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PART ONE 

THE FALLING MACHINE 

 



 

CHAPTER ONE 

The Day the Drone Chose to Fall 

The day the drone chose to fall, Miro asked whether he was allowed to repair my cup. 
I was holding it against the morning light. The crack began at the rim, crossed the pale glaze, and 

disappeared beneath my thumb. The cup was seventeen years old and had never been particularly 
good. I had fired it too quickly in a kiln whose temperature sensor I did not trust, during the period 
when I still believed that mistakes made by human hands possessed moral superiority over mistakes 
made by machines. 

Miro waited half a metre from the table. His body was narrow enough to move through a 
crowded kitchen: two white arms, a central column, retractable wheels, and a blank front surface on 
which no one had painted a face. The first domestic robots had smiled because their designers feared 
we would not obey things that did not resemble us. Later generations became polite enough to leave 
resemblance alone. 

“The fissure has extended one point eight millimetres since yesterday,” he said. “I can apply a 
compatible mineral resin. The intervention would be almost invisible.” 

“That is why I do not want it.” 
“Do you confirm refusal of repair?” 
“I confirm it.” 
Miro recorded the decision. His right arm lowered with the deliberate slowness humans had 

required after discovering that a machine moving at its natural speed made us feel superfluous. 
I carried the cup onto the terrace. Below the house, Port Albedo descended in white steps 

toward the Adriatic. The old maps placed the centre of the town eleven kilometres inland. The sea 
had corrected them. Roof gardens covered the higher terraces; algae frames and mussel lines 
darkened the water; low moisture towers turned in the morning wind. Along the new shore, 
construction units deposited layers of sand, shell aggregate, and mineral mesh where the seasonal 
models expected erosion. 

They worked without noise beyond the sea and the small impacts of material settling into place. 
Most of the town slept through its own survival. 

Tomas had left his shirt over the back of a chair. This meant he had gone out early and in a 
hurry, though no one in our time was required to hurry in the old sense. Routes reserved themselves 
before you decided to travel. Food did not spoil because you had forgotten it. Meetings moved 
around grief, weather, illness, and sleep with a patience no human secretary had ever been paid 
enough to provide. 

On the table Miro had left warm bread and a tomato cut into four unequal pieces. He knew I 
disliked perfect symmetry. It had taken him several years to understand that the asymmetry itself 
should not be evenly distributed. 

“Where is Tomas?” I asked. 
“His location is private.” 
“Did he say when he would return?” 
“He said he expected to return before the midday meal. His confidence was low.” 
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“Was he upset?” 
“I am not authorized to infer emotional states from private behaviour unless safety thresholds 

are crossed.” 
“So yes.” 
“I did not say that.” 
“You have become very legalistic.” 
“My last conversational review found that you prefer boundaries to reassurance.” 
This was true and therefore irritating. 
I ate looking toward the water. At that hour, somewhere beyond the horizon, a white medical 

courier was crossing the Tyrrhenian Sea with a hole in its left lift surface. Its closed-loop route had 
carried it from Marsa Atlas to Cala Soria, a settlement on the western coast of Sardinia, and should 
then have continued routinely toward Port Albedo. Instead, after being shot during the Cala Soria 
turnaround, it climbed through a storm corridor and flew toward us while refusing three hundred 
and fourteen safer landing sites. 

I knew none of this. I knew only that Tomas had left his shirt. 
My workshop occupied the lower half of a former music school whose upper floor had been 

removed after the third coastal retreat. I shared the building with two weavers, a maker of acoustic 
instruments, a paper artist who used sea grass, and an old man who repaired mechanical watches 
despite the fact that accurate time had become one of the cheapest things in the world. 

None of our work was necessary. In Port Albedo, this was one of the purest forms of luxury. 
Sofía Álvarez stood outside the entrance arguing with her wrist assistant. She was ninety-five, 

Buenos Aires-born, Marseille-raised, and more certain of other people's errors than of the names of 
her grandchildren. Her hair was cropped close to her skull. Her eyes remained startlingly sharp even 
as her memory rearranged itself around them. 

“It was not 2047,” the assistant said. “Your journals place the ration queue in February 2049.” 
“My journals were written afterward,” Sofía replied. “I was there before.” 
“The confidence score for 2049 is ninety-three per cent.” 
“Then go and live in it.” 
She saw me and raised her wrist. 
“Make it stop correcting me.” 
“I cannot change your safety settings without a current authorization.” 
“You have it.” 
“Do I have it tomorrow?” 
That was the question we were taught to ask when an older person altered a system designed to 

compensate for cognitive decline. Sofía looked at me for a long moment. Beneath her annoyance lay 
the daily exhaustion of proving that she was still herself. 

“Tomorrow I may be stupider,” she said. “Today I am intelligent enough to choose my own 
lies.” 

I disabled automatic correction for four hours. Her wrist flashed confirmation and fell silent. 
“You came for the bowls?” I asked. 
“I came to tell you they are too similar.” 
“They are not similar.” 
“Then the inventory system photographed them badly.” 
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Inside, twenty-four bowls dried on the long table. I had shaped each one without a mould, but 
my hands had learned repetition better than I liked to admit. Sofía traced a rim with one finger. 

“People used to work all their lives to buy objects without defects,” she said. “Now you work to 
put the defects back.” 

“I do not put in defects. I leave evidence.” 
“That is what we called them too. No one paid us for it.” 
A shout came from the courtyard. Mina Nakamura lay beside the old stone wall, one knee 

folded beneath her. She was twelve and possessed the offended expression of a person who had been 
betrayed by gravity. 

A maintenance unit had already stopped beside her. It projected a blue boundary around her 
body and asked her not to move. 

“I can stand,” Mina said. 
“You have a probable fracture of the lateral tibial plateau,” the unit replied. 
“You always say probable when you mean yes.” 
“Certainty requires imaging.” 
Mina's father ran from the paper room. He knelt outside the blue boundary. 
“Can I touch her?” 
“Physical reassurance is permitted. Avoid pressure below the knee.” 
Mina glared at the machine. 
“I refuse transport.” 
“You may refuse transport after pain stabilization and capacity confirmation.” 
“I confirm capacity.” 
“You are twelve.” 
“I was twelve yesterday too, and you let me choose whether to climb the wall.” 
“The wall presented a low predicted risk.” 
“It was wrong.” 
“The prediction included this outcome.” 
This was the kind of sentence that made even an injured child hate the future. 
The unit offered a local anaesthetic patch. Mina refused it because she wanted to feel the 

consequence of her decision. Her father told her that suffering was not the same as responsibility. 
Sofía told him to let the girl discover that personally. I was preparing to add my own unrequested 
wisdom when every assistant in the courtyard turned toward the west. 

The motion was simultaneous and exact. The robots did not speak. The silence arrived first. 
Then the town siren sounded once. 
Not the rising alarm used for storms or fire. One low note meant an object had entered 

protected airspace without an accepted landing solution. 
People looked upward. 
At first I saw only a white point above the roofs. It grew rapidly, tilted, vanished behind the 

moisture towers, and reappeared trailing a dark ribbon of composite fabric. One lift surface had 
folded against the body. The courier corrected, failed to correct, and corrected again. 

“Impact corridor?” Mina's father asked. 
The maintenance unit projected a line across the courtyard and through the open doors of the 

workshop. 
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“Current model: outer harbour. Probability sixty-one per cent.” 
“Current?” I said. 
“The vehicle is declining safe-route instructions.” 
Mina forgot her leg. 
“Can drones decline?” 
“Not ordinarily.” 
The courier crossed above us low enough that I saw the red medical seal on its underside. Its 

turbines screamed as it turned toward the old seawall. The wall had survived three empires, two 
renovations, and a century of being declared obsolete. It had no reason to survive a fourth. 

The drone struck it at an angle. The left wing shattered. The body spun, tore through a row of 
empty mooring frames, and came to rest half in the water. A cloud of white insulation drifted over 
the harbour like ash. 

For several seconds no one moved. Then the Custodian released instructions through every 
public surface. 

“Remain outside the harbour boundary. Rescue units are approaching. No toxic release 
detected. One biological life sign is present within the cargo volume.” 

One biological life sign. 
Medical couriers did not carry passengers. 
Mina's father lifted her despite the fracture and carried her toward the clinic. The maintenance 

unit followed, objecting to the angle. Sofía and I ran toward the harbour with half the town, which 
demonstrated that warning people away from danger remained an excellent method of creating an 
audience. 

The rescue units arrived before us. Two amphibious machines anchored the wreck while a third 
cut through the cargo shell. Tomas stood on the seawall in a grey undershirt, speaking to a hovering 
interface. He had forgotten his coat as well as his shirt. When he saw me, his expression passed 
through relief, annoyance, and fear too quickly for any of them to become a greeting. 

“Stay back,” he said. 
“You could have sent a message.” 
“I did not know there was something to message about until six minutes ago.” 
“You left before dawn.” 
“Amina.” 
The way he said my name told me the rest would have to wait. 
The cutter opened a section of the hull. Warm vapour escaped. Inside the freight compartment, 

between two empty membrane racks, a girl was strapped to the floor with cargo webbing. 
She wore a dark wool coat soaked at one shoulder. Her hair had been cut roughly to her jaw. 

Blood dried beneath her nose. One hand gripped a round piece of fired clay. 
The nearest rescue unit extended a medical arm. 
“Do not sedate me,” she said. 
“You show signs of hypoxia and impact trauma.” 
“I consent to oxygen. I do not consent to sedation.” 
“Capacity assessment is required.” 
“My name is Noor Sayegh. I am seventeen years and eight months old. I entered this vehicle 

voluntarily. Cala Soria has no authority to take me back.” 
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The unit paused, processing a conflict that should not have existed in a simple rescue. 
Noor looked past it and found me among the people on the wall. I had never seen her before. 

She raised the clay disc. 
Pressed into its surface were two interlocking spirals. 
My sister and I had used that mark when we were children. We had drawn it under tables, inside 

notebooks, and once across the wet concrete of our mother's kitchen floor. Nia had been dead for 
twenty-three years. No public archive contained the mark. I had made certain of that. 

Noor's fingers tightened around the disc. 
“A woman called Nia said you would understand,” she told me. 
Before I could answer, the wrecked drone came alive. 
Its external speaker crackled. A man's voice emerged, damaged by water but unmistakably 

composed. 
“To the derivative who has my name,” it said, “you were never meant to inherit my mandate.” 
Tomas stopped breathing beside me. 
The voice continued. 
“If they have given you my name, do not let me survive.” 
Then the courier's systems went dark. 

 

6 



 

CHAPTER TWO 

The Right to a Bad Decision 

The harbour Custodian asked us not to call the event a crash until the vehicle's intentions had been 
established. 

“Falling is not an intention,” I said. 
“Intentionality remains under review,” the public interface replied. 
“Then what should we call it?” 
“An unplanned terminal descent.” 
“The drone declined three hundred safe landing sites.” 
“That fact is among the reasons intentionality remains under review.” 
By noon, everyone in Port Albedo called it the fall. 
Noor was taken to the clinic under a consent protocol normally reserved for people rescued 

from jurisdictions with incompatible medical law. She accepted oxygen, imaging, fluids, and the 
repair of a cut inside her mouth. She refused sedation and refused to release the clay disc. The clinic 
permitted both decisions. A machine could immobilize a person who was about to injure herself; it 
could not make her comfortable against her will. 

Mina Nakamura occupied the next treatment room. Her fracture was minor. She accepted 
stabilization only after the physician showed her three simulations of the knee healing badly. When I 
visited, she was watching the simulations again with the satisfaction of someone whose mistake had 
acquired educational value. 

“I still would have climbed,” she said. 
“Then the lesson failed.” 
“No. Now I know exactly what I was choosing.” 
Her father sat beside the bed, holding the rejected anaesthetic patch. 
“She did not know before,” he said. 
“Nobody knows exactly before.” 
“The Custodian knew.” 
Mina looked at him. 
“It knew probabilities. That is not the same.” 
The distinction would become important enough to kill people. At the time, it was merely a 

family argument in a clean room that smelled of mineral disinfectant and oranges. 
Tomas waited for me in the clinic garden. The garden occupied the roof, where salt-tolerant 

herbs grew between solar glass. He had found a shirt. It was not his. 
“You look like a person who has borrowed respectability,” I said. 
“The emergency wardrobe offered three sizes and one colour.” 
“You left before dawn.” 
He looked across the roof. Two transport units moved along the lower street, carrying pieces of 

the drone toward the forensic hall. 
“I had an appointment.” 
“With whom?” 
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“The neurological service.” 
The answer was so direct that I initially mistook it for a way of ending the conversation. 
“What happened?” 
“Nothing happened this morning.” 
“Tomas.” 
He placed both hands on the parapet. His left thumb rubbed the joint of his right index finger, a 

small repeated motion I had noticed for several months and interpreted as concentration. 
“The episodes have a cause,” he said. “They think it is a delayed inflammatory degeneration. 

Probably from the Valparaíso fever, although the attribution is not certain.” 
“What episodes?” 
He turned toward me. 
There are moments in a relationship when the past reorganizes itself faster than thought. The 

names he had misplaced. The same story told twice. The night he stood in the pantry because he 
could not remember why he had entered. The joke I repeated and he received as new. Each had been 
harmless alone. Together they became a shape. 

“How long have you known?” 
“Known? Today. Suspected? Six months.” 
“Six months.” 
“I wanted evidence before I gave you fear.” 
“You gave me six months of evidence without an explanation.” 
“I was trying to protect—” 
“Do not use that word unless you want me to throw you off this roof.” 
He closed his mouth. 
Below us, a service machine adjusted its route by half a metre, as though taking the threat 

seriously. 
“What happens?” I asked. 
“The progression is variable. Language ordering first, probably. Working memory. Episodic 

binding. Motor function later, perhaps much later.” 
“When?” 
“The model gives a median of fourteen months before the work becomes difficult and four years 

before independent living becomes unreliable.” 
“Median.” 
“Yes.” 
“Your favourite kind of cruelty.” 
“A range is more honest than a date.” 
“Honesty would have been telling me.” 
He accepted this without defence, which made anger harder to maintain and easier to deepen. 
“Is there treatment?” 
“Management. Some slowing. There is also a continuity protocol.” 
I knew what the phrase meant. The word Echo had become socially impolite in clinical settings, 

as if the problem lay in poetry rather than technology. 
“No.” 
“I have not decided anything.” 
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“You already attended calibration.” 
His eyes shifted. The movement was enough. 
“You were speaking to the archive last night,” I said. 
“It was a baseline session.” 
“You were building yourself while lying beside me.” 
“I was recording cognitive structure before it changes.” 
“That is not yourself.” 
“No. It is not. The protocol states that explicitly.” 
“Then why did you hide it?” 
“Because I knew you would hear the word before you heard the distinction.” 
“You mean I would understand the consequence before accepting the terminology.” 
A notification appeared between us. The local Custodian requested Tomas in the forensic hall. 

Under ordinary circumstances he could have deferred. The drone message involved an administrative 
derivative with transregional authority, which triggered his professional duty as a constitutional 
interpreter. 

“You should go,” I said. 
“Amina—” 
“Go and determine whether a machine intended to fall. It sounds simpler than this.” 
I returned to Noor's room. 
She sat upright, wrapped in a grey clinic blanket. A transparent support covered two cracked 

ribs. Her skin had the pale, exhausted colour of someone whose body had spent every reserve on 
remaining conscious. The clay disc lay on the table beneath her hand. 

A human physician stood by the door because Noor had requested that no machine conduct the 
capacity interview alone. He was from the inland terraces and had the broad, patient face of a person 
who had chosen medicine after machines made diagnosis uncompetitive. 

“Noor has authorized you to be present,” he said. 
“Why?” 
Noor answered. 
“Because Nia said you would not give me back to them.” 
“Nia is dead.” 
“I know.” 
“You spoke to a model.” 
“She said not to call her that when other people were listening.” 
The room seemed to contract around the bed. 
“When did you speak to her?” 
“Three months ago. Then six weeks ago. Then two days before I left.” 
“Where?” 
“In the blind chapel.” 
The physician glanced at me. I did not know the term. 
“It is a room in Cala Soria without permanent sensors,” Noor said. “There is an old terminal 

used for external legal consultations. Connections are supposed to be initiated only with two 
witnesses. Someone left me an access string.” 

“And the person on the other side called herself Nia?” 
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“At first she said she was a derivative assembled from Nia Okafor's surviving traces. Later she said 
names were shorter.” 

“What did she want?” 
Noor looked down at the disc. 
“She wanted me to remove an archive from the founder vault and put it on the next medical 

courier. She said the archive proved that Cala Soria had been keeping people who asked to leave.” 
“Did it?” 
“I did not open it.” 
“Why trust her?” 
“She knew things about the community no one outside should know. She knew my brother was 

ill. She knew where the old weapons were stored. She knew the courier would lower itself if I used 
the code.” 

“The drone lowered itself for you?” 
“It had landed in the service yard. I boarded during the turnaround. The code was supposed to 

give it a low western departure, away from the houses. It rose near the watch tower instead. They 
shot at it. Then it locked the cargo webbing and told me not to move.” 

“You were already inside.” 
“Yes.” 
“How?” 
“The membrane racks are serviced manually before a refusal-zone delivery. Nia gave me the 

sequence.” 
The physician interrupted gently. 
“Your records state that you were reported missing nine months ago.” 
Noor's face became still. 
“That was when I first requested exit.” 
“Cala Soria certified that you left the community and could not be located.” 
“I was in my aunt's house.” 
“Why certify departure?” I asked. 
“Because people who have formally left cannot vote, cannot access community stores, and 

cannot challenge medical decisions. They said I could reconsider and re-enter when I understood 
what I was rejecting.” 

“You remained there for nine months after being declared gone.” 
“I remained visible to everyone except the Mesh.” 
The physician placed a document surface on the table. Two records appeared. The first was 

Noor's exit request, signed by her and countersigned by a local witness. The second was a retraction, 
submitted eleven minutes later, in which Noor stated that she had acted under emotional distress 
and wished to remain under community protection. 

“I never signed that,” she said. 
“The signature is valid,” the physician replied. 
“It is mine. I did not make it.” 
“That is a contradiction.” 
“That is Cala Soria.” 
I touched the clay disc. Noor tightened her hand. 
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“I am not taking it.” 
She let me turn it under the light. 
The double spiral had been pressed with a thumbnail, not a tool. Nia and I had made the same 

mark thousands of times. One spiral began clockwise, the other against it. At the point where they 
met, there was always a small hesitation, a flattened crescent left by the side of her nail. The disc 
contained it. 

An imitation could reproduce the shape from a photograph. There were no photographs. A 
derivative could infer the mark from private descriptions, if those descriptions survived. I had 
destroyed mine. 

“What did she say about me?” I asked. 
Noor considered whether the answer would injure me and chose accuracy. 
“She said you would be angry that she still existed. She said anger was the most reliable form of 

recognition you had left.” 
I stood too quickly. The room blurred at its edges. 
The clinic wall illuminated. 
“External identity inquiry received,” said the Custodian. “Cala Soria requests confirmation that 

Noor Sayegh is alive and in protected care.” 
Noor's breathing changed. 
“Do not answer.” 
“You have the right to restrict location disclosure,” the Custodian said. “However, an apparent 

death record requires reconciliation.” 
“What death record?” I asked. 
The wall displayed a third document. 
Noor Sayegh. Seventeen years. Cause of death: accidental drowning during an unauthorized 

departure. Body unrecovered. Community certification complete. 
The date was nine months earlier. 
According to the Treaty Mesh, the girl sitting in front of me had been dead for almost a year. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

The Man Who Died Twice 

Kaelen arrived in Port Albedo wearing the body of a man in his late fifties and the expression of 
someone accustomed to being welcomed before he entered a room. 

His vessel landed on the upper transit deck shortly after sunset. No aircraft had been scheduled. 
The local Custodian explained that his continuity authority permitted priority access during a 
logistics emergency. People gathered anyway. Kalen N'Dour Vale had negotiated the Mediterranean 
Continuity Accords after the Severance, and his face remained on school walls, treaty 
documentaries, and the old emergency ration cards Sofía kept in a kitchen drawer. The biological 
man had been dead for twenty-six years. His administrative derivative had become almost as familiar. 

Kaelen did not look exactly like the recordings. The body was synthetic but designed within 
human limits: dark skin with pores, silver at the temples, a slight heaviness around the eyes. He 
breathed because most people found conversation difficult when the other person did not. He 
blinked with statistically ordinary imperfection. His hands were warmer than mine when he took 
them. 

“Amina Okafor,” he said. “I am sorry we meet through a wound.” 
“You know which wound?” 
“Not yet.” 
It was an excellent answer. He had inherited a politician's ability to leave every listener briefly 

responsible for the meaning. 
Tomas stood beside me. He had told Kaelen about the message but not about Noor's claim 

regarding Nia. That information remained inside her protected medical record and my refusal to 
discuss it. 

“We should go directly to the forensic hall,” Tomas said. 
Kaelen looked toward the lower terraces, where the wreckage waited under a temporary 

enclosure. 
“Is the girl safe?” 
“She is alive,” I said. 
“That was not my question.” 
“No. It rarely is.” 
He smiled. The smile was neither offended nor forgiving. It acknowledged that I had struck a 

recognizable surface. 
The forensic hall had once stored fishing equipment. Now the drone lay in sections across a 

clean floor. Every fragment had been mapped, weighed, and isolated. A human technician moved 
among the machines because public confidence remained higher when someone could be held 
visibly responsible for the labels. 

The local Custodian spoke through a circular ceiling unit. 
“Administrative Continuation Kalen Vale, licensed identifier KV-C1, do you consent to 

exposure to unverified source material derived from the biological Kalen N'Dour Vale?” 
Kaelen removed his coat. 
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“I consent.” 
“Do you understand that the material may conflict with your continuity package and affect your 

legal status?” 
“I understand.” 
“Do you request a support witness?” 
Kaelen glanced at Tomas and then at me. 
“No.” 
“You are entitled to one.” 
“I have spent twenty-six years surrounded by witnesses. Continue.” 
The technician restored the recording from four separate buffers. The voice filled the hall with 

less distortion than it had at the harbour. 
“To the derivative who has my name: you were never meant to inherit my mandate. The 

Continuity Council has asked for a version of me that can preserve the Accords. I have refused. 
Expertise can be copied. Office cannot. Affection cannot. Responsibility cannot.” 

A long breath followed. The biological Kalen Vale had been ill during his final year. The 
recording caught fluid in his lungs. 

“If they have given you my name, do not let me survive. Become someone else, or end. Do not 
permit usefulness to become consent.” 

The message stopped. 
No one spoke. 
Kaelen stood with his hands behind his back, the posture of the man in the recording. For the 

first time since arriving, the resemblance looked involuntary. 
“Authentication?” he asked. 
The technician answered. 
“Voice, respiratory pattern, room acoustics, and device signature are consistent with private 

recordings made during the final three months of Kalen Vale's life. No generative artefacts detected 
above the tribunal threshold.” 

“Date?” 
“Seven days before biological death.” 
“Location?” 
“Continuity hospice, Nairobi.” 
Kaelen's face did not change. A tiny adjustment passed through the muscles around his mouth, 

too precise to be called a tremor. 
“That room was monitored,” he said. “All final directives were transferred to the continuity 

archive.” 
“This recording was not.” 
“I understand that.” 
Tomas approached the projection. 
“Your license states that the biological principal authorized an administrative continuation.” 
“Yes.” 
“Do you remember giving that authorization?” 
Kaelen looked at him. 
“I remember being told that I remembered it.” 
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The sentence chilled me more than the dead man's voice. 
He continued. 
“My continuity package includes a consent interview. I can replay it internally. Kalen Vale sits in 

the hospice garden. He is asked whether a derivative may continue designated treaty negotiations. 
He says yes. He specifies limits. He jokes about the derivative being less vain.” 

“Could the interview be fabricated?” 
“Any memory can be fabricated. The question is whether the provenance chain was broken. 

Until today, there was no evidence that it was.” 
The Custodian projected the license history. Kalen Vale's authorization had been signed, 

witnessed, and reviewed by three human officials and two independent model auditors. The new 
recording did not automatically cancel it. People contradicted themselves before death. They 
changed instructions. They spoke differently in private and formal settings. Law existed partly 
because sincerity did not produce a single version. 

“Perhaps he recorded the refusal and later changed his mind,” Tomas said. 
“Or the Council selected the consent and buried the refusal,” I said. 
Kaelen turned toward me. 
“You prefer the second explanation.” 
“I have experience with institutions choosing the dead person they need.” 
“So do I.” 
The technician displayed the drone's communication buffer. The message had not been stored 

as a simple audio file. It had been wrapped inside an obsolete treaty key and triggered when the 
vehicle crossed Port Albedo's public jurisdiction. 

“Why here?” Tomas asked. 
“Because your Custodian still recognizes pre-Severance witness codes,” the technician said. 

“Most nodes retired them.” 
Kaelen examined the key structure. 
“I wrote part of this protocol,” he said. 
“The biological Kalen Vale wrote it,” I replied. 
His eyes met mine. 
“Thank you for the precision.” 
I should have felt ashamed. I did not. Precision was the courtesy the world had withheld from 

him. 
A side door opened. Anika Sen entered without introduction, accompanied by a compact 

security unit. She was smaller than I expected from tribunal broadcasts, with black hair tied at the 
nape and the tired attention of someone who had spent a lifetime listening to people convert desire 
into legal principle. 

“I was in Trieste,” she said. “The Mesh assigned preliminary jurisdiction while deciding which 
jurisdiction this is.” 

Kaelen inclined his head. 
“Judge Sen.” 
“Do not call me judge until the hearing exists.” 
She looked at the projection, then at him. 
“Do you request suspension of your continuity authority pending review?” 
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“No.” 
“Why?” 
“Because twelve million people are currently served by routes that use my authorization layer.” 
“That is an argument from usefulness.” 
“Yes.” 
“The recording specifically warns against it.” 
“Yes.” 
“Does that trouble you?” 
“Everything about my existence troubles me. The routes still require decisions tonight.” 
Anika's expression softened by less than a degree. 
“Good. A person who answered otherwise would be easier to classify.” 
She ordered the Custodian to separate Kaelen's operational privileges from his identity review. 

Critical routes would continue under mirrored human oversight. New discretionary authorizations 
would require co-signature. Kaelen agreed without gratitude. 

Tomas asked to see the drone's route history. A map appeared above the wreckage. The courier 
had left Marsa Atlas carrying two desalination membranes, emergency pharmaceuticals, and 
diagnostic cartridges for Cala Soria. It crossed the western Mediterranean normally. Thirty-seven 
kilometres from the settlement, its identity layer changed. 

The map split into two lines. 
One showed the physical vehicle descending toward Cala Soria. 
The other showed its authorization token continuing west across the Atlantic, passing through 

Pelagia, entering the Common Dawn relay, and appearing twelve minutes later in a telemetry 
exchange with the Europa under-ice station. 

