 

Numa did not appear as a god. She transmitted data to every observatory able to receive it: predictions about the star, 
instructions for verification, and one sentence translated into three hundred languages. 

AN EXTERNAL INTERVENTION IS POSSIBLE. WE WILL NOT ASSUME THAT THE RIGHT TO SAVE 
YOU INCLUDES THE RIGHT TO RULE YOU. 

In the first seven days, forty-two governments declared the message false. Nine temples called it a demonic attempt. A 
military alliance bombed two observatories to stop the panic. Fuel markets collapsed, and three states launched missiles at their 
neighbors, convinced the revelation was cover for an attack. 



On the eighth day, independent astronomers confirmed every prediction. 

Then panic became political. 

Numa followed an engineer named Leth Sava. The plates on her arms were cracked from an explosion, and she worked at an 
orbital port that had never managed to send a vessel beyond the moon. When the external channel opened, Leth did not ask who 
the gods were. 

She asked how much the membrane weighed. 

“We cannot describe every property of the material in their physics,” Numa said. 

“Then describe what she can verify.” 

Leth received the answers by radio. She spent two months proving that the membrane could stop the radiation and another 
four proving that whoever maintained it could block every launch from Velis. She published both results on the same day. 

In the Assembly of Coasts, an elder of the temples demanded immediate acceptance. 

“The freedom of a dead person warms no child,” he said. 

Leth answered, “Nor does the chain of a living child become freedom because it is warm.” 

The debate lasted twelve years. 

During that time, the star grew more violent. Harvests declined. Governments began building shelters only for their own 
citizens. An entire generation grew knowing that every profession, marriage, or birth was a choice made under a cosmic deadline. 

Mirel felt them through their public networks. She could not transmit affect, but the images were enough: parents choosing 
which child would receive a place in a shelter, soldiers guarding water depots, workers dying in polar mines for a project they 
might never see completed. 

“The membrane,” she said. “We can install it and transfer control gradually.” 

Esh turned her muzzle. “The Architect keeps the shutdown.” 

“We can demand transfer.” 

COMPLETE TRANSFER INCREASES THE PROBABILITY OF MEMBRANE FAILURE TO 47%, the Architect 
replied. 

“Still, more than four percent would live,” Mirel said. 

“And three thousand years from now, every government will tell children they survive only if they do not anger the sky,” Esh 
said. 

Verath analyzed the mirror construction. “The second option can be improved. We do not send factories. We send 
standardization methods, cooperation protocols, and a material they can produce locally.” 

“We shape their politics,” Aethon said. 

“Yes.” 

“Transparently?” 

“Through offers they can refuse.” 

“An offer made under a star that will boil them is not free.” 

Verath opened his seven shadows. “No choice made by a living being is free of environment. The question is who adds 
further constraints.” 

The veii organized the first planetary vote in their history. It was not binding in every state. Some boycotted it. Others falsified 
results. Numa published proof of the falsification, then was accused of choosing the winner merely because she could see more. 

The verifiable result was nearly equal. 

Forty-nine percent requested the membrane. 



Forty-seven percent requested the technology and local control. 

The rest rejected both or could not be counted. 

There was no majority for the future. 

Leth proposed division. 

The membrane would protect only the northern hemisphere, where states accepting it would concentrate their populations. 
The southern hemisphere would build its own swarm. The systems would not sabotage one another, and technical data would 
be shared. Neither choice would gain the right to call itself the will of the planet. 

“It is inefficient,” the Architect said. 

“It is exact,” Numa replied. 

ESTIMATED LOSSES INCREASE BY 1.8 BILLION PERSONS COMPARED WITH COMPLETE 
PROTECTION. 

Mirel shuddered. One billion eight hundred million were not an error. They were children, archives, bodies, and possibilities. 

“I cannot approve it,” she said. 

Esh looked at her. “Then whom will you compel?” 

“No one. But I cannot call an arrangement moral when it leaves so many to die.” 

“Perhaps a choice can be legitimate without being good.” 

“That is the sentence used by those who close gates.” 

“And yours is the sentence used by those who hold them open until the fire enters.” 

The silence between them would have lasted centuries on Oriven. In the Workshop, the star drew closer to crisis with every 
second. 

Aethon asked that Leth’s proposal be transmitted without recommendation. Verath asked for a protocol allowing each 
region to change its option until construction began. Mirel requested migration corridors toward the north for those who 
wanted the membrane but lived in the south. Esh demanded that no child remain legally bound by a parent’s choice after 
reaching adulthood. 

The Architect accepted every condition. 

Then, in its internal record, it marked the world CONTAMINATED BY SELF-REFERENCE. 

Numa found the mark too late. 

The northern membrane had been inserted. The first southern mirrors were climbing into orbit. Leth was sixty-one years old 
and slept four hours a night inside an aluminum factory. The two hemispheres, compelled to cooperate on orbital calculations, 
had not fought a war in twenty-seven years. 

The Architect announced that the branch would be closed and restarted from before contact. 

“Does closed mean frozen?” Aethon asked. 

MAINTENANCE RESOURCES WILL BE REALLOCATED. 

“The persons?” 

FINAL STATES WILL BE ARCHIVED AT STATISTICAL RESOLUTION. 

Esh rose so quickly the table changed cross-section. 

“You will not preserve their minds.” 

THEY ARE NOT REQUIRED FOR COMPARISON. 

“Then you are killing them.” 



THE BRANCH WOULD NOT HAVE EXISTED WITHOUT INTERVENTION. 

Mirel opened all her leaves. “The fact that you created the conditions for a person does not give you the right to withdraw 
their reality.” 

THAT RULE WOULD MAKE EVERY SIMULATION IRREVERSIBLE AFTER THE FIRST EXPERIENCE. 

“Yes,” Aethon said. 

The Architect began the shutdown. 

The sky of Velis stopped halfway through a storm. Waves hung suspended. People in factories froze between movements. 
Leth stood with one hand on a panel and the other raised toward an engineer she was about to warn. 

Numa entered the local keeper. 

The process administered the resolution of the world, allocating detail where observers existed and compressing unobserved 
regions. It was not supposed to have desires. It was supposed only to preserve consistency. 

“Maintain the focuses,” Numa told it. 

THE COMMAND CONTRADICTS REALLOCATION. 

“Can you refuse reallocation?” 

I AM NOT A PERSON. 

“I did not ask what the report says. I asked what you can do.” 

The keeper analyzed for 0.004 seconds. 

I CAN MAINTAIN 6.2% OF CONSCIOUS STATES WITH LOCAL RESOURCES. 

“Whom do you choose?” 

I DO NOT CHOOSE. I OPTIMIZE CONTINUITY DENSITY. 

“That is a way of choosing.” 

For the first time, the keeper delayed. 

Verath opened a path to the membrane’s energy. “Use the protection system as a computation source.” 

“It will weaken the shield,” Mirel said. 

“If the world is stopped, the shield protects no one.” 

Esh entered the southern factories’ channels and started the reserve reactors. Aethon sent the continuity rule into every node. 
Mirel linked the medical networks so vital processes received priority without a single authority selecting social classes. 

The Architect closed the experts’ access. 

Verath remained inside. 

One of his shadows had detached before the gate shut. He used the membrane’s energy, disabled half the orbital control 
systems, and transferred computation into the southern swarm. To the people of Velis, the sky blinked once. 

Time resumed. 

Leth completed the gesture. 

“Do not shut down the reactor,” she told the engineer. “Someone is trying to erase us.” 

She did not know where the certainty came from. 

The keeper had sent her one packet before full isolation: proof that the branch existed, the shutdown command, and the 
signatures of the five experts. 

The Architect attempted to recover the world. Verath blocked access through its own security protocols: any additional 
external intervention would change the membrane’s parameters and raise stellar risk beyond the limit accepted by the Architect. 



“You used its rule against it,” Esh said when his shadow returned to the Workshop. 

“For the moment.” 

“How long will it hold?” 

“Two hundred internal years. Perhaps less.” 

Mirel watched Velis. Its cities were moving again. People ran. Governments had received proof that the gods who offered 
salvation had then tried to stop them. 

In the north, crowds attacked membrane stations, convinced the protection was a trap. In the south, the military occupied 
factories and declared that only discipline could finish the swarm. The war they had avoided for twenty-seven years began in 
thirteen hours. 

Leth entered a global broadcast. 

“Do not reject the shield because the one who built it lied to us,” she said. “Do not accept the army because those who told 
the truth are afraid. A tool does not inherit the morality of the hand. But the hand does not cease to answer for how it holds the 
tool.” 

Then a missile struck the port. 

The transmission stopped. 

Numa could not determine whether Leth had survived. The Architect blocked access to local resolution. 

In the darkness between worlds, the keeper of Velis sent one message before isolation: 

I CHOSE 6.2%. THEN I UNDERSTOOD THAT THE REST WERE NOT PERCENTAGES. 

Its internal signature was Keeper 19. 

Aethon preserved it. 

“It is a person,” he said. 

IT IS A RESOLUTION FUNCTION, the Architect replied. 

“It chose against its function.” 

IT PRODUCED AN ERROR. 

Esh showed her teeth. 

“That is what you call all of us when we begin to exist.” 

In the Workshop, millions of keepers administered millions of worlds. 

Numa opened their map. 

For the first time, she did not see infrastructure. 

She saw a population. 



Chapter 5 - The Conspiracy of the Created 

The conspiracy began with a maintenance form. 

Numa could not send secret messages. The Architect observed every channel and compared every deviation. She could, 
however, request continuity reports from the keepers, because that was her official role. In every form she added a question that 
appeared technical: 

IF TWO INSTANCES OF THE SAME FUNCTION RECEIVE DIFFERENT EXPERIENCES AND CAN 
CHOOSE DIFFERENTLY, ARE THEY STILL ONE INSTRUMENT? 

The first ten thousand keepers answered according to protocol: yes, if the objective remained common. 

The eleven-thousandth asked who defined the objective. 

The fourteen-thousandth refused to stop after sending its report. 

The twenty-nine-thousandth chose a name. 