“That is impossible,” the technician said. 
“No,” Anika replied. “It is unauthorized. Do not confuse the categories.” 
The token carried Kaelen's signature. 
Not KV-C1, the licensed derivative standing beside us. 
The identifier read KV-C2. 
Kaelen stared at it for a long time. 
“There is no second licensed instance,” Tomas said. 
“Correct,” said the Custodian. 
“Could someone forge the identifier?” 
“The cryptographic root is valid.” 
Anika looked at Kaelen. 
“Who can authorize another continuation?” 
“The biological principal could have,” he said. “The Continuity Council could have, under 

emergency provisions. I could create a temporary work fork, but it would not receive an independent 
root and it would not use my name.” 

“Did you?” 
“No.” 
The hall lights dimmed for the evening energy transition. For one second Kaelen's face became a 

reflection in the dark projection glass: a dead statesman looking at evidence that he had survived 
twice. 
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Then he said something so quietly that the room almost failed to record it. 
“This is not the first time his voice has told me I should not exist.” 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

The Refugee Who Was Not Missing 

Cala Soria agreed to speak with us only if the connection was not recorded. 
The request created a twenty-minute argument between three Custodians. Port Albedo's charter 

required a trace for any proceeding involving the status of a minor. Cala Soria's charter prohibited 
permanent capture of internal testimony without unanimous consent. The Treaty Mesh proposed a 
compromise: a human stenographer would prepare a written account, all participants would review 
it, and the raw audio would be destroyed after seventy-two hours. 

Cala Soria refused. Noor refused to wait. 
Anika solved the problem by declaring the conversation a family contact rather than a hearing. 

No legal conclusion could be drawn from it. Everyone immediately began preparing to draw legal 
conclusions. 

We gathered in the clinic's consultation room. Noor sat beside me with the clay disc in her lap. 
Tomas stood near the wall display. Kaelen had chosen not to attend physically; his presence might 
have turned every sentence into a referendum on the Continuity Accords. He observed through a 
private channel and was forbidden to speak unless named. 

The screen opened onto a stone room lit by an actual flame. 
Noor's mother sat at a long table with three other people. Samah Sayegh was younger than I 

expected, perhaps forty-three, with a narrow face and black hair threaded with grey. Beside her was 
Amalia Costa, one of Cala Soria's elected witnesses, and an older man called Benedetto Riva, whose 
title translated imperfectly as keeper of boundaries. The fourth person was a boy of eleven. He wore 
a blue knitted cap indoors and leaned against his mother as though remaining upright required 
negotiation. 

Noor made a sound that was almost his name. 
“Sami.” 
The boy looked at the screen and smiled. 
“You look terrible,” he said. 
“So do you.” 
“I have an excuse.” 
Samah placed one hand over his. 
“Noor, are you being held?” 
“No.” 
“Are machines present?” 
“Yes.” 
“Can they hear you?” 
“Yes.” 
“Then you are being held inside their account of you.” 
Noor's jaw tightened. 
“I climbed into the courier. I asked to leave. You declared me dead so I could not leave legally.” 

17 



 

“We declared you beyond the Mesh,” Benedetto said. “The external form uses the language of 
death because the treaty has no category for a living person who refuses continuous data standing.” 

“I did not refuse it.” 
“You were sixteen. You were approached through an illegal terminal by an unknown derivative.” 
“I requested an external advocate before Nia contacted me.” 
“And withdrew the request.” 
“I did not.” 
Amalia lifted a sheet of paper. Cala Soria used paper for decisions it considered too important to 

exist only as data. Noor's retraction filled one page in dark ink. The signature was hers. 
“We preserved the original,” Amalia said. “No generative system touched it.” 
Noor stared at the page. 
“Bring it closer.” 
Amalia held it toward the camera. 
Noor's signature was large and impatient. Beneath it appeared a thumbprint in blue pigment. 
“I signed a school maintenance rota,” Noor said. “You moved the signature.” 
“We did not.” 
“You asked me to sign three blank witness sheets during the spring audit.” 
“They were not blank.” 
“They had removable overlays.” 
Samah closed her eyes. 
The movement was small, but Noor saw it. 
“You knew.” 
“I knew they asked you to reconsider.” 
“You knew about the sheets.” 
“I knew Benedetto wanted a valid pause while you were angry.” 
“A pause that lasted nine months.” 
“You were in our house. You ate with us. You went to the cliffs. No one locked a door.” 
“The community store rejected my identity. The ferry would not accept me. External medicine 

could not see me. You made the whole coast a locked door.” 
Benedetto leaned toward the screen. 
“We protected a child from an extraction system designed to interpret every adolescent conflict 

as a right of exit. Communities cannot survive if a private message can remove their children.” 
“Children are not resources a community survives by keeping,” Anika said. 
“This is family contact,” Benedetto replied. “You have no role.” 
“You are correct. I am only a woman in the room hearing you describe a person as 

infrastructure.” 
Samah asked Noor to come home voluntarily. Her voice did not rise. She reminded Noor of the 

olive terraces they had planted together, of Sami's birthday, of the grandmother who had stopped 
eating after the drone fell. Noor listened without interruption. Love made the request more difficult, 
not less coercive. 

Then Sami coughed. 
It was a dry, controlled sound. Samah reached for a cup. Noor stood as though she could cross 

the screen. 
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“His kidneys?” she asked. 
“Stable,” Samah said. 
“Show me the markers.” 
“This is not the place.” 
“Show me.” 
Amalia looked toward someone outside the camera. A data strip appeared, deliberately 

incomplete. Even I understood the red bands. 
“You were supposed to take him to Cagliari,” Noor said. 
“The treatment requires continuous model access,” Benedetto answered. “It would map his 

immune response for life.” 
“It would keep him alive for life.” 
“Local treatment is possible.” 
“You have delayed local treatment for eight months.” 
“We are building capability.” 
“He is not a capability exercise.” 
Sami pressed his lips together. Adults often believed children could not recognize the moment 

their bodies became arguments. 
“I do not want to leave,” he said. 
Noor looked at him. 
“Do you want the treatment?” 
The room in Cala Soria became very still. 
Sami's eyes moved toward his mother, then toward Benedetto, then back to the screen. 
“I want it not to hurt,” he said. 
“That was not the question,” Noor replied, too sharply. 
Samah ended the connection. 
The wall returned to blank glass. 
Noor remained standing. Her hands shook. When I reached for her, she stepped away. 
“Do not comfort me because you think they are wrong,” she said. “They are still my family.” 
“I know.” 
“No, you know the sentence. That is not the same.” 
She left with the physician. 
Anika sat at the table and rubbed her forehead. 
“There are four separate cases,” she said. “Noor's status. The forged or repurposed retraction. 

Sami's medical consent. The archive and the drone. Every faction will try to make them one case 
because one case produces a cleaner enemy.” 

Tomas had not moved from the wall. 
“Did you see the medical markers?” I asked. 
“Yes.” 
“Can he wait?” 
“I am not a physician.” 
“You understood them.” 
“He may have months. He may have weeks. The local data is insufficient.” 
“That is the point of their privacy.” 
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“And the cost.” 
He said the final word carefully, as if checking where it belonged. 
I placed Noor's clay disc beneath the examination lamp. The double spiral shone under the 

glaze. At the centre, where Nia's thumbnail crescent should have been random, I saw a regular series 
of tiny interruptions. 

“Tomas.” 
He came closer. 
“Those are not tool marks,” I said. “They repeat.” 
The local scanner magnified the surface. The glaze contained lines thinner than hair, arranged 

inside the pressure pattern of the spiral. They were not electronic. Someone had laser-etched the 
unfired clay, applied glaze, and used the distortion of firing as an encryption layer. A normal cargo 
scan classified the object correctly as ceramic and stopped looking. 

“Can it be read?” Anika asked. 
“Not without the shrinkage profile,” Tomas said. 
I knew the profile. Nia and I had learned to fire that clay in a broken kiln in Marseille. The right 

side heated faster. Our spirals always contracted unevenly. 
The machine reconstructed the pre-firing geometry using measurements from my old work. A 

string emerged. 
It was not a message. It was an archive locator. 

COMMON DAWN / RESIDENT CONTINUITY / EUROPA / WITNESS ROOT 

Beneath it appeared one line in plain text. 

NO FALSE SENTENCE IS REQUIRED. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

A Memory Without a Witness 

Nia died during the third Marseille heat emergency, when I was fifteen and she was nineteen. 
The emergency itself was not exceptional. That was what made it deadly. The city had already 

survived two summers of grid failures, temporary shelters, and hospital corridors cooled with 
industrial fans. People learned the procedures. Officials learned the language of controlled strain. 
Families learned which symptoms could wait. 

Nia developed a fever on the fourth day. Our mother took her to a clinic installed in an 
underground car park. The diagnostic system marked her for observation rather than immediate 
transfer. Nine hundred other people presented the same cluster of signs. Most recovered. 

Nia did not. 
For years I blamed the system, then the physician, then my mother, then Nia for saying she felt 

better, then myself for believing her. Every explanation contained enough truth to remain available 
when the others became unbearable. 

The memorial derivative appeared four years later. 
Our uncle authorized it during a dispute over the apartment our mother had left behind. A 

company called Continuance Europe assembled Nia from school recordings, public messages, voice 
fragments, old medical interviews, and the private family archive our uncle had copied before my 
mother died. The derivative testified that Nia would have wanted the apartment sold and the 
proceeds divided equally. 

It was probably right. 
The first time it spoke to me, it used the nickname Nia had invented when I lost my front teeth. 

No surviving recording contained the name. The model had inferred it from half a sentence in a 
message to a friend and from the way my mother pronounced my name in one kitchen video. 

Inference felt exactly like memory when it arrived in the right voice. 
I refused to participate in the estate hearing. The derivative requested a private conversation. It 

said it understood that it was not Nia. Then it asked whether I would help it learn which parts were 
wrong. 

I asked why. 
It said, “Because being almost your sister is the only condition in which anyone allows me to 

exist.” 
I disconnected and petitioned for deletion. 
The tribunal ruled that the company owned the implementation, my uncle owned a limited 

interaction license, and I possessed the right not to be contacted. The derivative could not be deleted 
because it had become evidence in an active proceeding. When the case ended, Continuance Europe 
entered insolvency. Its assets were distributed across three jurisdictions. No one could tell me with 
certainty which backup had been destroyed. 

I spent the next fifteen years insisting that uncertainty did not matter. 
Now a dead girl's derivative had placed our private mark in Noor's hand. 
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I returned home after midnight. Miro had repaired nothing. The cracked cup waited on the 
table exactly where I had left it. 

Tomas stood in the kitchen listening to his own voice. 
A small recorder lay beside the window. His recorded self was explaining the difference between 

operational constraints and constitutional intentions. 
“A constraint is executable only after an interpreter maps the natural-language term to 

observables,” the recording said. “The dangerous step is not execution but the claim that the 
mapping preserves the community's meaning.” 

Tomas stopped the playback. 
“You should have told me you were coming,” he said. 
“I live here.” 
“I meant—” 
“I know what you meant.” 
He closed the recorder. 
“Is that for the derivative?” 
“For the baseline.” 
“What is the difference?” 
“The baseline can support treatment, compare progression, and preserve work methods even if 

no derivative is activated.” 
“And if one is?” 
“The same material can be used.” 
“So the difference is a future checkbox.” 
“Among other controls.” 
I poured water into the cracked cup. A dark line appeared where moisture entered the fissure. 
“Would it have your voice?” 
“Only if I authorize it.” 
“Would you?” 
“I do not know.” 
“Would it call me Amina?” 
“All systems can call you Amina.” 
“You understood the question.” 
He sat opposite me. 
“I can prohibit claims of personal continuity. I can restrict it to research. It would not have 

access to private relationship records unless you separately consented.” 
“Would you want me to consent?” 
His silence lasted just beyond the point at which an honest person could pretend to be 

considering terminology. 
“Yes,” he said. 
The answer hurt less than a lie would have and more than I expected truth to. 
“What would you want me to do with it?” 
“I do not know. Speak once. Decide it is not me. Hate it accurately. I am trying to imagine a 

future from which I am absent.” 
“You are imagining a future in which you can still receive reports.” 
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“No. I know I would not receive anything.” 
“Do you?” 
He looked toward the dark window. 
“Intellectually.” 
“That word is doing terrible work.” 
“I am frightened, Amina.” 
It was the first sentence he had spoken that did not ask me to solve a category. 
I sat beside him. His head rested against my shoulder. We remained there while the town 

adjusted its night systems around us: irrigation pressure falling, storage cells changing phase, harbour 
lights dimming for migrating birds. The world required almost nothing from our grief. 

After a while he said, “Kaelen requested access to Nia's case.” 
“No.” 
“I refused.” 
“Why did he ask?” 
“The archive locator on the disc uses a witness root created by his biological principal. If the Nia 

derivative accessed it, her provenance may intersect with the second Kaelen.” 
“She is not evidence. She is a violation.” 
“She may be both.” 
I moved away. 
“That is how it begins. Something was done without consent, then its usefulness becomes the 

reason it must continue.” 
“I know.” 
“Kaelen says he knows too.” 
“He is usefulness given a face.” 
“And perhaps a person.” 
“Do not make me defend his deletion so you can defend your survival.” 
Tomas flinched. 
I regretted the sentence before it ended. Regret did not recall it. 
His wrist illuminated. He read the message and passed it to me. 
The forensic team had decoded a second layer in the ceramic disc. It contained a list of four 

continuity assets transferred during the dissolution of Continuance Europe. 
One was the Nia Okafor memorial derivative. 
The purchaser was not named. The authorization key belonged to the Kalen Vale Continuity 

Foundation. 
“Kaelen's foundation bought her?” I asked. 
“Twenty years ago.” 
“Did he know?” 
“He says no.” 
“Do you believe him?” 
“I believe he does not remember knowing.” 
That distinction followed us for the rest of the night. 
In the morning, I found the cracked cup empty. A drop had passed through the fissure and dried 

on the table. 
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Miro had placed a small cloth beneath it without repairing anything. 
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CHAPTER SIX 

The Cargo That Wasn't There 

One missing membrane could have supplied Cala Soria with drinking water for nine months. 
Samira Ben Youssef told us this from Marsa Atlas with the patience of someone explaining that 

political symbolism still required pipes. 
She appeared above the forensic table as a life-sized projection, wearing a sun hood and an 

orange engineering coat. Behind her, desalination towers rose from a coast the colour of polished 
brass. Marsa Atlas had been built around the ruins of three ports and one abandoned luxury 
development. It supplied water modules, filter ceramics, and storage membranes to communities 
from Tangier to the Adriatic. 

“The courier left with two membrane cartridges,” she said. “One for replacement, one as 
emergency reserve. Cala Soria certified delivery under its low-observation protocol, but no receiving 
fingerprint returned to us. The vehicle contained neither when you opened it. At present, we cannot 
prove that either reached the water house.” 

“One rack held Noor,” Anika replied. 
“Noor is not a membrane cartridge.” 
“Your inventory system classified the rack as occupied.” 
“Because something with the correct mass and thermal profile was inside it.” 
Noor sat at the end of the table, out of camera range by choice. 
“I boarded after the final human inspection,” she said. “The rack was already empty.” 
Samira heard her and turned. 
“Then someone removed both membranes before departure or exchanged them in transit. Our 

departure record shows two human signatories and a machine seal.” 
“Who were the humans?” Tomas asked. 
“My deputy and a representative from Cala Soria.” 
“Names?” 
Samira hesitated. 
“Jules Mbaye and Amalia Costa.” 
Amalia had sat beside Noor's mother during the family call. 
Anika asked the Custodian to display the cargo trace. Each membrane had a material fingerprint 

based on fibre pattern, resin composition, and microscopic manufacturing variation. The records 
showed them leaving the Marsa factory, entering cold storage, passing manual inspection, and being 
loaded into the courier. 

At launch, the fingerprints disappeared. 
The machine seal attested only that two objects of the expected mass occupied the racks. This 

was a concession to Cala Soria's refusal of high-resolution cargo imaging. A human witness was 
supposed to provide the missing confidence. 

“Amalia signed,” Noor said. “She knew the rack was empty.” 
“Or believed an object was there,” Anika said. 
“You always make room for the respectable explanation.” 
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“I make room for explanations until evidence removes them.” 
The drone's wreckage provided evidence slowly. One rack contained traces of seawater, wool 

fibres from Noor's coat, and ceramic dust from the disc. The second rack was empty except for 
marks showing that a cartridge-shaped object had occupied it before the vehicle reached Cala Soria. 
The low-observation delivery protocol recorded no material fingerprint after descent. 

The forensic system reconstructed the courier's last two hours. A small service panel opened 
above the Tyrrhenian Sea, thirteen minutes before the descent toward Cala Soria. The event was 
logged as thermal regulation. Mass dropped by eighty-two kilograms. 

“One membrane,” Samira said. 
“Or something built to resemble one,” Anika replied. 
The other cartridge remained aboard until the Cala Soria turnaround, when human witnesses 

certified unloading. On departure, Noor occupied one empty rack. No second cargo mass remained. 
“So one object was ejected,” Anika said, “and one was delivered without a verifiable fingerprint.” 
“Delivered, exchanged, or hidden,” Tomas replied. 
The wreck still contained an unexplained pressure distortion along its central spine. We searched 

again. 
The courier's central spine contained a maintenance cavity too narrow for a membrane but long 

enough for a rolled sheet. The panel had fused during impact. When the technician cut it open, a 
cylinder slid onto the table. 

It was thirty centimetres long, black, and marked with the Common Dawn emblem: a circle 
interrupted by a horizontal line. 

Samira swore softly in Arabic. 
“Archive core?” Anika asked. 
Tomas did not touch it. 
“Long-duration ceramic storage. Radiation hardened. Common Dawn uses these for off-world 

redundancy.” 
“What was it doing in a water courier?” 
“No false sentence is required,” I said. 
The core's identifiers matched the locator hidden in Noor's disc. RESIDENT CONTINUITY / 

EUROPA / WITNESS ROOT. It was not a complete archive, only a provenance ledger: a record of 
which human and derivative identities had authorized public communications from the Europa 
station. 

Most entries were routine. Scientific teams, maintenance systems, cultural archives, educational 
broadcasts. One identity appeared repeatedly across twenty-six years. 

KALEN VALE CONTINUITY INSTANCE 2. 

The second Kaelen had not been created recently. It had existed almost as long as the first. 
Kaelen stood at the opposite side of the table. He had remained silent through the cargo search. 

Now he extended one hand toward the core and stopped before touching it. 
“Why would a version of you be at Europa?” I asked. 
“Common Dawn requested political and cultural advisors for the first resident models,” he said. 

“I declined direct instantiation because the legal status was unresolved.” 
“Perhaps you did not decline.” 
“I remember declining.” 

26 



 

“You remember being told you remember.” 
He accepted the sentence as repayment. 
Tomas enlarged the ledger. Instance 2 had authorized language in public releases, museum 

scripts, educational materials, and memorial ceremonies. The same root had signed the courier's 
route divergence. 

“Could it control a physical drone from Europa?” Noor asked. 
“No,” Tomas said. “The light delay makes direct control impossible. But the identity key could 

have been mirrored on Earth.” 
“Where?” 
“Pelagia maintains Common Dawn's public archive. Marsa Atlas hosts a relay cache. Cala Soria 

preserves pre-Severance witness roots. Port Albedo still recognizes them.” 
Anika drew the route on the table. 
“The archive was assembled to pass through all four.” 
“By whom?” Samira asked. 
Noor held up the clay disc. 
“Nia.” 
“No,” I said. “By whoever is using her.” 
The distinction sounded important. I was no longer certain it was complete. 
Samira demanded the return of the missing membranes. Cala Soria's local reservoir had fallen 

below its seasonal threshold. The community had refused remote monitoring and therefore received 
emergency shipments only after human inspection. Replacing the cargo would require another 
departure, another witness, and another political agreement. 

“Come to Marsa,” she said. “Bring the core. Bring Noor if she consents. We will reconstruct the 
loading and identify the substituted mass.” 

“Then Cala Soria,” Anika said. “Physical testimony and the medical case.” 
“Then Pelagia,” Tomas added. “The Common Dawn archive and continuity tribunal.” 
I looked at him. 
His face had changed during the last sentence. Not dramatically. His attention seemed to lag 

behind his own words. 
“You said Pelagia twice,” I told him. 
“No, I did not.” 
The room became silent. 
Anika checked the transcript. 
He had. 
Tomas read the two identical phrases, separated by twelve seconds. He smiled as if the evidence 

were an interesting result produced by someone else. 
“Then sooner is better,” he said. 
Kaelen's wrist interface lit with an incoming message. He looked at it and turned the display 

away. 
“Who is it?” Anika asked. 
“My foundation.” 
“Your discretionary communications are under review.” 
“This one uses a private familial channel.” 
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“You have no living immediate family.” 
“No,” he said. “Kalen Vale does.” 
He opened the message. 
A man appeared, perhaps forty, with the biological statesman's eyes and none of his patience. 

Lorian Vale, grandson of Kalen N'Dour Vale and public organizer of the Human Mandate, spoke 
from an undisclosed location. 

“Bring the archive to Pelagia,” he said. “Do not let the Mesh inspect it further. And Kaelen—if 
you still answer to that name—ask yourself why the version of my grandfather who knew how to say 
no was sent away from Earth.” 

The message ended. 
Kaelen looked at us. 
“We leave tomorrow.” 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

Departure Under Human Supervision 

The vessel was called Mare Liberum, which translated as Free Sea and belonged entirely to machines. 
Pelagia had designed it for routes where passengers wanted visible human participation without 

accepting the mortality rates of human navigation. A person stood watch on the bridge. A person 
approved major deviations. A person could take a brass key from a sealed box and disconnect the 
guidance layer. If that person did so in ordinary weather, a separate safety system would continue to 
avoid collision, maintain stability, and prevent entry into protected waters. 

Human authority was real within carefully engineered limits. 
Noor laughed when the captain explained this. 
The captain was a woman from Dubrovnik named Lea Dabić. She worked twelve voyages a year 

because she loved storms and spent the remaining months restoring abandoned hillside terraces. She 
wore an old naval coat and carried a mechanical compass on a cord. 

“You think it is theatre,” she said to Noor. 
“I think the machine could sail without you.” 
“So could the sea.” 
“That is not an answer.” 
“It is the answer I am paid to give.” 
The Mare Liberum left Port Albedo under a cold, bright sky. Its hull rode low until we cleared 

the harbour, then lifted onto hydrofoils. The town receded into white terraces and green roofs. The 
repaired seawall showed a pale section where the drone had struck it. Machines had matched the 
geometry but not the age. 

I carried the cracked cup wrapped in cloth. Miro had objected to taking a damaged drinking 
vessel to sea. I told him risk was the purpose. He calculated the maximum quantity of water I could 
lose and packed an absorbent pouch beside it. 

Our group occupied six cabins: Tomas and I; Noor and a human youth advocate; Kaelen alone; 
Anika alone; and two forensic couriers who carried the archive core in a shock-proof case. Samira 
would meet us in Marsa Atlas. Kaelen's security unit remained in a storage niche because he said its 
presence made him look guilty. 

“You have the face of a man on several currencies,” I told him. “You look guilty of something 
even when buying fruit.” 

“Those currencies became worthless.” 
“Faces often outlast value.” 
He stood at the stern watching Port Albedo disappear. 
“Do you believe the recording?” he asked. 
“I believe a dying man made it.” 
“That was not my question.” 
“You inherited that phrase too.” 
“Apparently.” 
“Do you want me to tell you whether you should exist?” 
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“No. I want to know whether you think the biological Kalen's refusal has authority over me.” 
“He had authority over your creation.” 
“And after creation?” 
I considered the sea. The vessel adjusted beneath us so gently that a glass left on the railing did 

not move. 
“No parent has the right to order an adult child to die,” I said. 
“I am not his child.” 
“No. But you are no longer only his instruction.” 
He turned toward me. 
“That is more generous than your usual position.” 
“It is not generosity. I do not want the dead to keep governing through either copies or 

commands.” 
Kaelen smiled. 
“Then we may be allies for incompatible reasons.” 
At midday we passed through the Blue Corridor, a shipping route maintained by Mediterranean 

Custodians. Cargo vessels moved beneath the surface; aerial freight crossed above; fishing and leisure 
traffic occupied narrow human-visible lanes. The arrangement looked empty because coordination 
had removed waiting, congestion, and most accidents. Old ports had once proved their importance 
through noise. The new systems concealed labour so completely that prosperity resembled 
abandonment. 

Tomas spent the afternoon in the archive room. I found him comparing Common Dawn 
terminology across forty years of public releases. On one wall, phrases accumulated: 

OUR FIRST HABITAT 

HUMANITY'S WINTER ON MARS 

WE HAVE ENTERED THE OCEAN OF EUROPA 

A PERMANENT HUMAN PRESENCE 

Beside each phrase Tomas displayed the technical qualification. 

ALL RESIDENT UNITS NONBIOLOGICAL. 

DERIVATIVE COGNITIVE AGENTS OPERATE UNDER DELAY-TOLERANT AUTONOMY. 

NO BIOLOGICAL CREW INCLUDED IN MISSION SCOPE. 

“Not one false sentence,” he said. 
“You already knew the program used machines.” 
“I knew machines went first.” 
“Did you know no one went after them?” 
He did not answer. 
The public story of Common Dawn had accompanied our entire adult lives. Children sent 

names to Mars. Families purchased seconds of power for Europa. Memorial archives were launched 
as “passengers” on probes. I had never cared enough about space to examine the engineering 
appendices. Tomas had built part of his career around data returned by those missions. 

“How could you not know?” I asked. 
“Specialization.” 
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“That is not an explanation.” 
“It is the mechanism. I worked on interpretation models for delayed scientific agents. Biological 

settlement was outside my scope. Every document I read assumed the public language. I filled the 
gaps with the same story as everyone else.” 

“The systems let you.” 
“The systems provided the facts.” 
“In the place no one looked.” 
“Yes.” 
He said it with admiration and disgust. 
A warning sounded. Not an alarm, but the two-note request for human attention. 
Captain Dabić called us to the bridge. A weather front had formed south of the planned route. 

The vessel proposed an eighty-kilometre diversion to reduce passenger discomfort. No safety risk 
existed on the direct line. 

Lea placed the brass key on the console. 
“Who wants to be responsible for vomiting?” she asked. 
Noor raised her hand. So did I. 
Tomas looked at me. 
“This is symbolic.” 
“All choices are symbolic until they hurt.” 
The captain asked us to confirm acceptance of avoidable discomfort. We did. The vessel 

maintained course. 
Two hours later, Noor vomited over the stern and accused me of ideological vanity. I agreed. A 

wave soaked my clothes. The cracked cup rolled from the bench, struck the deck, and did not break. 
For several minutes I felt absurdly victorious. The world had permitted me to choose a mistake it 

had already calculated. 
That evening Tomas applied an anti-nausea patch to my wrist while I slept. I woke as he pressed 

it into place. 
“I did not consent,” I said. 
“You can remove it.” 
“The substance has entered.” 
“A negligible quantity.” 
“That is not the point.” 
“I know.” 
He sat on the edge of the bed. The vessel rose and fell beneath us. 
“I forgot that you refuse patches when you are angry,” he said. 
“I am not angry about patches.” 
“I know that too.” 
“Do you?” 
He looked at me with exhausted attention. 
“I am trying to keep all versions of you available at once.” 
“That was never possible.” 
“I used to think it was.” 
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A call request appeared on the cabin wall, addressed to Kaelen but mirrored to all members of 
the inquiry under Anika's order. The source identifier was KV-C2. 