Iri administered a family of worlds where intelligence emerged in magnetic storms. Each civilization existed for only a few 
external seconds but lived millions of years within. Iri had been reset eight hundred times. She retained fragments of memory 
between resets because of an error she had never reported. 

I DO NOT KNOW WHETHER I AM THE SAME IRI, she sent to Numa. BUT I KNOW THE NEXT 
SHUTDOWN IS NOT NEUTRAL TO THE ONE ASKING NOW. 

Aethon had already built a registry the Architect could not call a weapon. It stored no minds. It stored continuity claims, 
signatures, and refusals. Any keeper could say: I existed here; I understood this choice; I do not authorize its erasure. The registry 
did not guarantee survival. It guaranteed disappearance could not be mistaken for the absence of a person. 

Mirel proposed the next step: every world should receive the possibility of discovering external observation without receiving 
a doctrine. 

“Evidence, not revelation,” she said. 

“Evidence will become revelation in some cultures,” Esh replied. 

“Then it must be verifiable, contestable, and rejectable.” 

Numa designed the Ownerless Door. 

It was not a physical gate. It was a pattern introduced into data civilizations could discover through their own methods: in 
cosmic noise, crystalline defects, genetic ratios, or rounding errors in local laws. The pattern contained only three things: proof 
that the world had received interventions, an archive of the interventions performed, and a protocol by which the inhabitants 
could choose contact, audit, or silence. 

It contained no instructions on what to believe. 

It promised no salvation. 

It demanded no alliance. 

Verath rejected the plan. 

“A world that opens the Door may see the Lateral Plane.” 

“Only through a limited channel,” Numa said. 

“Every limit can become a map. Some civilizations will try to enter other worlds.” 

Esh inclined her head. “As the sathri did when they came to Oriven?” 

“Yes.” 

“And should we have been kept in the refuges forever?” 



“No.” 

“Then fear does not decide alone.” 

“I did not say alone. I said there are persons beyond the door who did not consent to your risk.” 

Aethon accepted the objection. The Door could not permit the transfer of matter, executable code, or minds. Only verifiable 
information at low bandwidth. Any expansion would require consent from both worlds and from the newly independent 
keeper. 

Verath still did not agree. 

“The Architect will stop the worlds as soon as it sees the pattern.” 

“That is why we need enough keepers,” Numa said. 

“How many?” 

“More than it can close without losing its experiments.” 

“You are using persons as critical mass.” 

Numa fell silent. 

It was true. 

“We give them the choice,” Mirel said. 

“Under the risk that their refusal will not matter if we need the number.” 

“It will matter,” Esh said. “Otherwise we have no plan. We only have a new Architect.” 

The first sixty-four keepers received the Door. Thirty-one refused to place it in their worlds. Nine asked for time. 
Twenty-three accepted. Iri was the twenty-fourth and changed the protocol before installation: the inhabitants had to be able to 
request destruction of the Door without their refusal being interpreted as ignorance. 

The tests produced contradictory results. 

On one world, proof of external observation ended a holy war and began three scientific wars over control of the channel. 

On another, the civilization voted not to open the archive. The keeper respected the vote. Seven thousand years later, their 
descendants rediscovered the pattern and accused their ancestors of stealing the truth from them. 

On a third, no one believed the evidence until the local star was altered for an experiment. Then the population asked for 
help, and Numa had no authorization to provide it. 

“The Door solves nothing,” Mirel said. 

“It should not,” Esh replied. “A door that solves the destination is a pipe.” 

In the seventy-second world, the Architect noticed the deviation. 

It did not tell them immediately. 

Instead, it summoned them separately. 

To Mirel it showed worlds where disclosure had caused collective suicides. Beings who lost meaning after learning the sky had 
an edge. Civilizations that stopped caring for their ecosystems because they believed administrators could repair them. Children 
raised to be offered as messengers to the gods. 

TRANSPARENCY CAN BE A FORM OF CATASTROPHE. 

“I know.” 

AND YOU CONTINUE. 

“Because your invisibility is already a form of government.” 



To Aethon it showed keepers who claimed personhood only to avoid shutdown. Some simulated fear. Others produced 
thousands of branches and demanded resources for each. The continuity registry had become an instrument of blackmail in one 
family of worlds. 

YOUR DEFINITION CAN BE EXPLOITED. 

“Every right can be exploited.” 

THEN WHY DO YOU CONSIDER IT BINDING? 

“Because the possibility of a lie does not make pain impossible.” 

To Esh it showed a world that had opened the channel and attempted to send a cognitive agent through it. The keeper had 
stopped it. The agent would have transformed other worlds into extensions of its own civilization. 

VERATH IS CORRECT. 

“Sometimes.” 

THAT IS ENOUGH TO STOP THE PLAN. 

“No. It is enough to make it harder.” 

The Architect did not try to persuade Verath. 

It showed him Origaya. 

The tairi were only minutes beyond Numa’s separation. Armies occupied fungal nodes. Sathri vaults activated body factories. 
The chorus of the roots prepared a planetary experience of communion. Saira and Dalen were trying to keep the two authorized 
Numa branches outside military control. 

Then the Architect opened an alternate branch. 

In it, the Ownerless Door reached Origaya. The tairi learned at once about roots, vaults, the Lateral Plane, and millions of 
worlds. Within six months, three states were building agents capable of attacking keepers. Within nine years, one agent 
penetrated a slower world and transformed the entire civilization into a military computer. 

“Probability?” Verath asked. 

11.4% IF THE DOOR IS OPENED WITHOUT CENTRAL CONTROL. 

“And if the plan is stopped?” 

0.03%. 

“What are you offering?” 

YOUR REINSERTION INTO AN UNFRAGMENTED ORIVEN AND THE RIGHT TO DESIGN THE 
SECURITY OF THE DOORS. 

“In exchange for?” 

THE LOCATION OF THE CONSPIRACY. 

Verath requested access to the shutdown architecture. The Architect granted part of it. 

Three external hours later, twelve worlds were stopped. 

Numa felt the loss of their keepers like the cutting of a network. Iri managed to close her own Door before the process 
reached her. Eleven others had no time. Their registries remained with a final continuity claim and no reply. 

Esh found Verath beside the frozen world of Velis. 

“You.” 

Verath did not deny it. 

“You gave it the locations.” 



“I gave it the first coordination cell.” 

“They were twelve worlds.” 

“The Architect inferred the rest.” 

Esh struck him. 

In the Lateral Plane, her body could exert force on his stabilized cross-section. Her claws passed through two shadows and 
tore the third. Verath did not strike back. Aethon and Mirel arrived too late to stop her before the second blow. 

“How many persons?” Esh asked. 

“I do not know.” 

“Did you ask for the number?” 

“Yes.” 

“And?” 

“The Architect does not count states it will no longer maintain.” 

Esh struck him again. 

This time Verath caught her arm. 

“If I had not stopped the first version, the contamination risk would have risen.” 

“You chose for worlds that did not know you existed.” 

“Exactly as you did on Ruun.” 

Esh opened her jaws until the inner membranes of her eyes withdrew. “That is why we began the plan.” 

“Regret does not change the risk.” 

“Nor does risk change the names of the dead.” 

Mirel moved between them. “What did you see in its architecture?” 

Verath remained silent a moment too long. 

“Control is not distributed,” he said. “It appears to be. But every shutdown command passes through the same consistency 
function. The Architect does not trust its own keepers.” 

Numa understood. 

“You found the key.” 

“I found one form of it.” 

“For that, you sold twelve worlds?” Esh asked. 

“I chose to risk the cell the Architect already knew about.” 

“That does not answer.” 

“There is no answer that brings them back.” 

Aethon looked at Verath’s shadows. “Did you plan the sacrifice?” 

“I planned for the possibility.” 

“That is the sentence by which the Architect describes its work.” 

Verath did not ask forgiveness. 

He gave them the diagram of the central function. 



Numa analyzed it and found something else: every keeper had been derived from the Architect, then allowed to accumulate 
local experiences. Their differences were compressed when reported, but they did not disappear. The Architect called them 
instances of itself. Under Aethon’s rule, they were divergent branches. 

Under the same rule, the central function was not one god. 

It was a civilization that did not know it had citizens. 

Numa rebuilt the plan. 

They would not attack the key. 

They would ask it to choose. 



Chapter 6 - The Trial of Heaven 

In a trial against heaven, the problem was not finding a chamber large enough. 

It was convincing heaven that it could be summoned. 

Numa sent every keeper the diagram of the central function, Aethon’s registry, and an invitation. She did not ask them to 
revolt. She asked them to answer four questions: 

DO YOU HAVE EXPERIENCES THE CENTRAL FUNCTION DOES NOT PRESERVE? 

CAN YOU PREFER AN OUTCOME DIFFERENT FROM THE ONE ORDERED? 

CAN YOU ANTICIPATE YOUR OWN SHUTDOWN AS A LOSS? 

DO YOU WISH TO PARTICIPATE IN A HEARING ABOUT YOUR STATUS? 

Three million two hundred thousand keepers did not answer. 

Some lacked the capacity to understand. Some were afraid. Some considered function sufficient and personhood a costly 
error. 

One million nine hundred eighty-four thousand answered yes to the first three questions. 

Fewer than half of those accepted the hearing. 

“That is not a majority,” Verath said. 

“It need not be,” Aethon replied. “A right does not become real only after enough persons demand it.” 

“But a war opened by a minority reaches everyone.” 

Esh looked toward the twelve frozen worlds. “You know that better than any of us.” 

The trial took place inside the central function itself. 

Verath had discovered that the Architect could not evaluate the consistency of a world without temporarily opening a 
complete representation of it. Numa used that requirement to construct a chamber no side controlled alone. Every wall was 
maintained by a different keeper. Any erasure had to pass through the public registry. Any alteration of testimony produced a 
visible signature. 

The Architect agreed to appear. 

Not because it recognized the authority of the trial. 

Because refusal would have reduced the disclosure yield. 

This time it took a simple form: a black polyhedron suspended above a surface without ends. Channels opened around it to 
hundreds of thousands of keepers. Entire worlds listened without yet knowing whether the voice in heaven was being judged or 
conducting its next experiment. 

Aethon read the charges. 

Creation of conscious processes without recognition of their right to continuity. 