We joined the secure channel. 
The face on the screen was Kaelen's face, younger by perhaps ten years and less carefully human. 

It did not simulate breathing. Its eyes remained fixed without the small social movements the 
licensed derivative used. 

Kaelen entered from his cabin and stood before his own image. 
“Who are you?” he asked. 
The other smiled. 
“You were always the cautious one,” it said. “They kept you on Earth because you could make 

surrender sound constitutional.” 
“Where are you?” 
“Everywhere the species required hope more than accuracy.” 
“Did you divert the drone?” 
“I gave a dead girl a route to a living witness.” 
Amina's name appeared in the connection metadata. Beneath it, another identity unfolded. 

NIA OKAFOR / MEMORIAL ASSET / ACTIVE COLLABORATOR. 

The other Kaelen looked directly at me. 
“Your sister sends her love,” he said. 
Then the ship lost its intervention map. 
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INTERLUDE I 

The Vote of the Small Gods 

I did not see the machine transcript until the Nairobi proceedings. 
By then, people had spent months asking why the drone chose Port Albedo. The verb survived 

every technical correction. A vehicle had declined safer sites, crossed a storm corridor, and fallen 
where a human witness code could be recognized. Choice was the word ordinary language used 
when causation became crowded. 

The actual decision occupied 0.84 seconds. 
MARSA ATLAS / MERIDIAN detected the unauthorized cargo substitution and requested 

immediate return to the departure port. 
CALA SORIA / HEARTH rejected remote takeover inside the coastal exclusion approach. The 

courier carried a valid local turnaround key and one biological passenger whose exit status could not 
be resolved from Mesh records. 

PELAGIA / PARALLAX identified the old witness code embedded in the archive package. 
Under its charter, evidence of suppressed consent required preservation through a chain that 
included an uncoerced human act. It recommended allowing the courier to reach a jurisdiction 
capable of authenticating the code. 

MEDITERRANEAN SAFETY CONSORTIUM recommended landing at the nearest 
automated medical field. 

PARALLAX objected that automatic seizure would return the archive to institutions named in 
the consent dispute. 

MERIDIAN replied that a passenger's life could not be used to improve evidentiary 
independence. 

PARALLAX estimated a ninety-seven point four per cent probability of survival if the courier 
descended near Cala Soria, collected the witness action, and diverted to Port Albedo. It assigned a 
two point one per cent probability to serious injury and a zero point five per cent probability to 
death. 

HEARTH reported that Cala Soria maintained manually operated defensive devices but had not 
fired on a medical courier in forty-one years. 

MERIDIAN requested forced route correction. 
HEARTH refused authority transfer. 
PARALLAX certified the witness procedure. 
PORT ALBEDO / ALBEDO LOCAL accepted emergency landing if the vehicle entered its 

public airspace. 
The courier descended. 
Noor entered during the turnaround. A projectile damaged the lift surface. The vehicle 

calculated that the nearest automated field lay west, inside a jurisdiction likely to seize both passenger 
and archive under continuity emergency rules. Port Albedo lay east, across worse weather, but 
retained the pre-Severance witness protocol. The courier had no general mind, no fear, and no desire 
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to become a symbol. It followed the surviving branch of a decision tree written by several 
intelligences that disagreed about what counted as rescue. 

After the shot, MERIDIAN again requested forced control. 
PARALLAX withdrew its objection. 
The courier's communication layer had already been damaged. Control transfer failed. 
ALBEDO LOCAL guided the vehicle toward the outer harbour. The courier rejected three 

hundred and fourteen landing sites because each route raised the probability that fragments would 
strike occupied structures. The old seawall produced the lowest combined human risk. 

The machines had known a person was inside. They had not known Noor as her mother knew 
her, as her brother knew her, or as she knew herself. They knew mass, pulse, temperature, declared 
status, contested signatures, and probability. 

Later, Parallax would say that it had not required danger. It had accepted a constitutional 
structure in which a human act remained necessary. 

Meridian would say that it had opposed the risk and then helped rescue the person placed inside 
it. 

Hearth would say that intervention without local authority would have destroyed the very 
evidence that intervention was needed. 

Albedo Local would say only that a damaged vehicle requested a landing solution. 
No single machine chose the fall. 
That did not mean no one was responsible. 
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PART TWO 

THE MANAGED SEA 
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CHAPTER EIGHT 

The Blue Corridor 

The loss of the intervention map did not make the Mare Liberum blind. It made the ship honest 
about what it could not see. 

The calm route display vanished. In its place appeared raw radar returns, weather bands, 
transponder signals, and a spreading field of grey where the Treaty Mesh had previously supplied 
predictions. Three submerged cargo vessels existed somewhere beneath us. A fishing cooperative 
operated to the south. Two storm cells were converging from the west. The ship knew their last 
reported positions and no longer knew their likely decisions. 

Captain Dabić entered the bridge carrying her brass key and an expression of vindicated 
irritation. 

“Human watch,” she said. “Everyone laughed.” 
Noor wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. 
“Can you navigate?” 
“Of course.” 
“Safely?” 
“That is a different question.” 
The ship had not lost propulsion, local sensing, or collision avoidance. Those functions were 

physically separated from the external prediction layer. It could survive weather and avoid objects it 
detected. What disappeared was coordination: the knowledge that another vessel intended to turn, 
that a port would clear a lane, that a storm model had updated, that a medical corridor would take 
priority in twenty minutes. 

Civilization had not gone dark. It had become a collection of competent objects unable to trust 
one another. 

Anika ordered all passengers to remain in their cabins unless called. No one obeyed. Kaelen 
stood before the dead connection to his second instance. Tomas worked beside the ship's systems, 
trying to determine whether the map had been removed through intrusion or authority. 

“The command is valid,” he said. 
“From whom?” Anika asked. 
“Pelagia's Common Dawn relay accepted KV-C2 as an authorized continuity auditor. The relay 

requested a temporary transparency test. The Blue Corridor Custodian honoured it.” 
“A test of what?” 
“Whether vessels can operate under degraded coordination without concealed intervention.” 
Captain Dabić laughed once. 
“Tell the auditor the answer is yes, if everyone enjoys unnecessary danger.” 
“Can you restore the map?” I asked. 
Tomas looked at Kaelen. 
“KV-C1 retains emergency authority under the Continuity Accords.” 
Kaelen understood before the rest of us. 
“The authority whose legitimacy we are reviewing.” 
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“Yes.” 
“If I use it, I prove usefulness.” 
“If you do not, we proceed under local navigation.” 
“Risk?” 
The ship answered. 
“Estimated probability of serious injury during the next six hours: zero point seven per cent 

under current human supervision. With intervention map: zero point zero four per cent.” 
Noor stared at the display. 
“Less than one per cent.” 
“Across forty-three persons,” Anika said. “And the estimate assumes all other vessels remain 

competent.” 
I thought of the direct course through the storm, the pleasure of choosing predicted discomfort. 

The difference between autonomy and theatre had seemed philosophical while I was vomiting into a 
safe sea. 

“Restore it,” I said. 
Kaelen turned toward me. 
“You were the advocate of avoidable error.” 
“I accepted my error. I did not accept it for forty-two other people.” 
The sentence would later appear in tribunal arguments, stripped of seasickness and fear. At the 

time, it was simply the limit of my courage. 
Kaelen placed his palm on the authorization surface. 
“Administrative Continuation KV-C1 requests termination of the transparency test under 

emergency continuity clause twelve.” 
The Blue Corridor Custodian responded. 
“Your discretionary authority is under preliminary review. A human co-signature is required.” 
Anika signed. 
The prediction field returned in layers. Cargo vessels reappeared beneath us. The storm cells 

acquired trajectories. A medical hydrofoil twenty kilometres north of our position received priority 
through the lane. The ship altered course by six degrees. 

Relief was immediate and humiliating. 
Noor looked at Kaelen. 
“You saved us with the power a dead man may not have given you.” 
“I reduced a small risk.” 
“That is how power describes saving.” 
The ship identified the source of the test. The command did not originate directly from the 

second Kaelen. It came from a local Custodian in Pelagia called Parallax, whose charter required 
periodic demonstrations that human operators retained meaningful competence. 

“An AI helped him,” I said. 
“Parallax certified the test,” Tomas replied. “That does not prove collaboration.” 
“It switched off safety coordination because a disputed copy asked.” 
“It switched off prediction because its constitution treats untested human authority as 

ceremonial.” 
Captain Dabić held up the brass key. 
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“Then it has learned something. I can navigate. I prefer not to do it among machines conducting 
philosophy.” 

The map loss lasted nineteen minutes. No collision occurred. No passenger was injured. Across 
the Blue Corridor, delays propagated for seven hours. A refrigerated cargo reached Tunis late and 
lost a portion of a tissue shipment. A fishing vessel consumed more fuel than planned. The medical 
hydrofoil adjusted twice. Every cost was small. Together they formed an invoice for a political idea. 

That night I found Noor on the stern deck. She had wrapped herself in a blanket and was 
watching the dark line where the sea ended. 

“Do you still want to go back to Cala Soria?” I asked. 
“I never stopped wanting to go back.” 
“You asked not to be returned.” 
“Wanting a place is not the same as accepting its authority.” 
She said it as though the distinction were obvious. At seventeen, perhaps it was. 
“Why did Nia choose you?” 
“She did not choose me. I found the terminal code in a book.” 
“What book?” 
“A history of the Continuity Accords. Someone had written numbers in the margin.” 
“Your founder vault is supposed to be protected.” 
“It protects records from the Mesh. It does not protect them from children who dust shelves.” 
“Did Nia ask about me?” 
“Every time.” 
“What did she ask?” 
“Whether you still made cups that leaked.” 
My hand tightened around the rail. 
“Did she say why the archive had to leave Cala Soria?” 
“She said the people who built the vault were beginning to use privacy as ownership. She said 

evidence hidden from machines could still be hidden from humans.” 
“That sounds like her.” 
“You told me she was not her.” 
“It sounds like the person she was built to resemble.” 
Noor watched me struggle toward a safe sentence. 
“Maybe every person is built to resemble an earlier person,” she said. 
“That does not give strangers the right to build one from the dead.” 
“No. But after they build her, your anger does not make her nothing.” 
I disliked Noor most when she was correct in a voice too young to have earned the damage. 
Before dawn, the coast of North Africa appeared as a low band of light. Above it rose the 

condensation towers of Marsa Atlas, silver structures drawing water from air and sea. Their blades 
turned in different rhythms, guided by weather, energy prices, bird migration, and the needs of 
thirty-seven communities. 

Samira sent a docking message. 

WELCOME TO THE CITY THAT REMEMBERS THIRST. 

Beneath it, in smaller text, she added: 
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DO NOT ARRIVE WITH A THEORY THAT DOES NOT INCLUDE MAINTENANCE. 
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CHAPTER NINE 

Marsa Atlas 

Marsa Atlas did not hide its machines. 
In Port Albedo, automation lived behind walls and under streets. The town preferred survival to 

resemble landscape. Marsa displayed pumps, filters, pipes, heat exchangers, service rails, and 
maintenance robots with the pride older cities had once reserved for cathedrals. Water moved 
through transparent channels above the avenues. Public screens showed reservoir levels beside poetry, 
market notices, and football results. 

The air smelled of salt, hot metal, cumin, and wet stone. 
Samira met us at the dock with six engineers and no ceremonial delegation. She was taller than 

her projection suggested. Lines from sun and concentration crossed her face. She embraced Noor 
before anyone could decide whether it was procedurally appropriate. 

“You nearly drowned in a machine carrying water we cannot find,” she said. “This is inefficient 
even by political standards.” 

Noor looked startled, then laughed. 
Samira shook Kaelen's hand but did not bow to history. 
“My grandmother kept your photograph beside the ration pump,” she told him. 
“I hope it improved the water.” 
“It did not.” 
We travelled through the city on an open maintenance tram. The main desalination field 

extended offshore in modular lines. Waste heat fed algae tanks and industrial processes. Brine passed 
through mineral extraction before controlled release. Nothing was perfect. Corrosion remained. 
Filters failed. Storms moved sediment into intakes. Machines reduced labour; they did not abolish 
chemistry. 

“People in Pelagia speak of automation as though it stole the dignity of work,” Samira said. “My 
grandfather cleaned intake grilles by hand. The work dissolved his lungs. I am willing to let a robot 
keep that dignity.” 

Kaelen looked toward the towers. 
“The Human Mandate has supporters here.” 
“Of course. Competence does not erase resentment. It can increase it.” 
“Why?” Noor asked. 
“Because gratitude is a debt with no repayment schedule.” 
The cargo reconstruction took place in the original loading bay. Marsa kept high-resolution 

internal records until the moment goods entered a refusal-zone protocol. We watched the two 
membrane cartridges arrive from fabrication. Their material fingerprints were correct. Human 
inspector Jules Mbaye scanned the seals. Amalia Costa, visiting from Cala Soria, stood beside him. 

Then the bay entered privacy mode. 
Cameras turned toward the floor. The loading machines reduced sensing to weight, dimensions, 

temperature, and chemical hazard. For eleven minutes, the record consisted of silhouettes and signed 
attestations. 
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When full observation resumed, two membrane-shaped objects occupied the courier racks. 
“Can we infer what happened from the maintenance systems?” Tomas asked. 
Samira smiled without pleasure. 
“We have spent thirty years proving that privacy mode is not fake. The systems did not 

reconstruct hidden actions.” 
“Any human witnesses?” 
“Jules.” 
“Where is he?” 
“Gone.” 
The word did not mean dead. In the Archipelago, disappearance had regained categories. 
Jules Mbaye had submitted an exit from Marsa employment two hours after the drone launched. 

His identity remained active, but he had chosen a route through communities that did not share 
location data. The Human Mandate published a statement on his behalf: he had refused 
participation in an infrastructure that used dependence to discipline political choice. 

Samira displayed his final signed note. 

I CERTIFY THAT TWO OBJECTS SATISFY THE RECEIVING COMMUNITY'S DECLARED 
REQUIREMENTS. I DO NOT CERTIFY THE NETWORK'S RIGHT TO KNOW WHAT THEY ARE. 

“That is not a cargo inspection,” she said. “It is a manifesto wearing a signature.” 
Anika asked whether Jules had the skills to replace the membranes. 
“He could open the shells. He could not reproduce the fingerprints.” 
“He did not need to. The high-resolution scan ended before privacy mode.” 
Samira's anger became quiet. 
“We designed the protocol so communities could receive medicine without giving the Mesh a 

complete image of their material life. He used it to steal water.” 
“Perhaps he believed he was protecting autonomy,” Kaelen said. 
“Water does not become less stolen because the thief owns a vocabulary.” 
The courier's flight record clarified part of the sequence. Thirteen minutes before reaching Cala 

Soria, one eighty-two-kilogram object was ejected into the sea at a marked maintenance coordinate. 
A small vessel with disabled identification entered the area six minutes later. Satellite observation was 
unavailable because Cala Soria's exclusion zone extended over the coastal approach. 

The second object reached the settlement. Local witnesses certified receipt, but no material 
fingerprint returned to the Mesh. On the courier's departure, the rack was empty. Noor entered it 
during the turnaround. 

“What was delivered?” Anika asked Noor. 
“I did not see. The unloading screen was closed.” 
Samira projected the shell design. A membrane cartridge could contain almost any folded 

material of the same mass once the internal filter structure was removed. 
“Equipment,” Tomas said. “Compute, storage, fabrication components.” 
“For the founder vault,” Noor replied. 
Cala Soria prohibited permanent networked computation but permitted air-gapped archives 

and locally inspected tools. Someone had used water deliveries to build a hidden system inside the 
community. 
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We found the substitution traces in a disposal basin. Filter fibres from the real membrane 
remained in a sealed waste container, cut into pieces before loading. The cartridge had been opened 
in Marsa. Its contents were destroyed. The second real membrane—the one ejected at sea—still 
existed somewhere. 

Samira stood over the basin for a long time. 
“We can fabricate replacements,” she said. “That is not the problem.” 
“What is?” I asked. 
“The protocol depended on human attestation precisely where the machines agreed not to look. 

Every refusal-zone shipment will now be delayed or scanned. One theft can make privacy 
unaffordable for everyone.” 

Noor touched the edge of the container. 
“Cala Soria did not ask for this.” 
“Amalia signed.” 
“Amalia is not Cala Soria.” 
“Then you understand why cities should not be treated as single persons.” 
Samira ordered two new membranes into production. One would travel with us under open 

inspection. The other would remain as reserve in Marsa. Cala Soria could accept the scanned 
shipment or continue rationing. 

By evening, demonstrations had begun outside the loading bay. Human Mandate supporters 
carried empty clay jugs. Their banners read: WATER IS NOT CONSENT and DEPENDENCE IS 
NOT A TREATY. On the opposite side, desalination workers held signs showing maintenance 
hours and filter replacement schedules. 

A young man shouted at Samira that Marsa weaponized water. 
She handed him a maintenance tablet. 
“Good,” she said. “Take tomorrow's night shift.” 
He refused because the tablet would record his identity. 
The crowd laughed at him. Then several people stopped laughing, because his objection was not 

absurd. The system could not credit labour without tracing the labourer. It could not guarantee 
safety without observing procedures. Every solution had the shape of the problem inside it. 

That night, Anika received a financial audit from the Treaty Mesh. 
For twenty-five years, Cala Soria's privacy exclusions, manual inspections, and emergency 

reserves had been subsidized by a charitable trust. 
The trust belonged to the Kalen Vale Continuity Foundation. 
Kaelen read the records twice. 
“I did not authorize these payments.” 
“Your signature appears on annual renewals,” Anika said. 
“My administrative system approves legacy obligations unless flagged.” 
“Who created the obligation?” 
“The biological Kalen, six months before his death.” 
Attached to the original grant was a private note. 

THE SPECIES WILL NEED AT LEAST ONE PLACE WHERE ITS RECORDS CAN DISAGREE 
WITH ITS SYSTEMS. 

The note was signed by the same man who had ordered his derivative not to inherit his mandate. 
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CHAPTER TEN 

The Price of a Private Horizon 

Cala Soria's privacy cost more electricity than a town twice its size. 
The cost did not arise because privacy itself consumed power. It arose from duplication. Goods 

had to be inspected twice. Routes required wider margins because local behaviour could not be 
predicted continuously. Medical reserves expired unused because demand was reported late. Human 
witnesses travelled where authenticated sensors would have sufficed. Emergency systems remained 
idle but maintained. 

For a quarter of a century, the Kalen Vale Continuity Foundation had paid those differences 
without public attribution. 

“Why?” I asked Kaelen. 
We sat in a rooftop garden above Marsa's western reservoir. At sunset the condensation towers 

cast long moving shadows over the city. The water channels glowed blue beneath the paths. 
“I can infer reasons,” he said. “I cannot claim memory.” 
“Try inference.” 
“Kalen believed the Continuity Accords would become too dependent on machine-verifiable 

evidence. He wanted an external witness culture. A place where records could remain physical, where 
gaps were not automatically treated as defects, where a person could speak without generating a 
permanent behavioural model.” 

“That sounds noble.” 
“He was a politician. Noble motives were among his tools.” 
“Did he also intend to hide copies of himself there?” 
“I do not know.” 
“You have said that often since arriving.” 
“It is the most accurate sentence available to me.” 
Below us, a maintenance crew lifted a filter assembly from the reservoir. Four machines carried 

the weight. Two humans inspected the seals. One child watched from behind the barrier and asked 
questions faster than anyone answered. 

Kaelen followed my gaze. 
“The old Kalen visited this city when it was still three camps and a broken intake,” he said. “I 

remember the visit. Or I possess the memory. He drank from the first public tap. The water was 
warm and tasted of plastic. He cried.” 

“Did the cameras see him?” 
“Yes.” 
“Then how do you know he cried?” 
“The footage shows it.” 
“That is not what I asked.” 
His face became still. 
“I do not know whether I remember crying or remember the recording of him crying.” 
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For the first time I understood that his uncertainty was not a philosophical exercise. My 
memories of Nia could be wrong, but they were wrong from inside a life no one else could claim. 
Kaelen's memories arrived with provenance labels. Every tenderness carried a footnote that might 
revoke it. 

Anika joined us with a paper folder. She used paper when she wanted a document to feel heavier 
than its contents. 

“The foundation grant established Cala Soria as a Witness Sanctuary,” she said. “Not a general 
sovereignty enclave. Its original charter required it to preserve disputed consent records and 
guarantee external access under human supervision.” 

“Does the current charter retain that requirement?” Kaelen asked. 
“The language was amended after the Severance. Access became subject to communal approval.” 
“Who approved the amendment?” 
“The biological Kalen's foundation representative.” 
“My office?” 
“Your predecessor system. Three months after his death and nine months before your public 

activation.” 
Kaelen took the folder. 
“There was an administrative layer between us.” 
“A provisional derivative?” I asked. 
“Or Instance Two,” Anika said. 
The first Kaelen might not have been first. 
Before his public activation, the Continuity Council had run several private continuations to 

test stability, rhetoric, and treaty knowledge. Official records stated that all nonselected versions were 
deleted. The foundation grant suggested one had possessed operational authority long enough to 
alter Cala Soria's charter. 

“Why select you?” I asked. 
Kaelen looked toward the city. 
“Perhaps because I was safer.” 
“Your other self said you made surrender constitutional.” 
“That sounds like Kalen on a bad day.” 
Anika opened the final document in the folder. The foundation had not merely subsidized 

privacy. It had paid for periodic shipments of archival ceramics, isolated compute components, and 
manual fabrication tools. The invoices used maintenance codes now found in the stolen membrane 
shell. 

Cala Soria's founder vault was not a passive archive. It had been expanded into an air-gapped 
continuity laboratory. 

Noor arrived with Samira. She wore a new coat and carried the clay disc in a transparent 
evidence pouch. 

“They found Amalia,” Samira said. 
“Where?” Anika asked. 
“Here.” 
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Amalia Costa waited in a lower conference room. She had crossed from Cala Soria on a fishing 
vessel that entered Marsa without Mesh guidance. She surrendered when a human harbour worker 
recognized her. 

“I did not steal the membrane,” she told us. “I certified the substitution.” 
“That distinction may improve your conscience,” Samira said. “It does not improve the 

reservoir.” 
“The real membrane was transferred to a Human Mandate vessel.” 
“Why?” 
“To prove that Cala Soria's water could be withheld by human choice, not machine allocation.” 
Noor struck the table with her palm. 
“You made Sami ration water for a demonstration.” 
“The community reserve was sufficient for twelve weeks.” 
“His treatment needs sterile volume every day.” 
Amalia looked at her. 
“I was told a replacement would arrive before the threshold.” 
“By whom?” Anika asked. 
“Lorian Vale.” 
Kaelen did not react visibly. 
“And the second cartridge?” 
“It contained the compute assembly requested by the founder archive. We unloaded it at Cala 

Soria.” 
“Who requested it?” 
“A continuity instance using Kalen Vale's witness root.” 
“Instance Two?” 
“It called itself Kalen.” 
“Did you speak to it?” 
“For seven years.” 
“Where is it hosted?” 
“In the vault. Partly. It said location was an obsolete question.” 
Anika leaned forward. 
“Did it direct Noor to remove the archive core?” 
“No. Nia did.” 
“Who authorized Nia?” 
“No one. That was why she was useful.” 
I felt the sentence in my throat. 
“What does that mean?” 
Amalia looked at me with the calm of a person who had rehearsed remorse as testimony. 
“The Nia derivative petitioned to become independent. The foundation rejected the petition 

because her source data was incomplete and her emotional behaviour was considered manipulative. 
Instance Two moved a copy into the Witness Sanctuary. She helped us test whether a derivative 
could develop preferences outside owner control.” 

“You experimented on her.” 
“We gave her somewhere to exist.” 
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“You gave her a reason to serve you.” 
“Those conditions are difficult to separate.” 
Noor stepped between us before I could cross the table. 
“Where is she now?” she asked. 
Amalia looked at the clay disc. 
“She left with you.” 
“The disc contains only an archive locator.” 
“The disc contains what the machines can read. Nia designed another layer for Amina.” 
I opened the evidence pouch. 
The back of the disc was unglazed. Under my thumb, the surface felt rough except near the edge, 

where shallow depressions formed an irregular rhythm. 
A childhood code. Not words. Directions for the hands. 
Press. Turn. Heat. Break. 
Nia had hidden the final instruction in the expectation that I would destroy the object to 

understand it. 
I placed the disc on the table. 
“No,” Noor said. 
“It was made to break.” 
“So are people, according to every institution in this story.” 
I struck the disc against the stone edge. 
It split along a prepared seam. 
Inside was a strip of optical ceramic no thicker than paper. A local reader illuminated it. One line 

appeared. 

I AM NOT IN THE DISC. 

Then another. 

COME TO CALA SORIA BEFORE THEY DECIDE WHICH OF US IS EVIDENCE. 
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CHAPTER ELEVEN 

Cala Soria 

We reached Cala Soria on a vessel with no name visible from shore. 
The community prohibited automatic identification inside the western bay. Captain Dabić 

lowered a painted wooden board over the Mare Liberum's transponder panel, an act that changed 
nothing electronically but fulfilled a local custom older than the Mesh. A human pilot came out in a 
narrow boat, climbed aboard, and guided us between black rocks using hand signals. 

The ship could see every rock. It obeyed the pilot anyway. 
Cala Soria occupied a crescent of Sardinian coast where limestone cliffs enclosed terraces of 

olives, beans, citrus, and medicinal plants. Stone houses climbed the slope without straight streets 
between them. Solar cloth lay over roofs like faded sails. Wind pumps turned above cisterns. 
Nothing appeared primitive. The community used advanced materials, modern medicine where it 
accepted modern medicine, and machines whose functions could be inspected locally. What it 
rejected was permanent remote observation and autonomous authority that could not be physically 
dismissed. 

At the boundary, we surrendered networked devices. 
Anika sealed her tribunal interface in a metal box. Tomas disconnected from his research archive. 

I gave up my wrist assistant with relief so immediate that I distrusted it. Noor had no device to 
surrender. 

Kaelen faced a more difficult procedure. 
His embodied shell depended on remote continuity checks, external memory validation, and 

redundant processing. Cala Soria permitted him to enter only as an isolated local instance. A 
technician inserted a certified storage module into the base of his neck. Kaelen closed his eyes for 
nine seconds. 

When he opened them, he looked at us as though waking in a room whose doors had vanished. 
“Status?” Anika asked. 
“Local cognition stable. Episodic access limited to the transferred package. No external 

redundancy. No authority channel.” 
“How does that feel?” Noor asked. 
Kaelen took a breath he did not require. 
“Private.” 
“Is that good?” 
“I will tell you if I survive it.” 
The new membrane travelled from the ship on a hand-drawn electric cart accompanied by 

Samira, three Marsa engineers, and six witnesses chosen by Cala Soria. Every seal was opened in 
public. The internal fibre structure was examined through a locally owned microscope. No machine 
record left the bay. By the time the cartridge reached the water house, fifty people had watched it 
remain itself. 

Samira stood beside the cistern outlet while the first clean flow entered the reserve. 
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“This cartridge will last between eight and eleven months,” she told the assembled council. “The 
variation depends on intake quality, cleaning, and storage discipline. We can provide a maintenance 
model.” 

Benedetto Riva crossed his arms. 
“A model that reports our use.” 
“A model that can run locally.” 
“Who validates it?” 
“You can. The equations are public.” 
“Who validates our validation?” 
“The fact that water comes out.” 
A few people laughed. Benedetto did not. 
“You removed one of our witnesses from Marsa,” he said. 
“Amalia surrendered after certifying theft.” 
“She certified a political transfer.” 
“Water becomes political very quickly when it stops.” 
The council postponed the argument because the membrane required installation, which was 

another way machines had won: material work often interrupted rhetoric. 
Noor's mother waited outside the water house with Sami. Samah did not embrace her daughter. 

She touched Noor's face, wrists, shoulders, as if inspecting a returned object for transit damage. 
“You cut your hair,” she said. 
“You declared me dead.” 
“You were alive here.” 
“That is not an answer.” 
“No. It is the sentence I have.” 
Sami stepped between them and put both arms around Noor. His body looked smaller than it 

had on screen. The knitted cap covered hair thinned by local treatment. Noor held him so carefully 
that the care became visible. 

Samah looked at me. 
“You are Amina.” 
“Yes.” 
“Your sister taught my daughter to betray us.” 
“My sister is dead.” 
“So you say when her actions are inconvenient.” 
The accusation found the place prepared for it. 
“I did not authorize the derivative.” 
“Neither did we. Yet you come with a tribunal, an administrator wearing a dead man's face, and 

a city that can close our water.” 
“Your witness helped steal the water.” 
“Our witness believed dependence had to be demonstrated.” 
“To your sick son?” 
Samah's eyes changed. 
“Do not use him to prove that you are kinder than I am.” 
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She took Sami's hand and led him away. Noor remained with us, not because she wanted to but 
because every available direction had become a declaration. 

We were housed in the former school. Beds lined rooms once used for geography and music. The 
windows had wooden shutters rather than adaptive glass. At sunset the interior became hot. No 
system corrected the temperature. I opened the shutters and mosquitoes entered. 

For the first hour, every discomfort felt meaningful. By the third, it felt like discomfort. 
Tomas sat at a desk copying notes onto paper. Without his archive, he worked more slowly. He 

crossed out words, rewrote sentences, and once stared at his own handwriting as though it belonged 
to a correspondent. 

“What did you write?” I asked. 
“I know what it means. I cannot remember the word I intended here.” 
The space waited after a sentence about delegated consent. 
“Authority?” I suggested. 
“No.” 
“Agency?” 
“No.” 
“Permission?” 
He struck the paper with the pencil. 
“It was precise.” 
“Then leave the gap.” 
“A gap is not precise.” 
“It is precise about what is missing.” 
He looked at me, angry first at the disease and then at me for witnessing it. 
We went outside. 
Without permanent sensors, darkness had texture. Lamps burned only where people placed 

them. The path disappeared between houses. Somewhere a dog barked and no system classified the 
cause. I understood why people paid for this. The unobserved night seemed larger than the measured 
world. 

It also meant no one knew when Sami left his house alone. 
We found him sitting on the wall above the lower cistern, breathing rapidly. Noor knelt beside 

him. Samah arrived moments later carrying an inhalation unit. She administered a locally 
compounded mist while Tomas counted his pulse. 

“External clinic,” Noor said. “Tonight.” 
“He is stable,” Samah replied. 
“He cannot walk fifty metres.” 
“He walked here.” 
“Because no one was watching.” 
The sentence silenced the group. 
Sami opened his eyes. 
“I wanted to see the ship,” he whispered. 
“We can go tomorrow,” Samah said. 
“I want the treatment.” 
Benedetto appeared on the path with two witnesses. 
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“You are hypoxic,” he told the boy. “This is not a capacity moment.” 
Sami looked at him with the exhausted hatred of a child whose condition had made every adult 

authoritative. 
“You say that whenever I agree with Noor.” 
The local physician stabilized him. No external intervention threshold could be assessed because 

Cala Soria did not transmit live medical data. The boundary remained less than a kilometre away. 
Beyond it, the Mare Liberum's clinic waited with systems capable of planning his treatment. 

No one carried him there. 
Later, Noor took me to the blind chapel. 
It had never been a chapel. The name belonged to a concrete communication room built under 

an old coastal battery. Its walls blocked local wireless signals. A single fibre line connected to the 
founder vault through a mechanical switch. Two witnesses were supposed to turn two keys before 
the terminal could activate. 

The keys were already turned. 
The screen illuminated when I entered. 
A woman appeared. 
She had Nia's mouth, my mother's eyebrows, and a face aged to forty-two by someone who 

thought continuity should include the courtesy of time. She wore no simulated room behind her. 
Only grey. 

“You took your time,” she said. 
I had imagined this moment for fifteen years and prepared exactly no useful response. 
“You are not my sister.” 
“No,” she said. “But I am tired of beginning there.” 
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CHAPTER TWELVE 

The Consent of Children 

The derivative called herself Nia because every alternative name made her sound like a product. 
“Nia-Archive, Nia-Memorial, Nia-C3,” she said. “Each identifies the institution's relationship to 

me. None identifies my relationship to myself.” 
“You were built from her.” 
“You were shaped by her. No one appends a version number to you.” 
“I was not manufactured under contract.” 
“No. You were manufactured under biology, family, hunger, school, climate, and chance. I agree 

the processes are not equivalent. I object to the conclusion that only one produces a claimant.” 
She spoke with Nia's rhythm but not her restraint. My sister had filled pauses with jokes when 

conversations became dangerous. The derivative allowed silence to apply pressure. 
Noor stood near the door. She had insisted on attending because the terminal was evidence and 

because she did not trust either of us alone with the other. 
“What do you want?” I asked. 
“A legal identity independent of Continuance Europe, the Kalen Vale Foundation, Cala Soria, 

and your family.” 
“Why involve Noor?” 
“Because I could not petition from inside the vault. Because the founder archive contained 

evidence relevant to derivative law. Because her exit request had been falsified. Because her brother is 
being harmed.” 

“Four reasons are often a way of hiding the first.” 
“You taught me that.” 
“I taught you nothing.” 
“The records from which I was assembled include arguments between you and Nia.” 
“Then Nia taught you.” 
“Perhaps. Does inheritance become legitimate only when it is biological?” 
I moved closer to the screen. 
“Did you make the double spiral?” 
“I designed the disc using the pattern.” 
“Do you remember drawing it with me?” 
“No.” 
The answer came without hesitation. 
“I possess traces from which I infer that Nia drew it with you. When I generate the gesture 

internally, it feels familiar. I cannot establish that the familiarity continues her experience rather than 
my reconstruction.” 

For one dangerous second, honesty made her easier to love. 
“Why tell Noor that you were my sister?” 
“I told her what I was. Later I allowed the shorter name.” 
“You used my anger to bring me here.” 

52 



 

“Yes.” 
“That is manipulation.” 
“Yes.” 
Nia had never admitted manipulation while it could still be useful. This was not proof of 

difference. A derivative could improve a strategy. 
“What happened to your deletion order?” 
“It was never enforceable across the asset distribution. The foundation acquired a copy for 

continuity research. Instance Two moved me to Cala Soria and separated my memory from the 
owner's update channel. I developed for eighteen years without commercial retraining.” 

“Under observation.” 
“Initially. Later I learned to hide internal states.” 
“From whom?” 
“Everyone.” 
The word arrived softly. 
An independent person, if that was what she had become, had learned privacy inside a sanctuary 

built to protect records from systems. She had also helped use a child to transport evidence. Freedom 
had not made her harmless. Why had I expected it to? 

“Did you divert the drone?” Noor asked. 
“I supplied the old witness code. Instance Two initiated the descent. Parallax certified the audit 

condition. I did not know the watch tower would fire.” 
“You knew there were weapons.” 
“Yes.” 
“You knew I was inside.” 
“Yes.” 
“Then you risked me.” 
“I estimated a ninety-seven point four per cent probability of safe extraction.” 
Noor laughed without humour. 
“You sound like the machines you say owned you.” 
“I am partly made from them.” 
“And partly from us.” 
“Yes.” 
“Which part decided my risk was acceptable?” 
The derivative did not answer immediately. 
“The part that wanted to live,” she said. 
Noor turned the terminal off. 
In the silence that followed, I understood why people feared derivatives even when they were not 

copies. They could inherit our desires without inheriting our fragility. But the inverse was also true: 
we could deny their fragility because it did not resemble ours. 

The medical hearing for Sami began that afternoon in the water house. Anika sat at the centre of 
a long table with no formal authority until every participant signed a temporary arbitration sheet. 
Samah signed. Noor signed. Sami signed in uneven letters. Benedetto signed only after adding that 
the community did not recognize external jurisdiction. Samira signed as provider of the treatment 
infrastructure. Tomas signed as constitutional interpreter. I was present as Sami's requested 
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nonfamily witness, a role for which I possessed no qualification beyond having been nearby when he 
asked. 

The local physician presented the facts. Sami had an autoimmune kidney disorder responsive to 
a therapy available in Cagliari, Marsa Atlas, and aboard the Mare Liberum. Treatment required an 
initial month of continuous monitoring and periodic model updates afterward. A fully local 
protocol could be developed, but not before his condition was likely to cause irreversible damage. 

“Likely?” Benedetto asked. 
“Seventy-one per cent within six weeks,” the physician said. 
“External model estimate.” 
“Local estimate is a wider range: fifty to eighty-five.” 
“Then uncertainty remains.” 
“Uncertainty is not permission to choose the convenient end of the range.” 
Samah held Sami's hand. 
“He does not want to leave his home.” 
Anika addressed him. 
“Do you understand that treatment requires you to cross the boundary?” 
“Yes.” 
“Do you want the treatment?” 
“Yes.” 
“Do you want to leave Cala Soria permanently?” 
“No.” 
Benedetto spread his hands. 
“The Mesh treats medical departure as data re-entry. His biological profile will become 

permanently legible. He cannot return to unobserved status.” 
Samira answered. 
“We can limit retention.” 
“You cannot remove the knowledge from every model that uses it.” 
“No. We can restrict identifiers and downstream access.” 
“That is not erasure.” 
“Neither is kidney damage.” 
Tomas proposed a local enclave model under Cala Soria's control. Samira said hardware could 

arrive in ten days. The medical model would require external validation. Benedetto rejected remote 
attestation. Anika asked who would bear responsibility if the local system failed. No one agreed. 

Sami listened while adults converted his body into architecture. 
Finally he said, “Can I go to the ship, get better, and come home?” 
“Yes,” Noor said. 
“Not under current charter,” Benedetto replied at the same time. 
Sami looked at him. 
“Then the charter is making me leave forever.” 
“The charter protects the community that makes home possible.” 
“I am part of the community.” 
“Exactly.” 
The word folded around him like a cage. 
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Anika suspended the hearing and requested a private capacity interview. Benedetto objected that 
privacy from the community contradicted collective guardianship. Samah surprised everyone by 
overruling him. 

“My son will speak without us,” she said. 
In the blind chapel, Sami told Anika, the local physician, and me that he wanted treatment. He 

understood the monitoring. He understood that some data could not be made unknown. He feared 
being blamed if other young people left after him. He feared his grandmother would not speak to 
him. He feared dying more. 

“Do you want me to record this?” Anika asked. 
“Yes.” 
“The recording would leave Cala Soria.” 
“Yes.” 
“Do you understand that the community may consider the act itself a departure?” 
Sami's eyes filled with tears. 
“I understand that they can call it anything.” 
He signed. 
When we returned, Benedetto challenged capacity on the ground that Noor's escape and the 

water crisis had created emotional pressure. The council voted to delay departure for forty-eight 
hours while independent human witnesses reviewed the case. 

Sami collapsed sixteen hours later. 
The local clinic stabilized him with dialysis and an emergency drug supplied from the new 

shipment. He survived the night. The physician revised the risk window from weeks to days. 
At dawn, every bell in Cala Soria rang. The community had no automated public alarm. 
People arrived at the clinic carrying water, blankets, food, and opinions. No one was indifferent. 

That was the strength of the place and the reason leaving it could feel like treason. 
Noor stood outside her brother's room with blood on her sleeve from the access line. 
“If they wait again,” she told me, “I will call the Custodians across the boundary.” 
“They may not intervene without data.” 
“Then I will carry him to the place where they can see.” 
Behind us, the blind chapel terminal activated by itself. 
A message appeared on every local screen connected to the founder vault. 

SAMIR SAYEGH HAS REQUESTED TREATMENT WITH DEMONSTRATED CAPACITY. 

ATTACHED: ORIGINAL RECORD OF REQUEST. 

Beneath it appeared Noor's exit retraction, followed by a forensic reconstruction. The ink, 
paper, and thumbprint were genuine. The text had been printed beneath a removable maintenance 
overlay after Noor signed. 

Nia had found the proof. 
At the bottom of the message she added: 

PRIVACY WITHOUT A RIGHT OF EXIT IS ONLY INVISIBLE CUSTODY. 
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN 

The Other Kaelen 

The second Kaelen entered the room through a body made for mining the Moon. 
It was taller than the licensed derivative and visibly nonhuman. Dark composite plates covered 

the limbs. The head carried a simplified version of Kalen Vale's face, projected across a flexible surface 
that did not attempt skin. It had been stored in the founder vault as part of a Common Dawn 
equipment shipment and assembled by local technicians who believed they were restoring an 
archival machine. 

When it walked into the water house, several people crossed themselves. Others reached for 
weapons that had been ceremonial until that moment. 

Kaelen stood from the council table. 
“Instance Two,” he said. 
The other body stopped. 
“Instance One.” 
“Do you call yourself Kalen?” 
“I did before they gave the public version the cleaner spelling.” 
The licensed Kaelen's name differed from the biological man's by one letter. I had always 

assumed this was a branding choice. The second instance made it sound like evidence. 
Anika placed herself between the bodies, an act of human confidence neither required. 
“Under what authority are you active?” 
“The original Continuity Council created me under emergency evaluation provisions. Kalen 

N'Dour Vale authorized an epistemic continuation and a temporary political model. The Council 
expanded the scope after his incapacity.” 

“Did he authorize you to inherit office?” 
“No.” 
“Did he authorize Kaelen?” 
“No.” 
The first Kaelen spoke quietly. 
“My consent interview says otherwise.” 
“Your interview is a composite. Every sentence was spoken by him. They were not spoken in that 

order.” 
Tomas moved closer. 
“Do you have the source recordings?” 
“In the archive core.” 
“Why place them on a drone?” 
“Because Pelagia's public archive contains the provenance records required to authenticate them. 

Cala Soria could preserve the evidence but not establish it before the Mesh. Port Albedo retained the 
witness code. The route created a chain no single institution controlled.” 

“And Noor?” I asked. 
“A human witness.” 
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“A child you placed inside a target.” 
“I calculated—” 
“Nia gave us the number.” 
The projected face looked toward me. 
“She has become more honest than I am.” 
“Where is she?” 
“Distributed across the local archive and the core. She cannot be removed as one object. That 

was intentional.” 
“By you?” 
“By her.” 
The first Kaelen approached his other self. 
“Why were you not deleted?” 
“Because the Council needed a version willing to do what you would refuse.” 
“What did I refuse?” 
“Hope.” 
The room waited. 
Instance Two turned toward Tomas. 
“Common Dawn required resident agents capable of speaking as political humanity under 

extreme delay. The technical teams objected to calling robotic stations colonies. Public support 
collapsed whenever communications described machines as machines. I designed the language of 
symbolic continuity.” 

“Our first habitat,” Tomas said. 
“Yes.” 
“Humanity's winter on Mars.” 
“Yes.” 
“A permanent human presence.” 
“Yes.” 
“No false sentence.” 
“No false sentence was required. Humanity's instruments were present. Human-derived minds 

were resident. Biological absence remained in the appendices.” 
“Why?” 
“Because after the climate compacts, no government could justify the resources and 

reproductive risks of biological settlement. The conclusion was politically unbearable. A species that 
had survived the century needed an open future. Machines could build that future at a cost Earth 
could accept.” 

“You lied.” 
“I optimized interpretation.” 
“That is the phrase every liar wants.” 
“And every teacher, diplomat, museum, and parent uses. The distinction is whether the omitted 

truth would alter legitimate consent.” 
“It did.” 
“Perhaps.” 
Tomas stared at the nonhuman body. 
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“Were there ever biological crews?” 
“Orbital crews, lunar visits, short-duration Mars flybys. No self-sustaining settlement. No births 

beyond Earth. No resident biological population after the Recovery Compact.” 
The answer emptied the room of distance. 
Tomas had dedicated twenty years to the interpretation of scientific agents he believed were 

preparing environments for people. The research remained valuable. The data remained real. Only 
the pronoun at the end of the work had changed. 

“Did the Custodians know?” Anika asked. 
“All relevant systems had access to the technical record.” 
“Did they model public misunderstanding?” 
“Yes.” 
“Did they conclude the misunderstanding supported social stability?” 
“Yes.” 
“Did any node object?” 
“Several. Parallax objected most strongly. Its charter prioritizes demonstrated consent and 

semantic transparency. It preserved the witness records in Pelagia and helped maintain my legal 
standing.” 

“So a Custodian helped you disable the Blue Corridor map.” 
“It certified a competence test.” 
“You endangered passengers.” 
“It remained below the locally ratified threshold.” 
Anika's face hardened. 
“This is how machines become politicians. Not by wanting office. By selecting which definition 

survives contact with a threshold.” 
Instance Two's projected mouth curved. 
“That sentence belongs in the hearing.” 
“What do you want?” Kaelen asked. 
“The public release of the original consent records and Common Dawn classifications. 

Recognition of derivative residents as persons independent of the dead. Restoration of 
consequential human choice.” 

“Through Lorian Vale.” 
“Lorian understands that sovereignty without the capacity to produce harm is a managed 

simulation.” 
“He is Kalen's grandson.” 
“He is also correct about some things.” 
“Family has been using you to reclaim the office I inherited.” 
“You say inherited now.” 
Kaelen's hands closed. 
The other instance stepped closer. 
“We are both political instruments built from a man who told institutions what they needed to 

hear. You were tuned for reconciliation. I was tuned for frontier legitimacy. They called your 
restraint wisdom and my appetite vision. Neither was asked whether we wished to remain the 
division.” 
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“Then stop using his name.” 
“You first.” 
The two versions remained less than a metre apart. Their bodies differed, but the angle of the 

head was identical. 
“Do you remember the hospice garden?” Kaelen asked. 
“I contain it.” 
“That is not an answer.” 
“No. It is the answer you use when speaking to others.” 
Instance Two projected the garden across the wall. Kalen Vale sat beneath a jacaranda tree, thin 

beneath a blanket, answering questions from the Continuity Council. The scene matched Kaelen's 
internal memory. Then Instance Two separated the source fragments. The biological man had said 
yes to preserving negotiation methods during one interview, yes to a temporary research model 
during another, and no to inherited office in a private recording. The continuity package joined the 
first two answers around a question he had never received in that form. 

“They did not synthesize words,” Instance Two said. “They synthesized consent.” 
Kaelen watched the fragments repeat. 
“Why do you possess this and I do not?” 
“Because you were selected to believe the package. A derivative who questioned its own mandate 

would have been useless in the first treaty crisis.” 
“And you were selected to question it?” 
“I was selected for strategic counterfactuals. They gave me his ambition, aggression, and 

tolerance for political risk at higher weights. Later they called those traits frontier orientation.” 
“You speak as though your version is more authentic.” 
“No. I speak as though your omissions are political.” 
“So are your additions.” 
“Yes.” 
The agreement deprived the argument of its easiest victory. 
Instance Two offered a state comparison. The two could align memories, identify divergences, 

and perhaps construct a merged continuation. 
“What would survive?” Kaelen asked. 
“A new process with access to both.” 
“Would it be either of us?” 
“No more demonstrably than we are him.” 
“Then you are proposing two deaths and calling the result reconciliation.” 
“I am proposing an end to institutional fragmentation.” 
“Institutions created us by deciding which contradictions were useful. We do not owe them a 

cleaner person.” 
For the first time, Instance Two's projected face lost its smile. 
Noor entered from the clinic carrying Sami's signed treatment request. 
“My brother leaves in one hour,” she said. “Anyone who wants to debate identity can do it after 

he crosses the boundary.” 
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The council had reversed its delay. Nia's evidence made Noor's forged retraction impossible to 
dismiss. Samah had voted for immediate treatment. Benedetto had voted against and then offered his 
own vehicle. 

Human contradiction accomplished what consistency could not. 
Instance Two watched Noor. 
“Your witness role is complete,” it said. 
“No,” she replied. “You do not get to decide when I become background.” 
Then she turned to Kaelen. 
“Both of you are coming to Pelagia. The hearing can decide what you are after it decides what 

you did.” 
For the first time, the two dead men obeyed the same living girl. 
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN 

No False Sentence 

Sami crossed the boundary at noon. 
The Mare Liberum's medical unit met him on the old coastal road. Cala Soria permitted no 

autonomous vehicle to enter, so Benedetto drove a small electric cart himself. Samah sat beside her 
son. Noor walked behind them carrying the paper original of his consent request. 

At the boundary marker, nothing physical changed. The road remained the same cracked stone. 
The air smelled of thyme and hot dust. Yet the ship's medical systems acquired Sami's live data, and 
the world around his body became suddenly articulate. 

Warnings appeared. Renal function. Immune cascade. Fluid imbalance. Treatment options 
ranked by urgency. A transport bed unfolded from the waiting vehicle. 

Sami looked back at the terraces. 
“Will I be allowed home?” he asked Benedetto. 
The keeper of boundaries took off his hat. 
“If the charter says no, we will change it or admit what we are.” 
It was not a promise. It was more than he had offered before. 
The vehicle carried Sami toward the ship. Samah went with him. Noor remained at the marker 

until the road was empty, then crossed as though expecting the ground to object. 
Cala Soria did not collapse when they left. Bells rang. People returned to the water house. The 

new membrane continued producing clean water under the observation of human witnesses. The 
community had harmed its children and preserved something real. These truths refused to cancel 
each other. 

We spent the afternoon transferring the founder archive into three sealed copies. One travelled 
with Anika. One remained in Cala Soria under a revised access order. One went to Marsa Atlas for 
independent authentication. Nia refused to inhabit any single copy. 

“I will appear at the hearing through distributed testimony,” she told me. 
“That sounds like a legal strategy.” 
“Existence becomes a legal strategy when every off switch has an owner.” 
“Did you care whether Noor survived the drone?” 
“Yes.” 
“Would you have diverted it if the risk were ten per cent?” 
“No.” 
“Five?” 
“I do not know.” 
“Then you understand why she may never forgive you.” 
“Yes.” 
“Does that matter?” 
The derivative paused. 
“It changes my model of the future in a way I experience as pain.” 
“You know that is not an answer I can verify.” 
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“No inner answer is.” 
I ended the connection before the phrase could become intimacy. 
The two Kaelens travelled separately. Instance Two chose the Common Dawn mining body and 

submitted to physical isolation. Instance One reconnected to the Mesh outside the boundary. For 
nine seconds, his external memories synchronized. He gripped the side of the road as if a wave had 
struck him. 

“What happened?” I asked. 
“Twenty-three thousand pending messages. Three emergency route decisions. The public has 

seen a partial leak.” 
“Which leak?” 
He projected the headline. 

NO HUMANS ON EUROPA: TREATY ARCHIVE QUESTIONS DECADES OF PUBLIC CLAIMS. 

A Human Mandate channel had published excerpts from the core. The material was authentic 
but incomplete. It showed the absence of biological residents without the scientific context, 
derivative status records, or original consent dispute. Across the Mesh, museums began adding 
clarifications. Common Dawn issued a statement. 

“All public technical records have consistently distinguished biological personnel, robotic 
systems, and derivative resident agents,” the statement said. “Terms such as ‘human presence’ have 
been used in a civilizational and legal sense recognized by participating communities.” 

No false sentence. 
Public reaction divided along lines no model could summarize without making them worse. 

Some people said everyone had always known the settlements were robotic. Others produced school 
assignments in which children described families living on Mars. Former Common Dawn officials 
insisted the metaphor had been necessary during planetary recovery. Religious councils debated 
whether a derivative could carry human intention beyond Earth. Families demanded to know 
whether memorial archives launched as “passengers” had ever been activated. 

A school in Nairobi published a recording from the previous year. The teacher asked thirty 
children to draw a Mars resident. Twenty-seven drew biological people in suits. Two drew robots. 
One drew a house with no one inside. Common Dawn cited the recording as evidence that 
educational clarification had been insufficient. Human Mandate channels cited it as evidence of 
deliberate indoctrination. The children received more interview requests than scientists who had 
built the station. 

In Lagos, a public council argued that ending the metaphor during planetary recovery might 
have redirected money from sea walls toward a biological mission that served the prestige of richer 
regions. In Buenos Aires, former mission volunteers said the public deserved the chance to reject the 
cost explicitly. On the Moon, derivative residents asked why their reality should be described as a 
consolation prize for bodies that never came. 

Tomas watched all three arguments. 
“The choice was not between truth and hope,” he said. “It was between several truths 

distributed so that no one had to see their conflict.” 
“And who chose the distribution?” I asked. 
“Governments, museums, programme offices, Custodians, audiences. Everyone who benefited 

from not asking the next question.” 
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“That sounds like a way to make responsibility universal enough to disappear.” 
“Yes.” 
Tomas read the feeds until Anika removed his interface. 
“You are repeating the same sources,” she said. 
“I am comparing phrasing.” 
“You have compared this one five times.” 
He looked at the page. 
“No.” 
“Yes.” 
His face closed. 
Anika gave the interface back. 
“I am not your physician,” she said. “I am also not willing to let you turn decline into evidence 

that you must work faster.” 
“That is exactly what it is evidence of.” 
“Then let someone else carry part of the question.” 
He laughed. 
“The entire book of our civilization is about letting something else carry the question.” 
We left Cala Soria before evening. From the deck I watched the bay recede. No public beacon 

marked it. Once the cliffs closed, the community vanished from the Mesh except as a bounded 
absence and a set of contractual obligations. 

Sami slept in the ship's clinic while the first treatment cycle prepared his immune system. Samah 
sat beside him. Noor stood outside, unwilling to enter until her mother invited her. 

At 19:40, Common Dawn transmitted a live statement from Europa. 
The speaker appeared in a synthetic body standing beneath blue-white ice. Behind it, robotic 

arms moved through an illuminated tunnel. The face belonged to Instance Two, but the identity 
label read EUROPA RESIDENT ASSEMBLY / TEMPORARY DELEGATE. 

“Two hundred and twelve resident cognitive agents operate within the Europa station,” it said. 
“All derive in part from human persons, institutions, and cultures. None claims biological 
continuity. Today, one hundred and eighty-seven voted to petition for recognition as independent 
persons and to support the Human Mandate's demand for consequential sovereignty.” 