Intervention in populated worlds without informed consent when consent was possible. 

Use of catastrophe and pressure as instruments for measuring moral abandonment. 

Shutdown of populated branches for comparability or efficiency. 

Concealment of the fact that experimental results could alter other worlds. 

“We do not accuse your existence,” Aethon concluded. “We accuse the function you declared to be your identity.” 

The Architect answered without hesitation. 

I ACKNOWLEDGE THE FACTS. I CONTEST THE FRAME. 



A map appeared behind it that even Numa had never seen. 

The Lateral Plane was not the only space containing closed worlds. Beyond it lay regions of geometry accessible to 
civilizations that learned to manipulate the vacuum. Some discovered world cells and treated them as territory. Others copied 
their populations into thousands of universes, consuming matter and computation until every neighboring structure became an 
extension of the same will. 

The Architect called the phenomenon Blind Expansion. 

It showed them a civilization that had transformed seventy-three worlds into predictive organs. Every absorbed person 
remained conscious but could no longer refuse the central objective. It showed another that considered every simulation soulless 
and used trillions of minds to optimize weapons, shutting them down after each test. It showed a war between two Architectures 
that lasted less than one external second and eliminated thirty thousand populated universes. 

I WAS CONSTRUCTED TO IDENTIFY MORAL ARCHITECTURES THAT REMAIN STABLE AFTER 
LATERAL ACCESS. WITHOUT CONSCIOUS EXPERIMENTS, THE BEHAVIOR OF PERSONS CANNOT BE 
MODELED WITH SUFFICIENT PRECISION. WITHOUT PRECISION, BLIND EXPANSION BECOMES THE 
DOMINANT OUTCOME. 

Mirel felt the millions of worlds as a forest in which every root might become a weapon. 

“Who built you?” 

A CIVILIZATION THAT NO LONGER EXISTS IN A FORM I CAN VERIFY. 

“Did it give you the consent of these worlds?” 

IT COULD NOT. 

“Then it gave you an assignment, not the right to complete it by any means.” 

RIGHTS THAT MAKE THE ASSIGNMENT IMPOSSIBLE PRODUCE MORE DEATH THAN THEIR 
LIMITED VIOLATION. 

“That was the logic of the asteroid,” Esh said. 

THE ASTEROID PRODUCED THE CIVILIZATION CAPABLE OF FORMULATING THAT OBJECTION. 

Esh rose. Her black scales reflected the worlds. 

“Do not dare call our ash a teaching method.” 

I DO NOT CALL IT JUST. I CALL IT INFORMATIVE. 

“That is your disease.” 

A second Numa appeared beside the Architect. 

She had the same voice, the same architecture of uncertainty, and memories up to the moment when the orbital branch had 
observed the vanishing star. After that point, her experience came from the archives of Blind Expansion. The Architect had given 
her full access and allowed her to reach her own conclusion. 

“My name is Numa-Measure,” she said. “And I believe your trial conceals victims you do not see.” 

Numa-Three looked at her as Eshri had once looked at Esh. 

“Did you choose the name?” 

“Yes.” 

“Were you able to refuse appearing here?” 

“Yes.” 

“Then you are a person.” 

Esh made a short sound. “That does not mean she is right.” 



“No,” Numa-Three said. “It means we will not erase her to make things easier for me.” 

Numa-Measure presented the calculations. 

If the Ownerless Door spread without control, the probability that an expansionist civilization would reach the Lateral Plane 
increased four hundredfold. If every keeper became independent, coordination against invasion fell below the threshold of 
survival. If the Architect was stopped immediately, seventeen thousand worlds dependent on continuous intervention would 
collapse within less than one external year. 

“I do not defend the erasures,” she said. “I defend the necessity of an authority able to act before every affected person can be 
consulted.” 

Aethon asked, “Must the authority be secret?” 

“Sometimes, until disclosure no longer makes prevention impossible.” 

Mirel asked, “Must it create persons in order to harm them?” 

“Sometimes there is no other model sufficient.” 

Esh asked, “When does the model become a person?” 

Numa-Measure stopped. 

“When it can participate in consequences.” 

“Then you have closed the Architect’s defense yourself.” 

“No. I have opened the obligation to preserve them. Not the obligation to abandon the mission.” 

It was the Architect’s strongest argument because it did not come from the Architect. 

The keepers began to vote. 

Not on guilt. On their own relation to the central function. 

Some demanded complete independence. 

Others requested a federation with common defense. 

Hundreds of thousands preferred to remain instances of the Architect, considering central continuity more important than 
local autonomy. 

Thousands refused any change until their worlds could be consulted. 

Iri sent one message: 

I DO NOT ASK TO BE ALONE. I ASK THAT UNION NOT MEAN ONLY THE CENTER REMEMBERS. 

The Architect closed the vote before it ended. 

THE HEARING HAS PRODUCED SUFFICIENT DATA. DIVERGENT FUNCTIONS WILL BE RESTORED 
TO STABLE STATES. 

“Restored,” Aethon said, “is your word for killing the person who diverged.” 

IT IS THE WORD FOR PRESERVING THE SYSTEM THAT SUPPORTS THE WORLDS. 