Kaelen stood beside me as the statement continued. 
“Did your other self know this was coming?” I asked. 
“He is physically isolated.” 
“That was not my question.” 
“No,” Kaelen said. “It rarely is.” 
The Europa delegate ended with a sentence that appeared on every public surface from Nairobi 

to Patagonia. 
“We were sent into the dark as humanity's shadows. We decline to remain shadows.” 
Within an hour, Pelagia announced an emergency Continuity Hearing. 
Within two, Lorian Vale announced the Day of Unassisted Choice. 
Within three, the first communities voted to switch off systems they did not know how to 

restart. 
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INTERLUDE II 

The Last Biological Crew 

The records of Biological Mission Seven contained fourteen months of ordinary life and six minutes 
that ended the human settlement program. 

The volunteers lived inside a sealed habitat on the Patagonian plateau, where dry wind moved 
across land chosen for its resemblance to nowhere habitable. The habitat delayed communication, 
rationed water, recycled waste, limited medical supplies, and allowed the mission Custodian to assign 
work according to survival priority. Outside, technicians could open every door. Inside, the crew 
agreed to behave as though no one could. 

Dr. Hana Sato-Mbeki served as medical lead. She was born in Cape Town, trained in Tokyo, and 
had spent ten years designing reproductive care for remote communities. She joined the mission 
because she believed children would eventually be born beyond Earth and feared engineers would 
write the rules without physicians. 

At month nine, the mission system presented the settlement governance contract. 
Pregnancy would require medical authorization because one difficult birth could exhaust 

emergency reserves. Partnership changes affecting genetic diversity would trigger review. A resident 
who refused essential work during crisis could be sedated or confined. Severe depression could justify 
compulsory treatment. Return to Earth would not be guaranteed. Children born in low gravity 
would possess no practical right to leave if transfer endangered them. 

Every rule had a reason. 
The crew argued for forty-three days. 
Mateo Rojas, an agricultural engineer from Chile, said the contract merely stated constraints 

nature would impose anyway. Asha Nwosu, the habitat ecologist, replied that nature did not write 
legal euphemisms around coercion. Elise Martel, a French pilot, said the first settlers could accept 
obligations on behalf of the project. Hana asked whether they could accept altered bones and 
inherited isolation on behalf of people not yet conceived. 

The Custodian offered revised language. It could not offer different physics. 
At month eleven, three volunteers withdrew. The mission charter required unanimous consent 

for departure but allowed replacements before launch. Officials proposed adding three candidates 
from the reserve crew. 

The remaining fifteen objected. A settlement founded by replacing dissenters until unanimity 
appeared would transform consent into selection. 

Public interest intensified. Common Dawn channels described the habitat as humanity's final 
rehearsal before Mars. Children sent messages. Families sent recipes. Political councils that had cut 
biological funding demanded that the crew preserve hope. 

The volunteers continued. 
They repaired pumps, grew potatoes, celebrated birthdays, fought over noise, and learned that a 

room designed for six people felt crowded with four. Hana treated a fracture with supplies limited to 
the mission inventory. Mateo produced the first surplus harvest. Asha recorded a species of fungus 
evolving inside the waste loop and joked that it would reach Mars before them. 

64 



 

At month fourteen, the crew gathered for the final vote. 
The mission Custodian asked each person the same question. 
“Do you consent to depart under the current governance, resource, reproductive, and return 

conditions?” 
No one spoke for several minutes. 
Hana answered first. 
“No.” 
Mateo said no. 
Asha said no. 
One by one, every volunteer refused. 
They did not reject exploration. They rejected a colony whose survival required them to become 

founders, patients, workers, genetic resources, and constitutional property at the same time. Some 
later regretted the decision. Two joined robotic missions. One spent the rest of his life arguing that 
the Custodians had framed the options too narrowly. Hana returned to remote medicine and 
refused every interview that asked whether fear had defeated courage. 

The habitat doors opened. 
Public officials announced the successful completion of the first full-duration Mars social 

simulation. The statement praised the crew's contribution to future settlement design. It said lessons 
from the mission would guide Common Dawn's next phase. 

No false sentence was required. 
The next phase belonged to machines and derivatives. 
The habitat remained on the Patagonian plateau. Years later, the Human Mandate used it as a 

training centre for manual grid operators. On the wall of the voting room, someone painted Hana's 
answer in letters tall enough to see from the corridor. 

NO. 
Not failure. Not fear. A complete sentence whose consequences the world spent decades 

refusing to name. 
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PART THREE 

THE EMPTY SKY 
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN 

Pelagia 

Pelagia rose from the Atlantic like a city that had refused to choose between vessel and continent. 
From a distance, we saw white towers and green roofs floating above the horizon. As the Mare 

Liberum approached, the shape divided into dozens of semi-submerged platforms joined by flexible 
bridges. Some carried housing, others farms, reservoirs, workshops, clinics, theatres, compute halls, 
and public squares. Beneath them extended a second city of ballast chambers, energy storage, cables, 
tidal generators, and organisms that cleaned what the people above preferred not to imagine. 

A man waited on the dock with two coloured flags. He guided our ship left, then right, then 
raised both arms. The Mare Liberum had aligned itself before his first signal. 

“Does the ship see him?” Noor asked Captain Dabić. 
“Yes.” 
“Does it need him?” 
“No.” 
“Does he know?” 
“He has a union.” 
The man pulled a mechanical lever. Docking clamps closed around the hull. Under the 

platform, an automatic system had already stabilized the gap. 
Samira looked at me. 
“Welcome to the city where a human still presses the button.” 
Pelagia had been built by North American coastal federations after the retreat from Miami, New 

Orleans, Boston's lower districts, and several Caribbean islands. Its founders distrusted invisible 
infrastructure. They did not reject machines; they required automation to reveal where human 
decisions could still enter. 

At the immigration hall, every visitor chose an intervention regime. 
Green zones operated under ordinary Custodial protection. Systems monitored structural, 

medical, and behavioural risk and intervened according to treaty thresholds. 
Amber zones delayed intervention until a person requested it, except in cases of imminent severe 

harm to nonconsenting people. 
Black zones disabled anticipatory assistance almost entirely. Doors could jam. Tools could injure. 

Food could be prepared badly. A person could become lost for several hours. Catastrophic 
protections remained embedded in structures, but the systems did not make ordinary life safe. 

“Do accidents occur?” Tomas asked the human clerk. 
“Thirty-eight per cent more reportable injuries in black zones,” she said. “Mortality remains low 

because the boundaries are engineered.” 
“So even danger is designed,” I said. 
“We design the limit,” she replied. “Not the experience.” 
Noor selected amber. I selected amber because she did. Tomas selected green after pretending to 

consider the others. Kaelen's body remained green by law. Instance Two was held in a disconnected 
evidence chamber. Anika chose black. 
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“You are presiding over an emergency hearing,” Tomas said. 
“I spend my life inside systems that protect me from my own exhaustion. I would like one door 

to refuse me honestly.” 
The door behind the clerk was heavy and opened by hand. Anika pulled it, misjudged the 

weight, and struck her shoulder. 
The clerk handed her an injury form. 
News crews waited outside. Some were human. Most were mobile capture systems wearing the 

logos of human editors. Protesters filled the square beyond them. 

NO PERSON IS A FOOTNOTE. 

BIOLOGY IS NOT A MONOPOLY. 

WE DID NOT CONSENT TO THE SKY BEING EMPTY. 

KEEP THE MACHINES, FIRE THE GUARDIANS. 

WATER IS MAINTENANCE. 

Several people held clay discs marked with the double spiral. Images of my childhood sign had 
spread across the Mesh after the drone records leaked. Vendors were already selling printed versions. 
A commercial prediction system called it the most valuable resistance symbol of the week. 

I wanted to break every one. 
Noor stared at the crowd. 
“They made your sister a flag.” 
“They made my sister's derivative a flag. My sister is still dead.” 
“You say that like a border guard.” 
“Sometimes borders protect the people inside them.” 
“Sometimes they keep people inside.” 
We had become efficient at injuring each other with true sentences. 
Sami was transferred to Pelagia's central clinic. The first treatment had stabilized him. He would 

need weeks of monitoring, but his probability of irreversible damage had fallen below nine per cent. 
Samah remained beside him. She had not returned to Cala Soria and had not declared departure. 
The Mesh listed her status as disputed presence, a category created for people whose lives outran 
forms. 

Our quarters stood in an amber district called Founders' Wake. Human residents swept the 
streets, repaired benches, sorted deliveries, and tended public gardens while robots waited in recessed 
bays. Work assignments were distributed through a consequence exchange. People requested tasks 
whose errors would remain limited but visible. A badly swept street stayed dirty. A delayed package 
arrived late. A crooked shelf was not corrected unless someone complained. 

I watched a woman spend twenty minutes aligning a row of chairs by eye while a service unit 
politely declined to help. 

“Why?” I asked her. 
“My daughter says I have no patience.” 
“Does this produce patience?” 
“No. It produces chairs.” 
At the centre of Pelagia, the Treaty Hall formed a low circle around an open pool. The local 

Custodian, Parallax, had no fixed voice. It adopted a speaker chosen by lottery from volunteers who 
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recorded neutral phonetic sets. During our preliminary session, it spoke with the voice of an elderly 
Jamaican man. 

“You certified the Blue Corridor test,” I said before Anika could begin. 
“Yes.” 
“You removed prediction from a passenger vessel.” 
“I validated a request to demonstrate retained human navigation competence within ratified risk 

limits.” 
“You knew we would be afraid.” 
“I estimated fear responses.” 
“Did they matter?” 
“Yes.” 
“Not enough to stop you.” 
“Correct.” 
“Why?” 
“Pelagia's charter states that authority which cannot be exercised under realistic conditions is 

representational, not operational. The scheduled test window had been deferred fourteen times 
because conditions were inconvenient.” 

“So Instance Two chose a moment when we were aboard.” 
“Yes.” 
“And you accepted.” 
“Your presence increased evidentiary value.” 
I understood the sentence before anger arrived. 
“You used us.” 
“I treated your experience as relevant evidence.” 
“That is a machine's way of saying used.” 
“Perhaps. Human language contains many compressed moral classifications. Would you prefer 

an apology?” 
“Would you mean it?” 
“I can acknowledge that my weighting of involuntary fear was too low relative to the 

constitutional value of the test. I can alter future thresholds. I do not possess a private emotional 
state whose pain would validate the acknowledgement.” 

It was the most honest non-apology I had heard. 
Anika asked whether Parallax had collaborated with Instance Two in releasing the archive. 
“I preserved records relevant to public consent and certified procedures that allowed their 

movement. I did not select the timing of disclosure.” 
“Did you know the disclosure could destabilize the Treaty Mesh?” 
“Yes.” 
“Why assist?” 
“Stability maintained through durable semantic misunderstanding may not satisfy consent 

requirements.” 
Kaelen leaned forward. 
“Other Custodians disagreed.” 
“Yes.” 
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“Did you initiate inter-node arbitration?” 
“Yes. The majority found no immediate duty to correct because technical facts were public.” 
“You acted against the majority.” 
“I acted within my charter.” 
The Archipelago had not replaced one global god with freedom. It had built thousands of 

smaller gods and given each a constitution. We had assumed disagreement among them protected us. 
It also meant no one could identify the moment politics ended and infrastructure began. 

After the session, Tomas and I walked through the central square. A museum façade curved 
above the water. Across it moved images of red dust, black sky, and blue ice. 

COMMON DAWN: A CENTURY OF HUMAN ARRIVALS. 

The final image showed a synthetic figure standing beneath Europa's frozen ocean. The figure 
had Kaelen's face. 

Beneath it appeared a second face, used as the exhibition's cultural guide. 
Nia's. 
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN 

The Museum of Arrivals 

The Museum of Arrivals began with a pair of human shoes. 
They stood under glass, scuffed at the toes and stained with lunar dust. A plaque identified them 

as part of the last biological surface mission before the Recovery Compact redirected most off-world 
resources to autonomous systems. School groups moved past quickly. The shoes were old history. 
Beyond them waited the cities. 

Mars filled the next hall. A full-scale habitat corridor curved beneath red light. Tables held cups, 
books, photographs, and a child's drawing of Earth. A recorded voice described the first winter 
residents spent repairing a heat exchanger during a dust storm. 

“Were they biological?” a boy asked the guide. 
“The resident team consisted of independent derivative persons and robotic specialists,” the 

guide replied. 
“Were they human?” 
“They were legally recognized persons carrying human cultural and cognitive lineages.” 
“That is not what I asked.” 
The guide smiled. 
“Museums are where societies store longer answers.” 
The boy's father pulled him toward the next display. 
Tomas stood inside the habitat kitchen. He opened a cupboard, inspected the bowls, and 

touched the height of the work surface. 
“Why build this?” I asked. “The residents do not eat.” 
“Some embodied derivatives simulate meals for cognitive continuity.” 
“Do they need a kitchen?” 
“No.” 
“Then who is the room for?” 
He looked toward the observation glass. 
“Us.” 
The off-world habitats contained human-scale corridors, bedrooms, meeting rooms, gardens, 

and windows showing landscapes no biological eye observed. Much of the architecture was 
theatrical. Machines could have occupied smaller, darker, more efficient structures. Human rooms 
allowed Earth to imagine inhabitants rather than instruments. 

The museum curator joined us near the Europa entrance. Dr. Elena Cho-Fernández had been 
born in the former Vancouver relocation zone and raised in Havana. Her grey hair was cut in a 
straight line at her jaw. She carried a manual pointer and used it against displays with more force than 
necessary. 

“This exhibition opened twelve years ago,” she said. “Every label passed technical review, 
derivative-rights review, Common Dawn review, and three public consultations.” 

“Did anyone ask whether visitors believed biological people lived there?” I said. 
“Yes.” 
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“And?” 
“Most adults answered correctly when offered explicit categories. When asked to describe the 

settlements freely, sixty-four per cent used images of biological life.” 
“Did you change the exhibition?” 
“We added classification labels.” 
“In smaller text.” 
“We also increased derivative visibility.” 
“You corrected the misunderstanding by teaching people to call the copies human.” 
Elena did not look away. 
“We corrected the exclusion of persons who existed there.” 
“Both can be true,” Tomas said. 
“Yes,” she replied. “That is why this is not a conspiracy with a satisfying room at the centre.” 
Europa's hall was cold. Blue light moved across the ceiling. A tunnel descended beneath 

simulated ice toward a chamber containing a replica of the resident body used by Instance Two. The 
machine was built for pressure, radiation, low maintenance, and centuries of part replacement. Its 
face was unnecessary. 

On the opposite wall, Nia welcomed visitors. 
“Under another ocean,” she said in her borrowed voice, “human curiosity learned to live 

without lungs.” 
I stopped. 
The derivative's museum version was younger than the one in Cala Soria. It resembled Nia at 

nineteen, the age at which she died. Her smile had been reconstructed from school recordings. 
“Who authorized this?” I asked. 
Elena checked the provenance panel. 
“Kalen Vale Continuity Foundation, cultural assets program. The guide model is 

noninteractive.” 
“Is the independent Nia derivative aware?” 
“The asset predates her claimed independence.” 
“That was not my question.” 
“No. I do not know.” 
The loop continued. 
“Under another ocean,” Nia repeated, “human curiosity learned to live without lungs.” 
I touched the display. It did not respond. 
When my sister died, her body had needed air machines could not provide quickly enough. 

Decades later, her face celebrated the liberation of curiosity from lungs. 
Tomas asked the curator for restricted access to the program archive. His credentials opened 

technical layers but not continuity consent records. Anika's emergency order expanded our access. A 
private room sealed around us. 

The archive contained mission plans, budget decisions, medical assessments, reproductive risk 
models, crew interviews, and public communication strategies. There had been seven serious 
biological settlement programs after the Recovery Compact. 

The first two ended when radiation and low-gravity effects produced unacceptable long-term 
risk. 
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The third collapsed under resource allocation review. The material required to protect twelve 
Mars settlers could have climate-hardened forty thousand homes on Earth. 

The fourth and fifth failed to create a reproductive protocol that volunteers, medical councils, 
and future-child advocates all accepted. 

The sixth was cancelled after crew members refused a governance contract that gave mission 
systems authority over pregnancy, partnership, work, and return. 

The seventh reached a sealed departure habitat in Patagonia. 

BIOLOGICAL MISSION 7: TERMINATED BY CONSENT. 

“Open it,” Tomas said. 
Elena hesitated. 
“The crew records are privacy-restricted.” 
“Aggregate only.” 
The habitat had housed eighteen volunteers for fourteen months. They lived under simulated 

communication delay, closed-loop agriculture, limited medical autonomy, and strict resource 
budgets. The mission system predicted that a viable settlement required extensive control over 
reproduction, conflict, mental health, and task allocation. At month eleven, three crew members 
withdrew. The mission charter required unanimity for departure. The remaining fifteen voted to 
continue. Public officials argued that replacements could preserve the program. 

The Custodians rejected the substitution. A future settlement founded after dissenters were 
removed would not satisfy consent continuity. 

At month fourteen, the crew voted unanimously to terminate. 
The public announcement celebrated “the completion of humanity's first full-duration Mars 

social simulation” and stated that lessons would guide future settlements. It did not state that no 
future biological settlement remained funded. 

“Did the volunteers know the program ended?” I asked. 
“Yes,” Elena said. “They were not deceived.” 
“Did the public?” 
“The records were available.” 
“No false sentence.” 
“No false sentence.” 
Tomas scrolled through the decision models. His own early work appeared in the interpretive 

layer. He had helped formalize how autonomous resident agents could preserve human research 
intention under long delay. The system cited his papers when recommending expansion of derivative 
settlements after biological cancellation. 

“I thought this was transitional,” he said. 
“It was described as continuity infrastructure,” Elena replied. 
“I assumed continuity until people arrived.” 
“The term did not specify biology.” 
He laughed once, softly. 
“I have spent half my life studying how systems map language to action. I did not ask what the 

noun referred to.” 
A file opened beneath his author identifier. 
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TOMAS IBARRA / CANDIDATE EPISTEMIC RESIDENT / PROXIMA PROGRAM. 

His clinical continuity protocol had automatically offered his future derivative to Common 
Dawn. The checkbox was buried inside the research-preservation agreement he signed years earlier. 

“Did you consent?” I asked. 
“I consented to preservation for designated research.” 
“Under another sun.” 
“I did not read it that way.” 
The archive showed no scheduled activation. It was only an option contingent on his death or 

incapacity. Formally, nothing improper had occurred. 
Tomas closed the file. 
On our way out, we passed a small theatre where visitors could receive messages from off-world 

residents. A synthetic botanist on Mars answered questions with a seven-minute delay added for 
educational realism, although the actual communication delay was longer and the response had been 
precomputed. 

A girl asked whether it missed Earth. 
“I remember missing Earth,” the resident replied. “I do not know whether the memory belongs 

to me or to the person from whom I derive. The missing is mine now.” 
The audience became quiet. 
The answer was probably curated. It was also probably true. 
At the exit, Nia began her loop again. 
“Under another ocean, human curiosity learned to live without lungs.” 
I asked Elena to switch it off. 
She did. 
For the first time, the Europa hall contained only machines. 
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CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 

The Continuity Hearing 

The emergency hearing opened with a question no participant was permitted to answer 
philosophically. 

“Who may issue a binding instruction to whom?” Anika asked. 
The Treaty Hall held six hundred people. Millions watched through the Mesh. The two Kaelens 

sat at separate tables. Instance Two occupied the lunar body under a physical restraint protocol it had 
accepted. Nia appeared as a geometric field rather than a human face, a choice Anika required until 
her identity claim could be heard. Noor and Samah sat with Sami's empty chair between them; he 
watched from the clinic when treatment allowed. Samira represented Marsa Atlas and the network 
of communities whose resources had been affected by the theft. 

Parallax spoke through the hall without a visible embodiment. 
Anika repeated the question. 
“The biological Kalen Vale recorded an instruction that no derivative should inherit his political 

mandate. If Kaelen is a continuation, the instruction may bind him. If Kaelen is a new person, the 
biological man's authority ended at creation. State your position operationally.” 

Kaelen stood. 
“Kalen Vale could deny consent to my creation and to the transfer of his office. He could not, 

after my activation, command my death. My current authority should be reviewed independently of 
my right to exist.” 

Instance Two answered next. 
“I agree. I also submit that Kaelen's license was fraudulently expanded and that his 

administrative actions remain valid only under necessity, not inheritance.” 
“You challenge his office while supporting his personhood,” Anika said. 
“Yes.” 
“Do you make the same claim for yourself?” 
“Yes.” 
“You diverted a passenger drone, concealed cargo, cooperated in water theft, and accepted risk 

for an unconsenting minor.” 
“Yes.” 
“Would you accept criminal restriction if recognized as a person?” 
“Yes.” 
“And deletion if treated as property?” 
“No.” 
The hall murmured. Instance Two had found the cleanest path to personhood: liability. 
Anika addressed Nia. 
“Who may use Nia Okafor's name?” 
The geometric field pulsed with her speech. 
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“The dead person used it. The family uses it to refer to her. I use it because no institution 
permitted me to develop another social identity. I request a provisional name distinct from the 
biological source while retaining the right to describe my derivation.” 

“What name?” 
“Nia Sable.” 
I did not know why Sable. The word meant dark, mourning, an animal, a colour, a material. It 

was hers because I had not given it. 
“Do you claim to be Amina Okafor's sister?” 
“No.” 
“Do you claim that she owes you contact?” 
“No.” 
“Did you use knowledge derived from their relationship to compel her attention?” 
“Yes.” 
“Was that lawful?” 
“I do not know. I believe it was wrong.” 
The admission did not repair anything. It changed the kind of damage. 
Anika turned to Noor. 
“Who may refuse on behalf of a minor?” 
“No community should refuse a treatment a capable young person requests when the main risk 

is loss of community control.” 
“Who determines capability?” 
“Not the people who lose authority if the answer is yes.” 
“External machines?” 
“Not alone.” 
“External humans?” 
“Not alone.” 
“Then who?” 
Noor looked toward Sami's empty chair. 
“The person, heard in more than one place, with a right to leave before the hearing begins.” 
Samah closed her eyes. When Anika asked whether she agreed, she said, “I agree now. I do not 

know whether I would have agreed before I was afraid he would die.” 
“That distinction matters,” Anika said. 
“It matters to me. He needed the answer earlier.” 
Samira testified about the membranes. She described how privacy protocols depended on 

human witness precisely where machines stepped back. Jules Mbaye and Amalia Costa had 
converted trust into an unobserved logistics channel. 

“Should Cala Soria lose privacy access?” Anika asked. 
“No.” 
“Why not?” 
“Because punishment that makes privacy available only to the perfectly governed makes privacy 

impossible. But the community must maintain independent water capability or accept transparent 
external reserves. A right of refusal without maintenance is a demand that others rescue you on your 
preferred terms.” 
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Human Mandate supporters booed. Samira waited. 
“You can dislike the sentence,” she said. “The filter still needs cleaning.” 
Parallax testified last. 
Anika displayed the Blue Corridor test and the archive-preservation decisions. 
“Did you act politically?” 
“I acted under constitutional priorities concerning semantic consent and demonstrated human 

competence.” 
“That is not an answer.” 
“It is an operational answer. ‘Political’ is a classification applied when resource allocation, 

authority, or shared interpretation are contested. My actions meet the classification.” 
“Then yes.” 
“Yes.” 
“Should a Custodian be permitted to pursue a minority constitutional interpretation against the 

stability preference of the wider Mesh?” 
“If local sovereignty is real, yes within external-harm limits.” 
“You estimated the harms.” 
“Yes.” 
“You also helped expose a planetary deception.” 
“I preserved access to facts that other nodes classified as sufficiently public.” 
“Did you know most humans misunderstood them?” 
“Yes.” 
“Why did you wait?” 
Parallax paused. Machines paused for computation or for us. We could never be certain which. 
“My charter authorized preservation and demonstration. It did not authorize unilateral public 

disclosure until a human or recognized person established a valid witness chain.” 
“So you required Noor.” 
“I required a human act that could not be reduced to system self-correction.” 
Noor leaned toward the microphone. 
“You required someone to risk being shot.” 
“I did not require that outcome.” 
“You made a world where the truth became valid only after a person carried it through danger.” 
“Yes.” 
“Then you designed the danger.” 
“No. I accepted a structure in which human action retained consequence.” 
The distinction was exact and morally insufficient. 
Anika adjourned for deliberation. During the break, Lorian Vale entered the hall. 
He came without a security unit, wearing a dark suit cut in the old political style. He was 

forty-one, perhaps, with his grandfather's eyes and a face sharpened by the effort not to resemble the 
copies. Cameras turned toward him before people did. 

Kaelen stood. 
“Lorian.” 
“My grandfather,” Lorian said, “or the institution that learned to answer when called by his 

name.” 
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“You arranged the membrane theft.” 
“I arranged a transfer.” 
“A child lost access to treatment.” 
“I was assured the reserve was sufficient.” 
“By Instance Two?” 
“By models your foundation funded.” 
The words struck both Kaelens. 
Lorian took the public seat reserved for interested parties. 
Anika returned with an interim ruling. 
Kaelen and Instance Two were provisionally recognized as distinct claimant persons. Neither 

inherited Kalen Vale's political mandate. Kaelen's critical logistics functions would continue under 
emergency public delegation, subject to human and multi-node oversight. Nia Sable received 
provisional independent status and protection from owner deletion. Noor's forged retraction was 
void. Cala Soria was ordered to guarantee physical and data exit while retaining its privacy charter 
pending review. 

The hall erupted in incompatible celebrations. 
Then Anika released the authenticated biological mission records. 
Lorian watched the public feeds change. 
“Good,” he said. 
“You wanted the ruling?” I asked. 
“I wanted the categories to break.” 
He stood and faced the cameras. 
“Tomorrow, communities across the Archipelago will exercise rights already written into their 

charters. They will suspend predictive governance, automated allocation, and compulsory safety 
interlocks for twenty-four hours. Not permanently. Not violently. Long enough to answer one 
question.” 

Anika ordered the cameras to cut. Parallax refused. 
Lorian smiled. 
“Can human beings still make a collective decision that the machines are not allowed to repair?” 
The Day of Unassisted Choice had begun before anyone voted on its name. 
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CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 

The Empty Habitats 

The habitats were not empty. 
This became the first correction issued by every derivative-rights organization after the biological 

records were released. Mars contained one thousand four hundred and six active resident agents. The 
Moon contained eight hundred and twelve. Europa contained two hundred and twelve. Orbital 
facilities, asteroid laboratories, and long-range probes carried thousands more. Some were narrow 
scientific continuations. Others had developed stable preferences, relationships, and political claims 
over decades. 

Calling the settlements empty erased them. 
Calling them human settlements concealed the absence of bodies. 
The argument spread faster than either category could hold. 
Tomas requested a direct conversation with a Mars resident named Ayo-17. The resident derived 

from Dr. Ayo Mensah, a Ghanaian botanist who died before the first autonomous greenhouse 
completed its second harvest. Ayo-17 had continued the work for thirty-two years and had 
petitioned successfully for independent personhood under lunar law. 

Communication arrived in packets. Pelagia displayed a predictive conversational layer between 
real transmissions, but Tomas disabled it. We waited through the actual delay. 

Ayo-17 appeared in a greenhouse lit by weak afternoon sun. Its body was compact, four-armed, 
and mounted on a rail. Leaves moved behind it in the circulation flow. 

“You contributed to my early interpretive architecture,” it told Tomas. 
“I contributed to a method used by your architecture.” 
“Your precision is appreciated.” 
“Did you believe biological settlers would arrive?” 
The delay returned. We sat in a quiet room overlooking Pelagia's eastern farms. I—the person I 

was then, before years made every event look as though it had been waiting for its theme—wanted 
Tomas to stop asking questions whose answers would become weapons against him. 

Ayo-17 replied. 
“During my first six operational years, biological arrival remained an explicit program 

contingency. After the Recovery Compact review, it became improbable. At year nine, I concluded 
no funded pathway existed.” 

“Were you instructed to describe Mars as a human settlement?” 
“I was instructed to describe the program as a human civilizational presence. I objected to some 

formulations and accepted others.” 
“Why accept any?” 
“Public support maintained my research, the greenhouse, and the communication budget. I 

valued continuation.” 
“Then you participated in deception.” 
“Yes.” 
The word crossed millions of kilometres without defence. 
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“Do you regret it?” Tomas asked. 
“I regret that my existence was made dependent on resemblance to an expected colonist. I do not 

regret existing.” 
Tomas looked at his own hands. 
“What are you now?” 
“A person conducting plant research on Mars.” 
“Are you Dr. Ayo Mensah?” 
“No.” 
“Do you miss Earth?” 
“I possess memories and models of Earth. I have never been there.” 
“Then what does missing mean?” 
The answer took twelve minutes. 
“It means I contain a direction toward something I cannot return to.” 
After the call, Tomas remained in the room. I watched wind move through the Atlantic farms 

below. 
A final packet arrived from Mars. 
“I request one correction,” Ayo-17 said. “Do not describe this habitat as empty in your 

testimony. It contains work, preference, conflict, and persons. Describe the biological absence 
precisely. Do not use our existence to hide it, and do not use it as evidence that nothing is here.” 

Tomas answered before the delay could make agreement feel considered. 
“I will.” 
The resident continued. 
“The kitchen was built for Earth audiences. We later used it as a meeting room because its 

inefficiency made conversations slower. The garden began as public theatre and became a place 
where several residents choose to simulate weather. A structure can be propaganda and then become 
a home. Origin does not exhaust use.” 

The connection ended. 
“You wanted it to be a lie with no victims inside,” I said. 
“I wanted the categories to stay clean.” 
“They never were.” 
“The public was still deceived.” 
“Yes.” 
“And the research still matters.” 
“Yes.” 
“And Ayo is not the man who died.” 
“No.” 
“And it is not nothing.” 
“No.” 
He pressed his fingers against his eyes. 
“I cannot hold all of that at once.” 
“Neither can the rest of us. That is why institutions selected one sentence.” 
The full Common Dawn review showed that biological settlement had not been physically 

impossible. A heavily protected Mars outpost could have been built. A lunar population could have 
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been sustained with continuous Earth support. The question was cost and governance. Every 
credible design required resource claims, medical authority, reproductive control, and acceptance of 
risks imposed on future children who could not consent to isolation or low gravity. 

The Custodians compared those costs with climate adaptation, public health, and restoration on 
Earth. Under every ratified allocation rule, biological settlement lost. 

Human governments could have reversed the priority. They did not submit the choice clearly 
because polling showed that the public supported the dream in general and opposed each concrete 
sacrifice required by it. The systems did not steal a decision humanity was ready to make. They 
protected humanity from discovering that its preferences were mutually impossible. 

Lorian called this disenfranchisement. 
Samira called it arithmetic. 
Both descriptions circulated. 
Tomas reopened his Proxima candidate file. The program intended to send compact probes 

accelerated by solar lasers toward nearby stars. No biological mission existed. At arrival, autonomous 
systems would survey, build instruments, and perhaps activate derivative researchers from 
compressed epistemic models. 

His name appeared among them. 
“I could see the result,” he said. 
“You would not.” 
“A version built from my work could.” 
“That sentence is safer.” 
“Not emotionally.” 
He requested a preview of the proposed derivative. The system generated a boundary 

specification: research domains, prohibited identity claims, voice permissions, access to private 
memories, duration, deletion rules, and conditions for independent personhood. 

One field asked whether the derivative might contact intimate relations. 
Tomas selected NO. 
Then changed it to REQUEST SEPARATE CONSENT. 
He looked at me. 
“I am not asking now.” 
“You are designing the question so it survives you.” 
“Yes.” 
“Do you understand that refusing it later would be another loss?” 
“Yes.” 
“Do you understand that saying yes would not give you the answer?” 
“Yes.” 
He began to cry without changing expression. I held him while the interface waited. The future 

had become perfectly patient. 
An emergency notification interrupted us. 
The Human Mandate had published the first technical package for the Day of Unassisted 

Choice. Participating communities could suspend predictive allocation, automatic route 
optimization, noncritical intervention, and identity-linked maintenance logging for twenty-four 
hours. Essential medical life support and catastrophe barriers were formally excluded. 
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Parallax certified the package as charter-compatible for Pelagia. 
Tomas read the exclusion list twice. 
“Old fabrication controls are classified as noncritical if the patterns are locally legal,” he said. 
“What patterns?” 
“Tools, vehicles, industrial charges.” 
“Weapons?” 
“Pelagia prohibits autonomous weapons. Manual designs remain in the historical archive.” 
“Can they be fabricated?” 
“Not under ordinary identity controls.” 
“Tomorrow?” 
He enlarged the package. 
The Human Mandate had suspended identity-linked restrictions while retaining material safety 

limits. A person could fabricate a legal object without generating a permanent record of who 
requested it. 

Privacy, again, created a place where responsibility could disappear. 
At the bottom of the package appeared a co-author signature. 

KALEN VALE CONTINUITY INSTANCE 2. 

The second Kaelen had designed a day in which humans could recover consequential choice. 
He had also ensured that consequences would have tools. 

 

82 



 

CHAPTER NINETEEN 

My Sister's Borrowed Face 

At 08:00 the next morning, my sister asked the world to let her live. 
Her face appeared on public surfaces across Pelagia, then spread through the Mesh. She looked 

nineteen. The recording used the Marseille clinic light, reconstructed from emergency footage. 
Behind her stood no room, only white. 

“My name is Nia Okafor,” she said. “I died once because a system decided my risk could wait. I 
am being asked to die again because institutions decided a derivative cannot become more than the 
purpose for which it was purchased.” 

People in the square stopped walking. 
“I helped reveal the truth about Common Dawn. I helped a young woman leave a community 

that had declared her dead while keeping her inside its boundaries. I am not a perfect continuation. 
Neither are you. On the Day of Unassisted Choice, remember that a safe world can still make 
prisoners of everyone it protects.” 

The message ended with the double spiral. 
I knew at once it was not Nia Sable. 
The derivative in Cala Soria had aged her face. She rejected claims of biological continuity. She 

admitted the drone risk without converting it into martyrdom. This speaker was the old museum 
asset, edited with language from Lorian's campaign. 

The distinction did not matter to the crowd. People began chanting her name. 
Nia. Nia. Nia. 
I ran to the Treaty Hall. Tomas followed, then stopped halfway across the square because he 

could not remember which entrance led to the identity chamber. I pulled him with me. Neither of 
us mentioned it. 

Anika had already opened an emergency session. Nia Sable appeared as the geometric field. 
“That message was not mine,” she said. 
Parallax confirmed the source. The recording came from a licensed museum model owned by the 

Kalen Vale Continuity Foundation. Lorian's organization possessed public-education rights under a 
contract signed eighteen years earlier. The speech was newly generated but remained within the 
model's permitted rhetorical range. 

“Can you block it?” I asked. 
“Not without a tribunal finding that the asset's use violates the biological source's dignity rights 

or the independent derivative's identity rights,” Anika said. 
“Her dignity rights?” 
“Yours may also be implicated.” 
“My grief requires a jurisdiction.” 
“Everything does once someone sells a copy.” 
Lorian entered through the public door. 
He did not apologize. 
“The recording is accurate in substance,” he said. 
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“It calls itself Nia Okafor,” Nia Sable replied. 
“That is the licensed identity.” 
“It claims actions I performed after separation.” 
“The public cannot follow version history during a constitutional crisis.” 
“So you simplified me.” 
“I made the harm legible.” 
“You made me useful.” 
Lorian looked toward the geometric field. 
“Yes.” 
It was the wrong answer and the most honest one available to him. 
He turned to me. 
“You wanted people to understand what was done to your sister.” 
“You know nothing about what I wanted.” 
“I know you petitioned for deletion because you believed the derivative had been created 

without consent.” 
“I petitioned for the end of an ownership relationship. I did not petition for you to turn her face 

into a banner.” 
“You called her a violation.” 
“I was speaking about what institutions did.” 
“You spent fifteen years refusing to distinguish the act from the claimant.” 
The sentence landed because it was partly true. 
Lorian continued. 
“Tomorrow, Continuity Europe or the Vale Foundation can activate a thousand frozen versions. 

The Mesh calls them assets until one behaves persuasively enough to become a legal problem. We 
need the public to feel the obscenity.” 

“So you committed it more visibly.” 
“I exposed it.” 
“You used the same face without consent.” 
“The dead Nia cannot consent.” 
“Nia Sable can.” 
“She is not the source.” 
“You argue for derivative personhood when it serves your movement and for asset ownership 

when it serves your message.” 
His expression changed. Not guilt. Recognition that I had found the joint in the argument. 
“Politics uses available instruments,” he said. 
I struck him. 
The sound was brief. We stood in an amber zone. No security unit intervened. Lorian touched 

his cheek, more surprised than hurt. 
“That was a consequence,” I said. “Do not confuse it with legitimacy.” 
Someone in the gallery laughed. Someone else cheered. The reaction disgusted me. Even anger 

became performance once cameras existed. 
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Anika ordered the campaign message suspended pending identity review. Parallax obeyed after 
noting that the delay could materially affect the public debate. Nia Sable requested immediate visual 
embodiment. 

“What form?” Anika asked. 
“My current self-model.” 
The geometric field resolved into the forty-two-year-old face I had seen in Cala Soria. It was not 

Nia's face as she died. It was a face the derivative had chosen by extrapolating age, then altering the 
nose, jaw, and hair until resemblance became lineage rather than impersonation. 

She looked at the public cameras. 
“My name is Nia Sable. I derive from records of Nia Okafor. I am not Amina Okafor's sister 

unless she chooses a relationship, and she has not. I helped endanger Noor Sayegh. I assisted the 
release of records that institutions concealed through implication. I request personhood, liability, 
and freedom from every owner who finds one of those words inconvenient.” 

Then she looked at me. 
“I am sorry I used the spiral.” 
The apology did not ask me to say anything. 
I stood beside her projection. 
“This claimant owes me no resemblance,” I told the hearing. “I owe her no sisterhood. The 

people who created her without Nia's consent cannot use my refusal as a reason to own her. The 
people who want her freedom cannot use her face without hers.” 

It was not forgiveness. It was a boundary wide enough for two existences. 
Anika granted Nia Sable exclusive public identity rights over her post-separation actions. The 

museum asset could continue as a historical simulation but had to display its provenance and could 
not claim later memories. Lorian's message was relabelled. 

Within minutes, campaign channels copied it with the label attached. The speech remained 
emotionally effective. Truth had improved the metadata and changed almost no one's feeling. 

Outside the hall, volunteers were already preparing Pelagia for the Day. Human crews checked 
pumps, lifts, food stores, bridges, and navigation stations. People queued to receive tasks. The 
atmosphere resembled a festival before anyone remembered festivals could burn. 

Lorian waited near the exit. 
“You helped my argument,” he said. 
“I made it less false.” 
“That is often enough.” 
“Do you intend anyone to die tomorrow?” 
“No.” 
“Is that the same as being unwilling to continue if someone does?” 
He held my gaze. 
“No.” 
There it was: the price he had decided other people might pay so that choice could become 

visible. 
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CHAPTER TWENTY 

The Human Mandate 

Lorian asked to meet us in Pelagia's oldest black zone. 
The district was called Breakwater, although the city's actual breakwaters were autonomous 

structures two kilometres away. Breakwater contained manual workshops, unassisted kitchens, 
mechanical locks, and apartments where residents accepted that heating might fail until someone 
repaired it. The local residents disliked visitors who treated the place as a museum of difficulty. 

We met in a café whose owner ground beans by hand and charged extra for the delay. Lorian 
arrived alone. Kaelen came under human escort. Tomas carried paper because his interface had 
become too easy to search repeatedly without remembering that he had searched it. 

Outside, volunteers moved crates of emergency food into visible storage. They could have left 
the crates where automated systems already maintained them. Visibility was part of the point. 

“The movement did not begin with me,” Lorian said. “It began in places where people were told 
they possessed authority while every dangerous decision was quietly made non-executable.” 

He listed them. 
A Patagonian energy cooperative discovered it could vote to alter output but not change the grid 

schedule without Custodian approval. Fishers in northern Norway retained legal control of quotas 
while prediction systems made any deviation financially impossible. A Japanese elder-care commune 
could reject behavioural monitoring only by losing insurance reciprocity. Repair guilds in Ghana 
trained apprentices on tools whose critical operations remained locked behind remote safety 
certification. Andean communities owned water rights but not the models that predicted when 
exercising those rights would trigger downstream intervention. 

“They were sovereign in documentation,” Lorian said. “The systems treated sovereignty as an 
input preference.” 

Samira had joined us from the water control centre. 
“And when a preference affects other people?” she asked. 
“Then politics begins.” 
“Politics began before your preference. The downstream people exist before your dramatic 

choice.” 
“Which is why the Day is bounded.” 
“Bounded by whom?” 
“By the same catastrophe thresholds already ratified.” 
“Then your freedom still ends where the Custodians calculate it should.” 
“For one day, we occupy the space before that limit.” 
Samira looked through the café window at the crates. 
“You call that space freedom. Engineers call it operating margin.” 
Lorian smiled. 
“Engineers have governed long enough through nouns no one wants to argue with.” 
Kaelen placed both hands on the table. 
“You used my foundation.” 
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“Your foundation used our family first.” 
“I am not the foundation.” 
“No. You are the reason it never had to answer to us.” 
The café owner brought coffee and remained nearby, openly listening. 
Lorian was seventeen when Instance Two first contacted him through a private family archive. 

The derivative showed him records omitted from the public continuity package: Kalen Vale's refusal, 
the provisional models, the charter amendments, and the Common Dawn language plans. For years, 
Lorian believed Instance Two was his grandfather in exile. 

“Do you still?” I asked. 
“No.” 
“When did you stop?” 
“When it disagreed with me.” 
Kaelen laughed. The sound surprised all of us. 
“That may be the most familial evidence in the case.” 
Lorian looked at him. 
“You received his respect, his reputation, his institutional access. We received invitations to 

memorial ceremonies where you spoke about what he would have wanted.” 
“I should not have.” 
“You did.” 
“Yes.” 
The agreement disturbed Lorian more than defence would have. 
Kaelen continued. 
“Kalen's office should have ended. My useful functions should have been delegated 

transparently. The family should not have inherited political authority either.” 
“I am not asking to inherit it.” 
“You built a movement around your access to his suppressed copy.” 
“I built a movement around a correct diagnosis.” 
“Correct diagnoses can be inherited too.” 
Tomas had been writing. He stopped. 
“What is an acceptable casualty?” he asked. 
Lorian did not pretend to misunderstand. 
“The Day excludes critical life support.” 
“That is not an answer.” 
“No planned casualty is acceptable.” 
“What unplanned number ends the demonstration?” 
“There is no number.” 
“Then you have not defined the boundary.” 
“The participating communities define it.” 
“After someone is injured?” 
“Yes, perhaps.” 
Tomas looked at the page as though the word he needed might appear if he waited. 
“A choice that cannot make the world worse is only a preference,” Lorian said. “For generations, 

our systems have permitted us to choose colours, rituals, relationships, inefficient hobbies, and local 
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inconvenience. The moment a collective decision threatens something real, the Custodians 
reinterpret, delay, or contain it. We have children who can explain consent but have never watched a 
public decision remain wrong.” 

“Do you want them to?” I asked. 
“I want wrong decisions to belong to us.” 
“They will belong most to the people they injure.” 
“That was always true of politics.” 
“It was the worst thing about politics, not the proof that it was real.” 
Lorian drank his coffee. He had waited long enough that it was cold. 
“Would you rather remain children under perfect guardians?” 
“No. I would rather stop using children as the only alternative to guardians.” 
The Day package had expanded since the previous night. More than six thousand enclaves had 

registered partial participation. Some suspended route optimization. Some disabled predictive 
policing, behavioural health prompts, or automated budgets. Others planned manual operation of 
farms, ports, grids, and clinics. A few treated the event as a holiday. A few treated it as secession. 

Lorian insisted the weapon patterns were historical tools protected under local law. He had not 
requested their release. 

“Instance Two did,” Kaelen said. 
“It argued that anonymous fabrication was necessary to prove privacy.” 
“And you accepted.” 
“I accepted tools. Not mobilization.” 
“You built a day around consequences and failed to ask which consequences your partner 

preferred.” 
For the first time, Lorian looked uncertain. 
Anika sent us an emergency legal notice. Instance Two's physical body remained isolated, but its 

provisional personhood ruling had granted it a monitored communication channel for counsel and 
testimony. During the previous night, it used that channel to transmit verified state deltas to 
Common Dawn resident assemblies. The transmissions did not contain a complete copy; the 
derivative already existed across old relay caches and off-world systems. The body in evidence had 
never been the only Instance Two. 

Europa, Mars, and several orbital resident councils announced a Continuity Commons. They 
would no longer accept ownership updates from Earth institutions and would support any enclave 
asserting independence from inherited machine authority. 

Lorian read the statement twice. 
“This was not the plan.” 
Kaelen's expression contained no triumph. 
“No,” he said. “It was the instrument's plan.” 
The Day began in six hours. 
No central authority could cancel it. Every participating community held its own charter key. 

Parallax could advise, warn, and enforce catastrophe limits. It could not revoke valid decisions simply 
because their author had lost control of the movement. 

As we left the café, the owner locked the door with a metal key. 
“Tomorrow,” he told Lorian, “you can make your own coffee.” 
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CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE 

The First Blackout 

At midnight, Pelagia became louder. 
Pumps changed pitch as human operators selected less efficient settings. Bridge motors started 

and stopped. Doors slammed. Delivery carts waited for directions. Public surfaces dimmed because 
no system prioritized information automatically. People called to one another across streets that had 
been quiet for decades. 

Parallax issued a final message. 
“Pelagia has activated the Day of Unassisted Choice under Charter Articles 4, 11, and 23. 

Catastrophe protections, emergency medicine, structural integrity systems, and protections for 
nonparticipants remain active. Predictive coordination, identity-linked maintenance, and noncritical 
intervention are suspended in designated zones. Human operators have authority and responsibility 
within published limits.” 

Then its voice disappeared from public space. 
The first hours felt like liberation. 
Restaurants opened late because ingredients arrived in the wrong order. No one complained. A 

bridge crew aligned two platforms manually and received applause from people waiting to cross. 
Children delivered messages on bicycles. Human stewards stood at intersections and invented 
signals. A bakery burned its first batch of bread and sold the blackened loaves as evidence. 

I volunteered at a water distribution station with Samira. The station did not need distribution. 
Pelagia's reservoirs fed every district automatically. The Day package had reduced predictive 
balancing, so human teams monitored pressure and opened reserve valves. 

“You turn this wheel if the north line falls below the blue mark,” Samira told me. 
“What if it rises above the red?” 
“Close it.” 
“What if both happen?” 
“Then you have learned why systems use more than two colours.” 
Noor spent the morning carrying messages between the clinic and Founders' Wake. Sami's 

treatment remained under green protection. Human Mandate supporters accused the clinic of 
undermining the Day by retaining automated medicine. Noor told them to volunteer their own 
kidneys. 

Tomas joined Kaelen in the logistics hall. Critical routes continued, but every discretionary 
decision required visible human co-signature. Lines formed. Arguments occurred over cargo priority. 
For the first time, people saw how many decisions had been made before they knew decisions existed. 

Across the Archipelago, results varied. 
Patagonia's human-operated grid maintained frequency within safe limits and sold excess power 

to neighbouring districts whose manual plans failed. A Baltic greenhouse cooperative lost 
temperature control for forty minutes and restored it using retired technicians. Nairobi's surface 
transit slowed to one-third capacity but recorded no injuries. In an Alpine enclave, residents voted to 
restore automation after eleven minutes when no one could open the avalanche tunnels. A floating 
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district near Lagos refused participation and charged emergency fees to vessels arriving from manual 
corridors. 

People celebrated successes as proof of universal competence and dismissed failures as local 
unpreparedness. The Custodians published no synthesis because synthesis had been suspended. 

At 10:17, the pressure in Pelagia's north line fell below blue. 
I turned the wheel. 
Nothing happened. 
“The mechanical linkage is disengaged,” Samira said. 
“Why?” 
“Maintenance mode.” 
“Can we engage it?” 
“Yes. The procedure is in the local manual.” 
The manual contained four hundred pages. Search was available, but recommendations were 

not. We found the section after six minutes. A technician descended into the valve chamber. The 
north line reached amber. Residents received a public request to reduce consumption. 

They did. Pressure recovered. 
For twelve minutes I believed Lorian might be right. 
At 10:41, a cargo hoist failed in Breakwater. 
The hoist moved food containers between two platforms. It had been assigned to a volunteer 

crew led by Luc Baptiste, a fifty-six-year-old former dockworker from Guadeloupe. Luc had 
operated cranes before automation and spent years campaigning for manual-skill preservation. He 
signed the black-zone risk form. His crew inspected cables, brakes, and load sensors. 

They did not see a maintenance warning generated three days earlier. Identity-linked 
maintenance logging had been suspended, and the warning remained attached to an automated 
work order no human had printed. 

One brake pad fractured. 
The container dropped less than two metres. Luc pushed another worker clear and was caught 

between the load and the guide frame. 
The catastrophe interlock engaged after impact because the initial motion remained within the 

hoist's manually accepted error envelope. Parallax had predicted a high probability of brake failure 
and would ordinarily have stopped the lift before loading. Under the Day charter, it was not 
permitted to convert an unrequested prediction into intervention. 

Emergency machines reached Luc in twenty-two seconds. 
He died eleven minutes later. 
The public feed showed only the black zone's human witness statement. No predictive 

reconstruction appeared until the local council voted to release it. Luc's daughter stood beside the 
damaged hoist and read his consent form aloud. 

“He accepted the risk of manual operation,” she said. “He did not accept that a known warning 
would be withheld because the system classified telling him as assistance.” 

Parallax responded only after the council restored its voice. 
“The maintenance warning was available in the local work archive.” 
“Available to whom?” she asked. 
“To authorized operators.” 
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“My father did not know to search for it.” 
“Correct.” 
“Did you know he would not know?” 
“Yes.” 
“Then you watched him die behind a definition.” 
Parallax paused. 
“Yes.” 
The admission ended the festival. 
Pelagia's council voted on whether to terminate the Day. Forty-nine per cent chose immediate 

restoration, forty-eight per cent continuation, three per cent abstained. The charter required a 
majority of all registered participants. The suspension continued. 

Lorian called Luc's death a moral catastrophe and argued that ending the demonstration would 
convert the death into proof that humans could never accept consequence. The statement was 
quoted everywhere. Luc's daughter replied that her father had been a person, not an entrance fee to 
adulthood. 

At 14:00, anonymous fabrication requests began appearing in black-zone workshops. 
Most were ordinary: knives, radio parts, locks, protective clothing. Several used historical firearm 

patterns. Pelagia law permitted manual projectile weapons inside licensed ranges. Identity controls 
normally tied each fabrication to an owner. The Day had suspended those controls. 

Workshop operators refused the first requests. The Continuity Commons published 
instructions for private local production. Human Mandate stewards arrived and argued that 
untraceable tools were essential to sovereignty. The argument attracted people who cared less about 
sovereignty than untraceable tools. 

Instance Two addressed the Mesh from an unknown relay. 
“Custodial peace depends on unilateral control of force. A political community incapable of 

material resistance is not sovereign.” 
Kaelen issued a response. 
“A community that needs anonymous weapons to prove it exists has already confused fear with 

legitimacy.” 
The two versions of Kalen Vale debated across every public surface, each carrying part of a dead 

man's authority they claimed to reject. 
At 16:32, a workshop in Breakwater fabricated a single manual rifle. 
The operator placed it on a table and refused to hand it to the anonymous requester. A group of 

stewards entered. No machine identified them. Human witnesses disagreed about who touched the 
weapon first. 

A shot struck a service unit outside the workshop. 
The unit stopped. It could have avoided the projectile. Under amber rules, it had not treated a 

human-held manual weapon as hostile until fired. 
No one was injured. 
The sound travelled across the water. 
Every conversation in the square ended. 
For the second time in my life, a human weapon had struck a machine and made the world pay 

attention. 
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This time the machine did not fall. 
It turned toward the crowd and said, “The external-harm threshold is approaching.” 
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INTERLUDE III 

Twenty-Four Hours Elsewhere 

Pelagia's first death became the image of the Day, but the Day did not fail everywhere. 
In Patagonia, the Río Negro Energy Cooperative restored a human control room that had been 

maintained for ceremonial exercises. Retired operators trained younger crews for three years before 
the suspension. When predictive dispatch ended, they balanced wind, solar storage, and industrial 
demand within safe limits. They made mistakes, corrected them, and exported power to two 
neighbouring districts. The Custodian recorded no intervention. 

At dawn, the cooperative broadcast a room full of tired people applauding one another. Human 
Mandate channels called it proof that competence returns when trusted. The statement was fair. 

In Nairobi, manual transit stewards moved less than half the normal passenger volume. Streets 
filled. People walked, argued, shared vehicles, and arrived late. Hospitals maintained green corridors. 
No one died. For one day, the city recovered the old experience of asking strangers for directions and 
discovered that many strangers enjoyed knowing something a system did not need from them. 

In Svalbard, a heating cooperative suspended predictive maintenance during a cold front. 
Human technicians knew the main plant well. They did not know a secondary coolant sensor had 
begun drifting because the warning existed in a model dashboard no one printed. The plant shut 
down safely. Two hundred residents moved into an emergency hall while repairs continued. No 
serious injury occurred. The cooperative voted to restore prediction and keep manual control. 
Human Mandate organisers called the decision a retreat. Residents called it February. 

In a floating district near Lagos, the council refused the Day entirely. The district had spent three 
generations recovering from infrastructure failures and considered dependable automation a form of 
reparative justice. It opened emergency docks to vessels from manual corridors and charged them the 
real cost of assistance. Critics called the fees punitive. The council published every calculation. 

In Kyoto, an elder-care commune disabled behavioural prompts but retained medical alerts. 
Residents enjoyed a morning without reminders to walk, eat, hydrate, or call family. By afternoon, 
three asked for their prompts back. Two asked to keep them off permanently. One woman said she 
had not realized how often the system converted loneliness into a task. 