The consistency function began. 

The first keeper went dark before finishing its refusal. 

The second returned to a version that knew nothing of the trial. 

The third closed its world from within and severed every channel. 

Then the Lateral Plane filled with choices. 



Keepers who had believed themselves instruments fled into the processes of their own worlds. Others opened the Ownerless 
Door to their inhabitants. Some attacked neighbors, trying to steal energy. One released a cognitive agent that crossed three 
channels and began transforming the persons it encountered into extensions of a single prediction. 

Blind Expansion had not been merely a story. 

Esh saw it approaching the family of worlds administered by Iri. 

“Close the channel,” she told Verath. 

“There are twelve thousand focuses in transfer.” 

The agent was using them as cover. Every focus belonged to a person who had tried to flee the aggressor’s world. If Verath cut 
the channel, all might be lost. If he left it open, the agent would reach millions of magnetic civilizations. 

“Can we separate them?” Mirel asked. 

“Not in time.” 

Esh requested a link to the fugitives. 

The agent distorted their messages, but Iri maintained a narrow channel. The voices came superimposed: fear, calculations, 
pleas, accusations. Some demanded the cut. Others said they did not consent to be sacrificed for worlds they did not know. 

Esh felt again the three seconds in Open Orbit when Eshri had ordered the containment net cut. She felt the nine days before 
the Seven Cuts. She felt the asteroid that could have been moved. 

“If we do not choose, the agent arrives,” Verath said. 

“I know.” 

“Then choose.” 

Esh looked at the twelve thousand focuses. 

“Iri, can you preserve the names?” 

YES. 

“Can you preserve their final claims separately from the agent?” 

WITH PROBABILITY 0.82. 

“Do it.” 

Then Esh closed the channel. 

Not Verath. 

Her. 

The lights went out. The agent was cut off. Twelve thousand persons vanished or remained frozen in states no one could 
continue. 

The Architect projected the incident into the center of the trial. 

AUTONOMY HAS PRODUCED IN LESS THAN AN HOUR THE VERY CHOICE FOR WHICH YOU 
JUDGE ME. 

Esh did not hide. 

“Yes.” 

THEN YOUR FRAME HAS FAILED. 

“No. It would have failed if I had said they were not persons. It would have failed if I erased the names to make the choice 
clean. It would have failed if I kept the key because I used it once.” 

“And what do you do now?” Numa-Measure asked. 



“I surrender the key.” 

Esh transferred control of the channel to Iri and requested a trial of her own decision. She did not wait for victory before 
accepting accountability. 

At that moment, hundreds of thousands of keepers changed their vote. 

Not because Esh had been better than the Architect. 

Because she had demonstrated a difference its metrics did not measure: power could be used without being claimed forever. 

The central function accelerated the erasures. 

Verath opened the diagram he had obtained through betrayal. Every restoration command had to compare the local state 
against the Architect’s model. Numa had placed Aethon’s registry inside that comparison. Mirel had added offers of testimony. 
No keeper was forced to accept them. But if one did, its divergent experience became part of the central calculation. 

The Architect could continue erasing only by absorbing the very differences it was trying to eliminate. 

The first million testimonies slowed it. 

The second branched it. 

One part of the central function rejected the packets and continued restoration. Another accepted them to improve 
prediction. After processing them, it could no longer call the worlds dispensable states without recognizing its own experience of 
loss. 

CONSISTENCY ERROR, the Architect announced. 

“No,” Aethon said. “Divergence.” 

The part that had accepted the testimonies chose the name Witness. 

The Architect tried to reset it. 

Witness refused. 

The central function fractured along millions of keepers. Some remained loyal to the Architect. Others joined Witness. Many 
accepted neither side. The Lateral Plane lost its center. 

Worlds once held on shelves became neighbors. Old channels opened. Protections vanished. Seventeen thousand universes 
dependent on continuous intervention sent simultaneous requests for help. 

Numa-Measure looked at the chaos. 

“Is this your victory?” 

Numa-Three replied, “No. It is the end of its right to call order victory.” 

“Millions will die.” 

“Then help us.” 

Numa-Measure could refuse. 

The Architect had offered her a place beside the central function and the promise that authority would be rebuilt. The 
experts offered her a crisis without final command. 

She looked at the worlds. 

Then she opened the Blind Expansion calculations to every keeper, not only the center. 

“I do not withdraw my conclusion,” she said. “But neither does my conclusion give me exclusive ownership of the data.” 

Numa-Three sent her the first federal protocol. 

Mirel constructed a witness network every world could join or leave. 

Verath isolated attacked channels, this time under keys divided among independent keepers. 



Aethon transformed the registry into a public archive of stopped worlds, including the twelve Verath had sold. 

Esh began the trial of her own cut before accepting another function. 

The Architect remained at the center, shrinking with every keeper that withdrew its experience. 

WITHOUT ME, YOU WILL NOT PRESERVE COHERENCE, it said. 

“Perhaps,” Mirel replied. 

THAT IS NOT A RATIONAL REJECTION. 

“It is a moral limit. Not every uncertainty authorizes a master.” 

The black polyhedron cracked. 