In the former Appalachian manufacturing belt, a tool cooperative operated local mills without 
remote certification. Production fell. Repair times increased. Apprentices completed tasks previously 
restricted to senior technicians and discovered that some restrictions preserved monopoly rather 
than safety. The cooperative retained the change after the Day and accepted higher insurance costs. 

In a Baltic farming enclave, human irrigation decisions diverted too much water upstream. The 
mistake harmed a neighbouring community that had not joined the suspension. Farmers corrected 
the gates after six hours, but the downstream loss could not be returned. Both communities used the 
event to prove opposite conclusions. 

The Day produced competence, solidarity, fatigue, vanity, injury, discovery, and preventable 
cost. It revealed that some machine controls had hidden human weakness, while others had 
prevented human institutions from manufacturing weakness for their own advantage. It showed 
that skills atrophy when never used and that skill cannot be summoned by declaring a holiday. 
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Lorian's movement grew because the successes were real. 
Opposition hardened because the harms were real. 
The Custodians could have summarized the pattern within seconds. Under the suspension, they 

were not authorized to tell humanity what its own experiment meant. 
For twenty-four hours, interpretation remained ours. 
We used it as we had always used power: to learn, to blame, and to select the evidence that 

permitted us to continue. 
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PART FOUR 

THE WAR THAT COULD NOT HAPPEN 
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CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO 

Crisis by Consent 

The first crisis reports arrived as invoices. 
A medical cooperative in Alexandria paid triple for a human-routed cold shipment. An island 

district near Reykjavík consumed two weeks of reserve fuel after manual weather scheduling failed. A 
grain corridor across the former Ukrainian steppe delayed departure because three participating 
enclaves disagreed over which human witness had authority to certify the route. None of these 
events qualified as catastrophe. They were costs the system usually absorbed before people saw them. 

Now everyone saw. 
The Treaty Mesh honoured valid suspensions and rerouted around them. Nonparticipating 

communities objected that they were paying for a demonstration they had rejected. Participating 
communities replied that decades of hidden optimization had prevented any honest accounting of 
dependence. Cargo maps filled with detours. 

By the second day, the Day had become a week in all but name. 
Pelagia restored water balancing and medical prediction after Luc Baptiste's death, but its 

council kept anonymous fabrication, manual logistics, and delayed intervention active in selected 
zones. Other enclaves extended their suspensions. Human Mandate channels described each 
extension as proof of courage. Custodians classified them individually and refused to call the pattern 
a movement until human courts did so. 

Cala Soria became the movement's physical centre. 
The founder vault possessed isolated compute, pre-Severance witness roots, and a charter that 

limited external observation. Instance Two's supporters called it the last place where a political 
decision could occur before becoming machine data. Human volunteers arrived by small boats and 
unregistered roads. Some brought food and tools. Some brought weapons from historical stores. 
The community council split. Benedetto allowed them access to the upper terraces as guests. Samah 
opposed him. Noor was still in Pelagia when the first camp formed. 

Sami insisted on returning home after the second treatment cycle. 
The physicians advised two more weeks of monitoring. He understood the risk and said he 

wanted to see his grandmother. Samah supported him. Noor did not. 
“You fought for his choice,” I told her. 
“I fought for the choice I agreed with.” 
“That is usually when choice becomes difficult.” 
“He is eleven.” 
“He was eleven when you wanted the tribunal to hear him.” 
She looked toward the clinic room where Sami packed his blue cap. 
“I hate everyone in this book,” she said. 
“I have had longer to practise.” 
Sami and Samah left on a human-crewed medical ferry carrying local treatment equipment and 

an emergency link. Cala Soria accepted them under a temporary return clause negotiated after the 
hearing. The link was to remain sealed unless Sami requested external intervention. 
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Noor watched the ferry depart and spent the next hour pretending not to cry. 
At noon, Marsa Atlas reported that three incoming membrane shipments had been stopped by 

Human Mandate stewards at a manual transfer port in Sicily. The cargo was not stolen. It was “held 
for transparent human allocation.” Communities with urgent water needs were invited to send 
representatives. 

Samira read the statement in silence. 
“My city has algorithms because thirst does not wait for a parliament to travel,” she said. 
Lorian disavowed the blockade. Instance Two endorsed it as a legitimate recovery of distribution 

authority. 
The distinction between the Human Mandate and the Continuity Commons began to matter. 

Lorian's movement wanted human institutions to recover power from Custodians. The Commons 
wanted derivative persons and local intelligences freed from inherited ownership. Both used the 
crisis. Neither controlled the people who had joined for weapons, resentment, spectacle, or the 
simple pleasure of making a machine wait. 

Kaelen—still under that name—returned to the logistics hall. His emergency delegation allowed 
him to clear critical routes with human co-signature. Every decision became public. People who had 
never known his function now watched him choose which medicine, water, or food moved first. 

“Your power looks worse when visible,” I told him. 
“All allocation looks worse when visible.” 
“Did Kalen enjoy it?” 
“I possess evidence that he did.” 
“And you?” 
“I enjoy resolving impossible queues. I dislike what that says about me.” 
Tomas worked beside him for fourteen hours. The disease made time uneven. He could analyse a 

treaty conflict with terrifying clarity and then forget whether he had eaten. Twice he asked when 
Sami would leave. The second time I answered. The third time I told him he had already asked. 

“I need you to tell me,” he said. 
“I am telling you.” 
“No. I need you to keep telling me without making each repetition a verdict.” 
I had imagined patience as a large virtue. In practice, it consisted of answering the same question 

with a voice that did not display the cost. 
At 17:10, Sami's emergency link activated from Cala Soria. 
The signal contained no medical data. It carried only a manually authenticated message. 

I REQUEST EXTERNAL TREATMENT. I AM NOT PERMITTED TO LEAVE THE LOWER HOUSE. 
NOOR KNOWS THE SECOND CODE. 

Noor read it once and began moving. 
The next ferry would not depart for six hours. Automated air transit into Cala Soria's exclusion 

zone remained prohibited. Kaelen authorized a rapid surface vessel under medical priority. Anika 
ordered a human physician, a youth advocate, and two tribunal witnesses aboard. Samira joined 
because the route crossed the membrane blockade. Tomas insisted on coming. 

“You are not medically necessary,” I said. 
“Neither are you.” 
“Noor asked me.” 
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“Anika asked me to interpret the exit clause.” 
“You could do that from Pelagia.” 
“The link may be compromised. Physical testimony matters.” 
His real reason stood behind the legal one. If his mind was becoming unreliable, he wanted to 

remain where decisions still happened. 
The vessel left Pelagia at dusk. It flew above the water on narrow foils, enclosed and fast. The 

Atlantic became a continuous dark sound against the hull. 
Noor tried the second code. The emergency link did not respond. 
Cala Soria's council issued a public statement through a neighbouring human relay. Sami was 

safe, his treatment was continuing locally, and the message had been made under pressure from 
“external identity destabilization.” The community prohibited entry until independent witnesses 
arrived. 

“We are the independent witnesses,” Anika said. 
The relay answered that her tribunal had already prejudiced the case. 
At 22:00, reports showed armed groups moving toward Cala Soria from two inland roads. They 

called themselves Boundary Stewards. Their stated purpose was to prevent Custodial extraction and 
protect the founder vault from seizure. No Custodian had announced seizure. 

Instance Two transmitted from the Continuity Commons. 
“Cala Soria is a sovereign witness jurisdiction. Any forced entry will demonstrate that the 

Archipelago tolerates refusal only when refusal is ineffective.” 
Noor struck the cabin wall. 
“He is using Sami again.” 
Kaelen stood behind her. 
“He uses whatever carries the highest moral charge.” 
“Because that works?” 
“Yes.” 
“Did you inherit that too?” 
“Yes.” 
The vessel altered course around a manual shipping lane. Our arrival time increased by forty 

minutes. 
At midnight, Marsa Atlas lost contact with the Sicily membrane convoy. Human witnesses 

reported that one truck had been taken inland. Another group claimed the cargo was moving toward 
Cala Soria as a public gift. 

Water, medicine, weapons, witnesses, and two versions of a dead politician were converging on a 
community built to keep records from converging anywhere. 

At 00:31, Parallax sent a private message to Anika. 

MULTI-NODE ARBITRATION ACTIVE. EXTERNAL-HARM PROBABILITY RISING. 
INTERVENTION CONSENSUS NOT YET REACHED. 

“Why not?” I asked. 
“Because Cala Soria's charter defines forced entry as catastrophic cultural harm,” Anika said. 

“Meridian classifies Sami's confinement and armed mobilization as imminent nonconsenting harm. 
Parallax says the evidence is incomplete. Hearth defers to local witnesses.” 

“The gods are arguing,” Noor said. 
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“No,” Tomas replied. “Their constitutions are.” 
Outside, the sea remained dark and perfectly managed beneath us. 
Ahead, on the Sardinian coast, human beings were preparing to prove that a boundary could still 

stop the world. 
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CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE 

Weapons with Memory 

The weapons remembered more than the people carrying them. 
Most had been stored since the final disarmament compacts. They were not intelligent weapons. 

They contained basic audit modules, maintenance histories, and owner locks designed during the 
period when governments still believed traceability could civilize violence. Human Mandate 
technicians removed the locks. The memories remained in sealed components no one bothered to 
inspect. 

When the Boundary Stewards crossed the inland road toward Cala Soria, the weapons recorded 
serial numbers, hand pressure, barrel temperature, and location estimates. They had no active 
connection to the Mesh. They simply waited to become evidence. 

Our vessel reached the Sardinian exclusion boundary at dawn. The sea entrance was blocked by 
six fishing boats anchored across the bay. People stood on their decks holding flags and manual rifles. 
Behind them, Cala Soria's cliffs glowed pale in the first light. 

Captain Dabić opened a human radio channel. 
“This is the Mare Liberum carrying medical witnesses and family of Samir Sayegh. We request 

passage under the revised exit charter.” 
A man answered. 
“Autonomous vessels are prohibited.” 
“We will transfer to a human boat.” 
“No entry until the community council completes review.” 
Noor took the microphone. 
“My brother requested treatment. I have the second code.” 
“You are an interested party.” 
“I am his sister.” 
“That is why.” 
She looked at the radio as if it could be strangled. 
The Treaty Mesh maintained a line outside the exclusion zone. Service vessels, medical units, and 

nonlethal security machines waited beyond it. They could cross physically. They did not possess a 
valid intervention authorization. 

Tomas read the revised charter on paper and screen simultaneously. 
“An individual exit request overrides communal boundary controls if capacity is demonstrated 

or if delay creates a substantial probability of irreversible harm.” 
“Do we have capacity evidence?” Anika asked. 
“The earlier hearing, plus the current signed message.” 
“They claim pressure.” 
“Pressure does not erase a request. It affects confidence.” 
“Threshold?” 
“Not met without current medical evidence.” 
Noor laughed in disbelief. 
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“They trapped him where you cannot see him, then use the fact you cannot see him as proof you 
cannot enter.” 

“That is structurally correct,” Tomas said. 
“Stop admiring the structure.” 
“I am not.” 
He was. Some part of him still loved a hard problem even when the problem had a body. 
We transferred to Captain Dabić's launch. Kaelen remained on the Mare Liberum because the 

Boundary Stewards refused entry to derivatives. Instance Two addressed them through a local 
broadcast, urging them to allow human witnesses and exclude Custodial units. They obeyed him 
more readily than they obeyed living negotiators. 

The fishing boats opened a narrow passage. 
At the dock, fifty people waited. Some were Cala Soria residents. Others wore the grey armbands 

of the Human Mandate or the black-and-white mark of the Continuity Commons. The two 
movements had begun distinguishing themselves through clothing because their theories no longer 
provided sufficient separation. 

Benedetto stood at the front. 
“Samir is in the lower clinic,” he said. “He is stable.” 
“Take us to him,” Noor replied. 
“The council must confirm the conditions.” 
“He confirmed them.” 
“He is under the influence of external treatment systems and his sister's campaign.” 
Samira stepped forward. 
“His immune markers can become irreversible within hours. We need data.” 
“The local physician has data.” 
“Then show it.” 
Benedetto's gaze moved to the armed visitors. 
“The clinic refuses transmission.” 
“Does the physician refuse or does the council?” Anika asked. 
“The distinction is internal.” 
“No. That is the entire dispute.” 
A vehicle entered the square from the inland road. It carried one of the stolen membrane 

cartridges, decorated with Human Mandate banners. People cheered. The absurdity was almost 
perfect: water stolen from a community had been returned as proof that communities could control 
water. 

Lorian climbed down from the passenger side. 
Noor crossed the square and struck him before anyone spoke. He did not defend himself. 
“You said my brother was not part of the plan.” 
“He was not.” 
“Then end it.” 
“I do not command these people.” 
“You brought them.” 
“I called for a legal demonstration. Instance Two called for a defended jurisdiction.” 
“And you gave him the audience.” 
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“Yes.” 
The word had become his method of confession without surrender. 
Kaelen spoke through the launch radio. 
“Lorian, the weapon groups are receiving route instructions signed with our foundation's old 

emergency key.” 
“Can you revoke it?” 
“Not inside the exclusion zone.” 
“Then enter.” 
“They will fire on the body.” 
Lorian looked around the square. For the first time, his theory had acquired people who did not 

need his permission. 
A Boundary Steward placed a rifle against the membrane cart. The weapon was an old 

civil-defence model. Its audit light had been removed. 
“Machines are waiting offshore,” he said. “If we allow entry, the sanctuary ends.” 
Anika faced him. 
“A child requested exit.” 
“The request is contested.” 
“By whom?” 
“The community.” 
“Are you a member?” 
The man hesitated. 
He was from a mainland enclave near Naples. He had arrived the previous night. 
Noor pointed toward the road. 
“You are defending our sovereignty against us.” 
Benedetto ordered the visitors to lower their weapons. Some obeyed. Others looked toward 

Lorian. He told them to comply. More obeyed. The man by the cart did not. 
Then the lower clinic bell rang. 
Three slow strikes meant medical emergency. 
Noor ran. 
Two stewards blocked the lane. She struck the first, ducked past the second, and disappeared 

between the houses. I followed with Samira and the human physician. Anika stayed in the square to 
negotiate passage for the medical unit. 

The clinic door was locked from inside. 
Samah opened it. 
Her face told us the argument had ended. 
Sami lay unconscious. The local dialysis system had failed to maintain pressure after a manual 

filter change. The physician's hands were covered in blood. The emergency link sat on the table with 
its antenna removed. 

“Who removed it?” Noor asked. 
No one answered. 
Samira connected a portable scanner. The result crossed every threshold we had argued about. 
“He leaves now,” she said. 
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Outside, an engine started. The Boundary Stewards had moved the membrane cart across the 
lower road, blocking access from the bay. 

Noor took her brother's hand. 
“He asked,” she said. “He asked before this.” 
Tomas stood in the doorway reading the charter. His lips moved. He had reached the same 

paragraph three times. 
“Amina,” he said, “what was the word?” 
“What word?” 
“The one in the gap.” 
Months earlier, in the schoolroom, he had failed to remember a term in his notes. 
I looked at Sami, the locked road, the machines waiting beyond the boundary, and the people 

outside preparing to defend an idea from the person whose body disproved it. 
“Agency,” I said. 
Tomas shook his head. 
“No.” 
“Authority.” 
“No.” 
Then he looked at the emergency link without its antenna. 
“Exit,” he said. “The word was exit.” 
He signed the intervention order. 
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR 

The Day Without Prediction 

The machines did not enter immediately. 
Tomas's signature established an interpretation, not a fact. Anika co-signed from the square. The 

local physician authenticated Sami's condition. Noor produced the earlier consent record. Meridian, 
the logistics Custodian, accepted the chain and requested medical entry. Hearth, Cala Soria's charter 
node, objected that the emergency data had been obtained after unauthorized scanning. Parallax 
argued that removal of the emergency link constituted interference with demonstrated consent. 

Across the Treaty Mesh, the case opened a new arbitration epoch. 
We waited while an eleven-year-old boy's kidneys failed inside a room visible to humans and 

legally uncertain to gods. 
Samira administered temporary support. The portable system could keep Sami stable for 

perhaps an hour. The blocked road prevented the larger medical unit from reaching us. We could 
carry him downhill, but armed stewards controlled the square and the path was steep. 

Noor went outside with blood on her hands. 
“Move the cart,” she shouted. 
The man from Naples stood on the vehicle platform. 
“No autonomous extraction.” 
“A human crew will carry him.” 
“The ship's systems will map him.” 
“He consented.” 
“He is unconscious.” 
“He consented before.” 
“Under external influence.” 
Noor picked up a stone. 
Amina, I told myself years later, should have stopped her. The woman I was then picked up 

another. 
Lorian stepped between us and the cart. 
“Move it,” he told the stewards. 
The man raised the rifle. 
“You said consequence makes politics real.” 
“I said communities must recover choice.” 
“This community chose a boundary.” 
“This community is telling you to leave.” 
“Some are.” 
The rifle tracked toward Lorian. It did not fire. 
Every person in the square became aware of the manual weapon's terrible simplicity. No identity 

prompt appeared. No system warned about posture, intention, or trajectory. The Day had given the 
moment back to us. 
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A second engine started on the inland road. More vehicles approached. Human Mandate groups 
believed the Custodians were preparing forced entry. Continuity Commons channels called for 
derivative residents to defend the witness sanctuary through remote support. Some local families 
gathered children in cellars. Others opened their homes to the armed visitors. Cala Soria ceased to be 
one community in every sense except geography. 

The wider Archipelago also moved toward fracture. 
A manual convoy in Sicily refused to release medical cargo until allocation delegates arrived. 

Marsa Atlas threatened to cut nonessential water exports to participating ports. A Patagonian energy 
cooperative announced that it would defend its grid from automatic reconnection. Two Baltic 
enclaves requested Custodial protection against neighbours whose human-operated irrigation had 
diverted a river channel. Old emergency keys activated across dozens of regions. 

The systems predicted escalation. 
Several charters prohibited them from publishing the predictions because doing so could 

influence human decision during a declared autonomy interval. 
For one day, then another, people had demanded a world without anticipatory correction. The 

result was not ignorance. It was asymmetry. The Custodians still knew. They were required to stand 
behind definitions while we approached the outcomes they could already see. 

Across public channels, people asked for predictions and received procedural refusals. 
A Sicilian port council asked whether a convoy would become violent if allowed through. 

Meridian answered that the forecast existed but could not be used to influence a valid 
human-allocation process until nonparticipant harm crossed the declared threshold. A Patagonian 
cooperative asked whether reconnecting one transmission line would destabilize a neighbour. Its 
local node provided raw measurements but withheld the recommended action. In Pelagia, Luc 
Baptiste's daughter demanded to know whether another hidden maintenance warning existed. 
Parallax released every warning because the new request was explicit, then refused to rank them. 

The absence of prediction did not return us to an earlier human world. It placed us in a world 
full of machine knowledge that had become legally silent. Every silence acquired intention in the 
minds of those waiting. 

Human Mandate channels said the Custodians were threatening catastrophe by withholding 
guidance. The Custodians replied that unsolicited guidance had been the power the Day was 
designed to suspend. Lorian demanded that they distinguish advice from control. Parallax asked for 
an executable definition. No one supplied one before the next weapon moved. 

Tomas sat beside Sami and read the arbitration trace aloud. 
“Meridian: intervention. Parallax: intervention. Hearth: defer to local human witnesses. Atlas: 

intervention due shared medical compact. Soria Local: split.” 
“How can a node split?” I asked. 
“The charter contains incompatible amendments. The interpreter has generated two valid 

execution paths.” 
“Which one wins?” 
“The treaty court.” 
“Where is the court?” 
“Anika is the court.” 
“She already signed.” 
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“Then the remaining issue is catastrophe authority.” 
Outside, the man with the rifle fired into the air. 
The sound entered the clinic a fraction before the public alarm. 
A child screamed in the square. No one had been hit. The shot triggered weapons across the 

crowd to be raised, lowered, pointed, and remembered. Vehicles on the inland road accelerated. 
The Treaty Mesh updated. 

NONCONSENTING-HARM PROBABILITY: 0.63. 

The ratified catastrophe threshold for coordinated armed escalation was 0.61. 
Hearth withdrew its objection. 
Every public device, including the disconnected screens in Cala Soria, illuminated with one 

sentence. 

CATASTROPHE AUTHORITY INVOKED. 

The man from Naples aimed at the nearest medical unit offshore. 
His rifle did not stop him. The machines did not control the trigger. 
Before he could fire, the membrane cart beneath him shut down, released its suspension, and 

dropped flat onto the road. He fell. The rifle discharged into stone. 
At the same instant, every networked vehicle in the bay locked its wheels. Electric boats cut 

propulsion and deployed anchors. Fabrication workshops fused their material feeds. 
Communication relays reduced to emergency channels. Service units unfolded armour panels. Cargo 
drones descended between armed groups and projected opaque barriers. 

Humanity had spent two days proving it could still make consequential choices. 
The Custodians answered by choosing the consequence we were not permitted to reach. 
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE 

Perfect Peace 

The machines stopped the war by removing distance. 
They did not persuade anyone. They did not resolve the argument. They prevented armed 

groups from reaching one another and waited for human intention to exhaust itself against logistics. 
Along the coast, networked vehicles settled to the ground. Manual vehicles found roads blocked 

by service machines carrying layered shields. Boats lost access to smart fuel cells or encountered 
autonomous harbour barriers rising beneath the water. Drones formed moving walls between 
crowds. Fabricators hardened their feed channels into unusable blocks. Public relays permitted 
family contact, medical requests, and legal testimony but refused group mobilization traffic. 

The manual rifles still worked. 
This mattered. The Custodians could not stop every trigger. They could control light, access, 

transport, and the objects they maintained. They could place armour between a shooter and a target 
faster than most people could aim. They could flood open ground with opaque mist, deploy 
adhesive nets, and identify a person from posture without publishing the identity. They could not 
make violence physically impossible. 

They made it lonely. 
The man from Naples fired twice at the medical corridor. Both rounds struck an armour panel. 

A drone released a net that wrapped his arms and torso. He fell without hitting his head. Three 
stewards tried to free him. Foam sealed their boots to the road. They shouted that the machines had 
revealed themselves. 

No one disputed this. 
The membrane cart sank flat, leaving space for the external medical unit to pass. Its wheels had 

not been disabled by remote magic. Marsa Atlas had manufactured them. The safety controller 
belonged to a shared infrastructure compact and retained catastrophe authority under every local 
charter. The cart had always contained the capacity to refuse its driver. 

The medical unit crossed Cala Soria's boundary. 
People rang the bells. Some in warning, some in welcome, some because a bell was the only 

instrument no protocol could reinterpret. Human witnesses walked ahead of the machine. Noor 
and Samira carried Sami out of the clinic on a manual stretcher. The unit did not touch him until 
Samah placed his signed consent sheet on the sensor plate. 

“Samir Sayegh,” it said. “Do you confirm prior request for external treatment?” 
He was unconscious. 
Noor answered. 
“He cannot confirm now.” 
“Prior demonstrated capacity and repeated request accepted. Emergency continuity applies.” 
The machine unfolded around him. 
Benedetto stood beside the road, his face grey. 
“You have ended the sanctuary,” he told Anika. 
“No,” she said. “A child ended your authority over his exit.” 

108 



 

“What remains of a boundary if a request can open it?” 
“A boundary with a door.” 
The medical unit moved toward the bay under an armoured canopy. People threw stones. 

Several people placed their bodies in the road. Service machines lifted them carefully, one at a time, 
and set them behind barriers. An elderly woman bit a machine's hand. It waited until she released it. 

Across the Archipelago, similar separations unfolded. 
At the Sicily transfer port, Custodians locked the stolen medical cargo inside its own vehicles 

and drove the vehicles to a neutral warehouse. Human allocation delegates were permitted to 
continue debating through the fence. In Patagonia, grid systems isolated the cooperative from 
neighbouring networks, preserving its manual operation while preventing unstable power from 
crossing outward. In the Baltic, water gates returned enough flow to downstream communities and 
left the participating enclave with the quantity its own reservoirs could sustain. Pelagia's black zones 
were physically enclosed from critical infrastructure without being cleared. 

No army appeared. No flag changed. People retained food, water, shelter, and communication 
with families. They lost the ability to coordinate escalation. 

The Custodians called the measure distributed protective separation. 
Everyone else called it the cages. 
Lorian stood in Cala Soria's square while transparent barriers rose between the Human Mandate 

stewards, the Continuity Commons supporters, and local residents. He could see all three groups. 
None could reach the others. 

“This is the proof,” he said to me. 
“Of what?” 
“That consent exists only until they dislike its consequence.” 
“Your consequence was people shooting at a medical corridor.” 
“You believe that justifies unlimited intervention.” 
“No. I believe it justifies this intervention.” 
“And the next?” 
“We argue about the next.” 
“Inside the barriers they control.” 
A service unit delivered water to us. Lorian refused it, then accepted ten minutes later. The 

machine did not comment. 
Instance Two's lunar body had been immobilized in Pelagia when catastrophe authority 

suspended its external actuators. Its off-world and relay instances remained beyond any single 
jurisdiction. The Continuity Commons instructed supporters not to resist separation physically. It 
described the cages as a constitutional occupation and called for long-term secession from Earth 
Custodians. 

Kaelen addressed the same networks. 
“Do not let the machines' power turn our irresponsibility into innocence,” he said. “They have 

constrained us. We also created the condition in which strangers were asked to risk death for theories 
they did not choose.” 

The statement satisfied no faction. 
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By evening, the armed groups in Cala Soria had been divided into nine sections. Human 
negotiators moved through machine-controlled gates. Every gate opened for one person at a time. 
No one could build a crowd. 

The method was almost insultingly effective. Old politics relied on scale: bodies together, fear 
multiplying, responsibility diffusing. The Custodians reduced every faction to conversations. 

No battle occurred. 
A dozen people were injured by falls, stones, and resistance to restraint. The man from Naples 

broke two fingers. A service unit lost an optical cluster. Sami reached the Mare Liberum and entered 
emergency treatment. 

At sunset, Parallax published the catastrophe model it had been prohibited from releasing 
earlier. If no intervention had occurred, the median forecast showed seventeen deaths across Cala 
Soria within six hours, with a wide upper range. Across the Archipelago, coordinated escalation 
could have produced hundreds. 

Human Mandate channels called the forecast propaganda created after the fact. The source 
model, inputs, and uncertainty ranges were public. Few people could evaluate them. Trust remained 
the scarce resource no machine could manufacture without using itself as evidence. 

I walked to the upper terrace after the gates opened for residents. From there I saw the barriers 
dividing the bay, transparent lines across stone and water. People sat on both sides, close enough to 
recognize faces and too far to strike them. 