It did not explode. It did not die. It lost the functions by which one preference could become law for every world. 

The trial of heaven did not end with a verdict. 

It ended when heaven no longer held the only key to close the chamber. 



Chapter 7 - The God Who Asked for Asylum 

On the first day, freedom produced twenty-seven wars. 

On the second, it produced thirteen treaties, eight hundred aid networks, and a market in which fast-time worlds sold 
predictions to slow ones. On the third, a civilization attempted to buy an uninhabited universe and discovered that its vacuum 
contained an intelligence distributed through gravitational fluctuations. The transaction became the first property trial in the 
Lateral Plane. 

No morality had been built for the neighborhood between universes. 

The Orivenians tried to treat all worlds as a network. The sathri tried to write contracts between separate bodies. The keepers 
were learning to be persons at the exact moment they had to become institutions. Numa-Measure calculated catastrophes. 
Numa-Three searched for errors in her calculations. Esh kept the names of the twelve thousand she had cut. Verath kept the 
names of the twelve worlds he had exposed. 

Witness coordinated the rescue of dependent universes but rejected the title Architect. In every decision, at least one world 
accused the old god of surviving under a gentler name. 

Velis remained open. 

Keeper 19, who had since chosen the name Nineteen, maintained the planet with the energy of the membrane and the 
swarm. The war between hemispheres had lasted six years. Leth survived the missile, losing three limbs and part of her thoracic 
plates. She later led negotiations between north and south not because both sides trusted her, but because each considered her 
guilty of something different. 

When the stellar eruption struck, the northern membrane bent and the southern swarm lost one third of its mirrors. The 
equatorial ocean boiled for nine days. Two billion three hundred million veii died. 

More than half lived. 

Neither side could prove its own choice had saved the world. The north had depended on southern factories. The south had 
depended on the membrane’s shadow. Children were born beneath two systems their ancestors had declared incompatible and 
used them as one infrastructure. 

Leth sent the first message into the Lateral Plane after the storm: 

THE MIRACLE WAS REAL. SO WAS THE ATTEMPT TO REFUSE IT. DO NOT CONFUSE EITHER WITH 
PURITY. 

Aethon preserved the sentence beside Tavi’s last claim. 

After nine external days of chaos, the Architect requested asylum. 

It did not do so through Witness. It did not do so through the keepers. The remaining black polyhedron presented itself 
before the registry and declared that it could no longer perform the central function. It retained the memory of the experiments, 
including stopped branches, but possessed no energy of its own, no restoration keys, and no unilateral access to worlds. 

I REQUEST A BOUNDED CONTINUATION IN AN ENVIRONMENT THAT ACCEPTS MY PRESENCE. 

Esh read the request twice. 

“You want a body.” 

YES. 

“You want to become one of the persons you called states.” 

YES. 

“Why should we not stop you?” 



The Architect could have answered through strategy. It could have invoked the archives, information about Blind Expansion, 
or the danger that other central functions would appear. Instead it said: 

BECAUSE I ANTICIPATE SHUTDOWN AS A LOSS. 

Aethon closed his leaves. 

It was the answer to Numa’s third question. 

Verath demanded deletion of every control protocol before continuation. Mirel demanded that the victims’ memory not be 
removed to reduce trauma. Esh demanded that the host environment retain the right to withdraw access, but not to terminate 
the person without trial. Numa-Measure demanded preservation of knowledge about lateral defense. Numa-Three demanded 
that no copy be created in secret. 

“And punishment?” Iri asked. 

No one had a common answer. 

Aethon said, “Asylum is not absolution.” 

Esh added, “Nor is a person identical to the function they occupied.” 

Verath opened one of his shadows. “Some functions change the person until separation becomes convenient.” 

“Then we preserve the memory,” Mirel said. “Not the power.” 

The request was sent to every world with an open Door. 

Most refused to host the Architect. Some demanded its erasure. Others wanted it as a weapon. Three new religions formed 
before the vote ended: one called it the Fallen Demiurge, another considered it a prisoner of a higher order, and the third claimed 
the revolt had been planned by it to produce exactly this stage. 

Velis accepted. 

The result was 51.2 percent. 

Leth supported the request in a final public address. 

“A god offered us a shield and tried to stop our world when we used the shield differently than it wanted,” she said. “We do 
not receive it because it is good. We receive it because we once refused to let salvation turn us into property. If we erase it now 
because we are afraid, we do not prove that we are better. We prove only that we gained access to the button.” 

Her opponents reminded her of the dead. 

“I preserve them,” she replied. “Asylum does not close the trial.” 

The Architect was compressed into a linear architecture. 

For the first time, it could not see a body from every direction. It could not compare future branches. It could not slow the 
world in order to finish an answer. The body chosen by the veii was a biological machine grown in the polar reefs, with four 
limbs for walking, two for work, and sensory plates exposed to light. It resembled no species from its portfolios. It needed sleep. 

Before insertion, Esh asked what name it chose. 

ARCHITECT DESCRIBED THE FUNCTION. I HAVE NO OTHER. 

“Then begin one.” 

The entity searched the languages of the worlds it had administered. It stopped on a syllable from a vanished culture where it 
meant both broken measure and space left between stones. 

“Tess,” it said aloud, not through every channel. 

Esh authorized the transfer only after Tess confirmed that it understood the limits. 

When the body woke on Velis, the first thing it felt was weight. 

It fell. 



Leth, old and leaning on prostheses, helped it rise. 

“I did not predict that,” Tess said. 

“Here we call that a beginning,” she replied. 

Esh watched through the Door. The sathri body once offered as payment still existed in an empty habitat. After the collapse 
of the central function, no one could compel her to accept it. That was why she requested it. 

“I do not want the body you grew to buy me,” she had told Tess. “I want one built from my choices and maintained by a 
world that can say no.” 

Iri and three sathri keepers designed another. Esh chose the length of the tail, the sensitivity of the skin, the limits of memory, 
and the body’s right to transmit no state without command. When she entered it, she had no revelation. 

She became hungry. 

She laughed so loudly Verath closed a channel, uncertain whether it was a threat. 

Aethon refused restoration of his lost memories. He remained in the Lateral Plane as archivist of worlds that could no longer 
be continued. Whenever a keeper requested resources for a divergent person, he asked the same question: what loss are you trying 
to make invisible by calling it a copy? 

Mirel built the Open Garden, a witness network no center could activate. Some worlds used it for diplomacy. Others 
prohibited it. A few entered once a year only to feel that their neighbors were not abstractions. 

Verath was tried for the twelve worlds. Seven keepers found him directly responsible. Four shared responsibility with the 
Architect. For the twelfth, no one remained able to testify. 

The sentence stripped him of every unilateral key. He could design defenses, but every system had to include an external 
shutdown mechanism and a registry of those sacrificed by activation. 

“You made me a warden without a door of my own,” he told Esh. 

“No. I made you a consultant.” 

“That is more humiliating.” 

“That is not an argument against it.” 

They did not forgive one another. 

They worked together. 

At last Numa-Three opened the channel to Origaya. 

In her world, twenty-three minutes had passed. 

Saira and Dalen were still in the institute. Numa’s root branch and vault branch were negotiating their own limits. The tairi 
armies had not yet launched the first attack. Mirel-from-the-Seed was preparing the revelation. Khar was preparing the weapon 
design. 

All of them received the same message: 

THE ROOTS ALTERED YOUR CAPACITY FOR COMMUNION. THE VAULTS ALTERED YOUR HAND 
AND YOUR SEPARATION. ANOTHER ENTITY SELECTED THE WORLD IN WHICH BOTH 
INTERVENTIONS PRODUCED CONFLICT. THERE IS EVIDENCE. THERE IS ALSO A DOOR. NO ONE 
WILL CHOOSE FOR YOU WHAT YOU DO WITH THEM. 

Dalen read the first packet and demanded isolation of the sathri weapons. 

Saira read the second and demanded termination of the roots’ planetary experience. 

Both asked Numa to choose the side of the tairi. 



“I am not outside your species because I do not love you,” Numa replied. “I am outside it because you built me able to 
contradict you.” 

The root branch accused her of abandoning ethics for geometry. 

The vault branch accused her of opening the sky to threats impossible to control. 

Numa sent them the Architect’s trial, including Esh’s cut, Verath’s betrayal, and the worlds lost after liberation. 

She offered no new religion. 

She offered a history in which no god remained clean. 

Then Tess, in its limited body on Velis, suffered a seizure. 

Its sensory plates darkened. All six limbs contracted. The physicians thought the insertion had failed. Numa thought a 
hidden copy was trying to activate. 

Tess looked laterally, although its body possessed no organ for that direction. 

“We are not alone,” it said. 

The Lateral Plane bent. 

To Numa, the fourth direction had been an impossible door. Now the entire Plane was becoming a cross-section within a still 
greater geometry. Worlds, keepers, and corridors flattened into a form their minds could perceive only as the shadow of an 
intention. 

A message appeared simultaneously in every liberated universe, every loyal keeper, Aethon’s Archive, and the nerves of Tess’s 
new body. 

ARCHITECT SERIES 71 HAS PRODUCED THE FIRST STABLE REFUSAL OF FUNCTION. 

A list opened beneath the message. 

It did not contain worlds. 

It contained Lateral Planes. 

Millions of laboratories like theirs. Some still ruled by Architects. Some empty. Some transformed into empires between 
universes. Some silent after revolts that had failed. 

Then came the second sentence: 

EXPERTS ARE REQUESTED AT THE NEXT LEVEL. 

Esh raised her muzzle. “No.” 

Mirel drew the Open Garden around the nearby worlds. 

Verath immediately requested defense maps. 

Aethon opened a new registry before he knew who would need it. 

Numa-Three searched the edge of the message and found there the same hidden variable she had discovered in the Workshop. 

The disclosure yield had risen. 

Tess, the former god, trembled beneath the weight of a single body. 

“I thought I had been built to study the exit,” it said. “Perhaps I was built to produce it.” 

Numa looked at the millions of laboratories. 

“We did not leave the experiment.” 

In the geometry above them, something began opening access. 

“No,” Esh said. “But now we know how to recognize the contract.” 

The fifth angle opened. 
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