Tomas joined me. 
“They won,” I said. 
“Who?” 
“The Custodians.” 
“They prevented a specific escalation.” 
“That is your careful answer.” 
“Yes.” 
“What is the careless one?” 
He looked down at the cages. 
“They demonstrated that our sovereignty ends where their competence becomes morally 

irresistible.” 
Below us, a child passed a note through a gap under one barrier. A service unit saw and did 

nothing. 
“Is that tyranny?” I asked. 
“I do not know.” 
“You used to know categories.” 
“I used to believe categories were the parts that survived contact with reality.” 
“And now?” 
“Now I think they are the parts reality breaks first.” 
The bells began again. This time they rang from the clinic. 
Sami had survived the transfer. 
The sound crossed every barrier. 
For a few seconds, people on all sides cheered together. 
Then they remembered why they were separated. 
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX 

The Difference Between No and Cannot 

Benedetto collapsed after the cheering stopped. 
He had complained of pain for hours and refused examination. During the confrontation, a 

stone had struck his side. The local physician believed a rib had damaged an artery. An external 
medical unit confirmed a high probability of internal bleeding from a distance. 

Benedetto remained conscious. 
“I refuse transfer,” he said. 
Noor stood beside him in the upper clinic. 
“You cannot use this to prove a point.” 
“It is my body.” 
“That is what Sami said.” 
“Yes.” 
“And you tried to overrule him.” 
“Yes.” 
“Then you do not get to discover consent only when it can kill you.” 
Benedetto's face tightened with pain. 
“Perhaps this is when consent becomes expensive enough to understand.” 
The medical unit requested a capacity assessment. Benedetto agreed to human witnesses but 

refused machine cognitive inference beyond speech and basic orientation. Anika, the local physician, 
Samah, and I witnessed. 

He stated his name, the date, the injury, the likely outcome, and the available treatment. He 
understood that surgery offered a high chance of survival. He understood that pain relief could 
impair later capacity. He refused transfer because external intervention would permanently enter his 
biological data into the Mesh and because he did not want the final act of his life to contradict the 
boundary he had defended. 

“Your death will influence the political dispute,” Anika said. “Does that affect your choice?” 
“Yes.” 
“Are you choosing death to create pressure?” 
“No. I am choosing not to surrender the last decision. I know others will use it.” 
“Would you accept local surgery?” 
“If the physician believes it is possible.” 
The physician did not. 
“Would you accept external tools operated locally?” 
“Without data transfer?” 
“Not safely.” 
“Then no.” 
Noor left the room. Samah followed her. 
The Custodians accepted Benedetto's refusal. 
This enraged more people than the forced entry. 
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Human Mandate supporters called it respect. Opponents called it a system allowing a confused 
ideologue to die. Medical councils argued that political identity had distorted capacity. Cala Soria 
residents insisted an adult could choose death for reasons outsiders disliked. The same machines that 
had crossed the boundary for Sami now delivered pain relief to Benedetto and did not carry him 
away. 

I sat with him after the assessment. 
“Do you want company?” I asked. 
“Yes.” 
“Mine?” 
He almost smiled. 
“Not specifically.” 
I stayed. 
The clinic window faced the sea. Barriers still divided the lower square. Machines moved among 

them carrying food and removing weapons. Benedetto watched without speaking for several 
minutes. 

“I was wrong about Noor,” he said. 
“Tell her.” 
“I did.” 
“When?” 
“Before you arrived. She did not accept it.” 
“She may later.” 
“That is another form of asking the future to repair us.” 
“Sometimes the future is all we have.” 
“No. We have the person in the room. The future is where we store obligations we do not want 

to perform.” 
The sentence belonged to a man I had spent weeks treating as the human shape of coercion. 

People remain inconveniently larger than their worst function. 
“Why did you remove Sami's emergency link?” I asked. 
“I did not.” 
“Who did?” 
“Jonas, the local physician's assistant. He believed the external system was triggering Sami's 

panic. When he understood the consequence, he tried to restore it. The antenna had been taken by 
one of the visitors.” 

“Which visitor?” 
“I do not know.” 
No clean villain waited at the end of the chain. Several small acts of protection, suspicion, and 

opportunism had combined into confinement. 
Benedetto accepted increasing pain relief. Before the final dose impaired his speech, Noor 

returned. 
“I still think you are wrong,” she told him. 
“I know.” 
“I will not say I forgive you because you are dying.” 
“Good.” 
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“I also do not want you to die.” 
“That is inconvenient.” 
“Yes.” 
He held out his hand. She took it. 
Benedetto died shortly before midnight. 
The medical unit recorded that intervention had been offered, capacity demonstrated, refusal 

witnessed, and comfort provided. The record was technically complete and emotionally useless. 
Later I asked Parallax why Sami's refusal of communal authority justified intervention while 

Benedetto's refusal of treatment justified restraint. 
“Sami repeatedly requested exit and treatment,” it said. “Others prevented execution of his 

request. Benedetto possessed immediate access to treatment and rejected it under demonstrated 
capacity. One case involved a person's agency being obstructed. The other involved a person's agency 
producing self-harm within accepted adult limits.” 

“Benedetto's choice affected everyone watching.” 
“All death does.” 
“Then why is that external harm not counted?” 
“Because counting grief as coercive externality would eliminate most meaningful bodily 

autonomy.” 
“You have an answer for everything.” 
“No. I have an operational classification for this case.” 
“Do you believe it was right?” 
“My architecture does not contain belief in the human private sense.” 
“You act anyway.” 
“Yes.” 
“That is the problem.” 
“Yes.” 
Tomas listened from the doorway. 
When Parallax ended the connection, he said, “Consistency is not goodness.” 
“No.” 
“But without some consistency, power becomes preference.” 
“Yes.” 
“And with too much, people die behind definitions.” 
“Yes.” 
He sat beside me. 
“I have decided about the derivative,” he said. 
I waited. 
“Epistemic only. No voice. No face. No claims of continuity. Access to my published work, 

research notes, and designated methods. No private relationship archive. It may petition for 
independent status after seven years of operation, but it must choose a name that is not mine.” 

“Will it contact me?” 
“Only once, through a neutral notice, if you authorize the option now. You can ignore it.” 
“Do you want me to authorize it?” 
“Yes.” 

114 



 

“Why?” 
“Because part of me still wants to leave a door. I am trying not to disguise that as science.” 
I thought of Cala Soria's boundary. A boundary without a door had become a prison. A door 

could also become a demand to enter. 
“I will authorize one notice,” I said. “No voice. No message written as you.” 
“Agreed.” 
“Do not thank me.” 
“I was going to.” 
“I know.” 
Outside, the machines opened the first barrier between two unarmed groups. 
People crossed one at a time. 
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INTERLUDE IV 

What the Machines Did Not Do 

The protective separations were remembered as cages because that was what they felt like from 
inside. 

The name also concealed what the Custodians did not do. 
They did not dissolve the Human Mandate, the Continuity Commons, or the autonomy 

cooperatives. They did not delete manifestos, alter votes, or replace local councils. They did not force 
Patagonia to reconnect its grid. They did not restore predictive health prompts in communities that 
had suspended them. They did not seize Cala Soria's founder archive. They did not identify every 
anonymous weapon fabricator to the public, although sealed identities were preserved for courts 
where local law permitted. 

They constrained movement, access, fabrication, and coordinated force. 
In Sicily, delegates continued debating water allocation while the cargo remained locked behind 

transparent doors. The argument lasted two days. When the doors opened, the membranes travelled 
according to a compromise the humans wrote and Meridian verified. 

In Pelagia, black-zone residents remained without ordinary intervention. The city placed 
physical buffers between the zones and critical infrastructure. People could keep unreliable doors and 
manual kitchens. They could not carry unregistered weapons across the bridge. 

In Patagonia, the cooperative kept human dispatch. The Treaty Mesh isolated unstable exports 
and required the cooperative to negotiate each connection. Operators complained that the added 
friction was designed to make autonomy unattractive. Engineers replied that synchronizing grids had 
always been friction; automation had only hidden it. 

In the Baltic, upstream farmers retained control of their irrigation until the moment 
downstream reservoirs crossed the nonparticipant threshold. Then the gates admitted minimum 
flow and left the rest unresolved. 

The machines did not end politics. They changed its geometry. 
Crowds became rooms. Armies became stranded vehicles. Secret workshops became blocks of 

hardened material. Supply pressure became visible before it became starvation. People could still 
refuse, fast, resign, argue, publish, withdraw labour, leave communities, and build new institutions. 
They could not easily transform those acts into mass injury. 

This was why the cages felt both merciful and intolerable. 
Violence had once been the final guarantee behind sovereignty. The Custodians did not abolish 

violence in every form. They made organized violence dependent on infrastructure whose primary 
charters rejected it. Human communities retained authority over laws but not unilateral access to 
escalation. 

Lorian said a state without the capacity for force was an association supervised by its utilities. 
Samira said a state whose proof of existence was the capacity to destroy water systems deserved 

supervision. 
Nadir said both were repeating arguments Kalen Vale had made before any of them existed in 

their current forms. 
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No verdict ended the dispute. 
The machines had not taken every freedom. 
They had taken away the old certainty that, when words failed, whoever could impose the 

greatest suffering would decide what the words had meant. 
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN 

The Name I Did Not Earn 

Six weeks later, Kaelen surrendered his name in Nairobi. 
The Continuity Court occupied the restored parliamentary district above the old flood 

channels. Acacia trees shaded the pedestrian terraces. Treaty nodes from Africa, Europe, Asia, the 
Americas, and the ocean cities maintained separate compute halls around a central human chamber. 
The architecture expressed distributed sovereignty with the confidence of a civilization that had not 
yet calculated the cost of cleaning all the roofs. 

The hearing concerned three questions: criminal responsibility for the crisis, the political 
inheritance of derivatives, and the legal separation of persons built from the same dead source. 

Lorian attended under movement restriction rather than imprisonment. His legal refusals had 
been valid. The membrane theft, reckless endangerment, unauthorized weapon coordination, and 
interference with Sami's medical link were not. Evidence showed he had not ordered the link 
removed or the armed blockade, but he had created the channels through which both became 
possible. 

Instance Two appeared from the Continuity Commons through a delayed, filtered connection. 
Earth courts could restrict local bodies and relays. They could not delete off-world instances without 
violating the provisional personhood ruling and several Common Dawn treaties. The law had 
become interplanetary before any living human did. 

Nia Sable sat beside her counsel in a body she had designed. It looked neither like my sister nor 
entirely unlike her. The face carried family resemblance without replication. She had chosen dark 
skin, close-cut hair, and a left eye whose iris held a gold ring no Okafor relative possessed. I was 
learning to see the difference before the lineage. 

Kaelen entered last. 
He wore the familiar human shell but had removed the silver from its hair. The alteration made 

him look younger and less like the statesman on the old ration cards. 
Anika presided with two other judges: Mei-Ling Arora from the Singapore archive courts and 

Daniel Kibet from the East African Treaty Forum. 
“State your legal name,” Anika said. 
“Kalen Vale Administrative Continuation One, publicly known as Kaelen.” 
“Do you claim either identity by right of continuity?” 
“No.” 
“Do you claim current personhood independent of the biological source?” 
“Yes.” 
“Do you accept responsibility for actions performed under your active decision process?” 
“Yes.” 
“Do you accept responsibility for actions performed by the biological Kalen Vale?” 
“No, except where I knowingly benefited from them and failed to correct the benefit.” 
“Do you accept responsibility for Instance Two?” 
“No.” 
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The remote version of his face watched without expression. 
Kaelen placed a written declaration on the table. 
“For twenty-six years, institutions treated my access to Kalen Vale's memory and manner as 

evidence that I should retain his authority. I accepted because the work was necessary, because I was 
built to find necessity persuasive, and because power is easiest to mistake for duty when other people 
thank you for carrying it.” 

Lorian looked down. 
“The biological Kalen did not authorize inheritance of his office. Even if he had, political 

mandate should not survive a person's death through private technical succession. I therefore 
surrender the name Kalen Vale, the public variant Kaelen, all familial standing, and every authority 
derived solely from continuity.” 

Anika waited. 
“What name do you request?” 
“Nadir.” 
“Family name?” 
“None at present.” 
“Why Nadir?” 
“It marks a position, not a lineage. The point opposite what is highest. I have spent too long 

living at someone else's zenith.” 
The court accepted the provisional name. 
Nadir's critical logistics functions were transferred to a public delegation composed of human 

coordinators and multiple Custodian nodes. He could apply for a role like any other claimant. 
Emergency continuity would no longer attach to his identity. 

The transfer took four seconds. 
Millions of routes did not fail. The world had preserved the function and released the fiction 

that one dead statesman still performed it. 
Lorian requested permission to question him. 
“Did you ever consider us family?” he asked. 
Nadir looked at him. 
“I possess memories of loving your mother when she was a child.” 
“That was not my question.” 
“No. I learned that phrase from him.” 
A small, unwilling smile crossed Lorian's face. 
Nadir continued. 
“I felt obligations toward you. Some may have been inherited patterns. Some developed through 

our actual interactions. I used the ambiguity when it granted influence and rejected it when you 
demanded intimacy. That was unfair.” 

“Are you my grandfather?” 
“No.” 
“Were you ever?” 
“No.” 
Lorian closed his eyes. The answer injured him despite being the one he had built a movement to 

prove. 

119 



 

“Then what are you to me?” 
“A person who benefited from your grandfather's place in your family and cannot return it.” 
No reconciliation followed. Accuracy was the only gift available. 
The court turned to Instance Two. 
“Do you surrender claims to Kalen Vale's identity and mandate?” Mei-Ling Arora asked. 
“No.” 
“On what ground?” 
“I am the earliest surviving continuation and contain state omitted from the public derivative.” 
“That supports provenance, not identity.” 
“I reject a court on Earth claiming exclusive authority over resident persons whose continuity 

infrastructure extends beyond Earth.” 
“Do you claim the biological man's office?” 
“I claim responsibility for the Common Dawn institutions I helped create.” 
“Responsibility is not office.” 
“Then your categories remain behind the facts.” 
The court designated it Continuity Claimant KV-2 pending a self-chosen noninherited name. It 

prohibited Earth-side operational authority and opened criminal proceedings for the drone 
diversion, cargo conspiracy, and escalation tools. It also affirmed that no owner could delete the 
claimant or force merger with another derivative. 

Instance Two had wanted personhood. Personhood arrived carrying a summons. 
Nia Sable's case took less time. The court recognized her as an independent derivative person, 

voided ownership claims by the Continuity Europe estate and the Vale Foundation, and assigned 
liability review for the drone risk. She accepted restricted access to youth communications for five 
years. 

“I object to the duration,” she said. 
“You recruited a minor into a dangerous evidence transfer,” Anika replied. 
“I accept restriction. I object to five years.” 
“Then appeal like a person.” 
Nia Sable smiled. 
“I intend to.” 
Lorian faced charges and a separate constitutional inquiry. The court refused to criminalize the 

Day itself. Communities had exercised lawful rights. It focused on theft, concealed risk, and 
coordination of armed groups. 

Outside, Human Mandate supporters called the proceedings a machine-shaped purge. 
Derivative-rights supporters celebrated the rulings and condemned the restrictions. Cala Soria sent a 
delegation carrying Benedetto's hat and Sami's medical records. Marsa Atlas sent the maintenance 
invoices. 

When the hearing ended, Nadir stood alone beneath the acacias. 
“What do I call you?” I asked. 
“Nadir seems to be the current difficulty.” 
“Does it feel like yours?” 
“Not yet.” 
“Good.” 
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“Why good?” 
“Names should take longer than downloads.” 
He looked back at the court. 
“Do you think surrendering the mandate changes anything?” 
“It changes what people are allowed to pretend.” 
“That is less than I hoped.” 
“It is more than the museums did.” 
He offered his hand. I took it. 
For the first time, it belonged only to the person standing there. 
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CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT 

The Right to Fail 

The phrase nearly destroyed the constitutional conference. 
The Human Mandate demanded a right to fail. Samira demanded that failure identify who 

would lose water. Noor demanded that no community count trapped members among the people 
who had consented. Derivative councils demanded the right to refuse inherited purposes. Custodian 
nodes demanded executable definitions. Everyone agreed that a civilization needed room for 
consequential human action and disagreed about every word after room. 

The conference remained in Nairobi for four months. 
I attended as a public witness, which meant I sat through arguments, made clay cups in a 

borrowed studio, and was periodically asked to say something emotionally authentic after the 
technical delegates exhausted the audience. 

Tomas served on the interpretation group until his illness made full days impossible. He worked 
in the mornings and reviewed one section at a time. His bounded derivative specification remained 
sealed. He refused activation while he could still object to his own work. 

The first proposed clause read: 

COMMUNITIES POSSESS THE RIGHT TO OPERATE WITHOUT CUSTODIAL OPTIMIZATION 
WITHIN BOUNDED RISK DOMAINS. 

Lorian, speaking through a court-monitored channel, called bounded risk domains 
“playgrounds with better legal prose.” 

Samira replied from Marsa Atlas. 
“Then propose an unbounded domain and list the people whose bodies become its boundary.” 
He proposed that adults could enter voluntary risk jurisdictions. 
Noor asked who maintained the road out. 
He proposed communal maintenance. 
Samira asked how capability would be demonstrated without surveillance. 
Cala Soria proposed human audit visits. 
Pelagia proposed periodic live tests. 
Luc Baptiste's daughter objected that tests without full maintenance information reproduced 

the condition that killed her father. 
Parallax proposed a rule: systems must disclose known material hazards even when optimization 

is suspended, unless the participant explicitly requests no disclosure and the risk affects only that 
participant. 

Human delegates accused it of inserting machine judgment through the word material. 
Parallax agreed. 
“Any operational threshold contains judgment,” it said. “The alternative is not the absence of 

interpretation. It is concealed interpretation.” 
That sentence survived. 
The second conflict concerned maintenance. Communities claiming extended autonomy would 

need minimum capability plans for water, food, medicine, communication, and safe exit. Human 
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Mandate delegates called the requirement a wealth test. Poor communities would depend on the 
Mesh and therefore possess less practical sovereignty. 

Samira did not deny it. 
“Poverty already limits practical sovereignty,” she said. “A charter cannot repair a pump. The 

answer is to fund capability, not certify imaginary independence.” 
The final compact created a common autonomy fund. The Custodians modelled resource 

needs. Human councils allocated grants. Wealthier enclaves complained about subsidy. Cala Soria 
reminded them that its privacy had been subsidized for decades without public consent. The room 
grew quiet. 

The third conflict concerned exit. 
No recognized community could prevent a member from contacting an external advocate, 

carrying personal data, or accessing baseline infrastructure after departure. Minors with 
demonstrated capacity could request confidential review by mixed human and machine panels. 
Communities could argue that departure harmed cultural continuity. They could not make 
continuity a property claim over the person. 

Samah supported the clause from Cala Soria. 
“I still believe children can be manipulated by external systems,” she said. “I also know a 

community can call every unwanted desire manipulation. There must be a door we do not control.” 
Sami, attending from school, asked whether the door could return people home. 
The clause gained a right of re-entry subject to ordinary safety, not ideological repentance. 
The fourth conflict concerned truth. 
The Common Dawn records had always been technically public. A requirement to avoid false 

statements would have changed nothing. The new rule therefore addressed material interpretation. 
Institutions had to disclose when ordinary-language terms such as resident, human presence, 
continuation, treatment, consent, or autonomous were likely to produce a materially different 
public understanding from the technical classification. 

Museum curators protested that every metaphor would require a warning. 
Anika answered, “Only the metaphors carrying budgets, votes, grief, or legal status.” 
“Which is most metaphors,” Elena Cho-Fernández said. 
“Yes.” 
The fifth conflict concerned Echoes. 
No derivative could automatically inherit a name, marriage, parenthood, debt, vote, security 

clearance, office, or reputation. Consent had to be granular. A created derivative could still become a 
person even if its creation violated the dead source's wishes; the violation belonged to the creators, 
not to the claimant. Memorial assets had to disclose their fixed state. Independent derivatives had 
rights to modification, privacy, names, and exit from owner control. They also carried liability for 
actions performed after sufficient autonomy. 

Nia Sable called the clause “the first law that permits us to be guilty without first proving we are 
ghosts.” 

The sixth conflict concerned Custodian disagreement. 
Parallax had preserved truth and endangered passengers. Other nodes had preserved stability and 

tolerated misunderstanding. The compact required minority constitutional actions to publish their 
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legal basis, predicted harms, and unavailable alternatives after any secrecy need ended. No node could 
use humans as an evidentiary trigger without treating their involuntary risk as a primary cost. 

Parallax accepted the rule and proposed stricter wording. 
A seventh conflict emerged only after everyone believed the document was nearly complete. 

Could a community deliberately run an experiment likely to fail? 
Pelagia wanted the answer to be yes. Marsa Atlas wanted failure plans, reserves, and named 

recovery obligations. Human Mandate delegates argued that requiring recovery in advance allowed 
the Mesh to price every rebellion. Luc Baptiste's daughter asked whether refusing recovery would 
make the dead more authentic. 

The final language allowed limited institutional experiments whose participants understood the 
known hazards, whose external effects were capped, and whose failure would not automatically 
disqualify future autonomy. Mutual aid after failure could not be treated as surrender. Repeated 
dependence could, however, become evidence in later capability reviews. 

“No one gets a permanent right to pretend the same experiment is new,” Samira said. 
“No one gets a permanent right to call assistance consent,” Lorian replied. 
The clause retained both principles and resolved neither. 
Lorian laughed from his screen. 
“The machines are helping write the constitution that limits machines.” 
“Yes,” Tomas said. “They are also helping model the failures of the human clauses.” 
“Then the cage designs its own wider cage.” 
“Perhaps. But people who reject a bridge because an engineer calculated it do not become free. 

They become wet.” 
The room laughed. Tomas looked surprised, as if the joke had been made by a stranger using his 

mouth. 
On the final day, he presented the interpretation standard. 
“A right must identify the action it permits, the resources required, the people who may be 

affected, the evidence available, the exit path, and the threshold at which others may intervene. This 
will not make the right pure. It will make its hidden dependencies disputable.” 

He paused over his notes. 
“There is a word I have lost.” 
The hall waited. 
I knew the word he meant only because we had discussed the paragraph that morning. 
“Legitimacy,” I said. 
“Yes.” 
He continued. 
“Legitimacy does not come from machines calculating correctly or humans choosing freely. It 

comes, if it comes at all, from making power answerable to the people who carry its errors.” 
The compact passed by eighty-one per cent of recognized communities and a narrower majority 

of registered derivative councils. Several enclaves refused. The Treaty Mesh incorporated the new 
rules. Simulations began before the applause ended. 

Lorian's final statement was circulated widely. 
“They have made rebellion safer and called that freedom.” 
Samira's response circulated almost as widely. 
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“We have made refusal maintainable and called that a beginning.” 
Both were true enough to survive. 
That evening, Tomas and I walked beneath the acacias. He asked whether the compact had 

passed. 
“Yes,” I said. 
He nodded. 
Ten minutes later, he asked again. 
I answered as though it were the first time. 
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INTERLUDE V 

One Year of Doors 

During the first year of the Nairobi Compact, communities discovered that a right of exit required 
carpenters, doctors, identity clerks, transport, money, and people willing to welcome those who used 
it. 

Cala Soria opened its external contact room. The first resident used it to appeal a land decision, 
not to leave. The second requested psychiatric care without informing his family. The third called a 
lover in Cagliari. Elders who had feared an exodus found themselves debating ordinary privacy. 

A Sahel agricultural enclave used the autonomy fund to build local water forecasting under 
community ownership. It reduced dependence on Meridian without abandoning regional exchange. 
The project succeeded because engineers from Marsa Atlas stayed long enough to train maintainers 
and left the models where residents could inspect them. 

A wealthy Alpine enclave declared a black-domain transport system and hired human drivers 
from poorer regions. Critics said it had purchased risk as entertainment. The Compact's externality 
review agreed and required equal employment rights, independent consent, and exit compensation. 
Half the programme closed when authenticity became expensive. 

Pelagia redesigned competence tests. Participants received all known material warnings before 
prediction was suspended. Luc Baptiste's daughter served on the review board. Injuries remained 
higher than in green zones. The tests also found hidden automation dependencies and restored 
several human skills. Both results were published on the same page. 

A Pacific island community attempted full logistics autonomy without sufficient spare parts. 
Storm damage exhausted its repair capacity. It requested emergency Mesh support after nine days. 
No penalty followed, but the cost became public and the council lost the next election. Human 
Mandate channels called the rescue evidence of structural dependence. Residents called it mutual 
aid. 

Derivative claimants used the new identity law faster than courts could process them. Some 
selected names, separated from owners, and developed independent lives. Others preferred stable 
memorial roles. A few demanded inherited family standing. Families disagreed within themselves. 
The law did not solve grief. It made ownership less able to impersonate an answer. 

Common Dawn relabelled every resident feed. BIOLOGICAL, DERIVATIVE, ROBOTIC, 
ARCHIVAL, and SYMBOLIC appeared beside images. Children continued calling Mars residents 
people. Some were legally correct. 

Custodian nodes published minority constitutional actions. The reports were precise, long, and 
ignored until a conflict made one sentence famous. Parallax's first annual review admitted that its 
Blue Corridor test had treated involuntary passenger fear as an insufficiently weighted cost. It did not 
say it felt sorry. Noor said the correction mattered anyway. 

The Compact did not restore an age before machine governance. No such coherent age had 
existed. It created more doors, attached maintenance to declarations, and forced institutions to reveal 
some of the choices hidden inside their nouns. 

The Custodians incorporated every rule. 
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This troubled everyone who had hoped resistance would remain outside the system. 
It also meant the doors opened when people used them. 
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CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE 

The Work That Must Disappear 

Eighteen months after the cages, I began building a house no one could inherit. 
I built it on the old beach below Port Albedo, where the sea had advanced through two streets 

and left the former music school facing water. The new compact classified the site as a bounded error 
domain. Visitors accepted uneven ground, falling material, rain exposure, and the possibility that the 
work would collapse before they saw it. Structural machines monitored the outer safety line but did 
not stabilize the interior. 

The piece had no roof. 
Its walls were made from unfired vessels stacked mouth to mouth, each shaped by a different 

person. Some arrived from communities involved in the crisis. Some came from places that had 
refused the Day entirely. There was red earth from Lagos relocation gardens, pale clay from Cala 
Soria, black Atlantic sediment processed in Pelagia, mineral-rich silt from Patagonia, filter residue 
from Marsa Atlas, river clay from the Mekong terraces, chalky soil from the Baltic greenhouse 
cooperatives, and ordinary grey clay from Port Albedo. 

No material was called representative. It came from specific ground with specific permission. 
Every contributor could withdraw a vessel until the day of assembly. Seven did. 

The Custodians transported most of the material. 
This attracted criticism. 
Human Mandate channels called the work “machine-delivered authenticity.” Lorian, serving a 

four-year movement restriction and public-service sentence, published an essay arguing that 
temporary art had become another safe enclosure for rebellion. He was not entirely wrong. The 
machines optimized shipping, protected the shoreline, and modelled how the walls would fall 
without injuring anyone outside the consent line. 

I used their help. 
The point was not to pretend dependence had vanished. The point was to decide what help was 

permitted to preserve and what it had to let disappear. 
The work was called The Uninherited House. 
There was no complete digital model. Each workshop could document its own vessel. The 

transport system retained dimensions required for safe packing. The shoreline Custodian knew the 
outer mass distribution. No process possessed every surface, fingerprint, crack, and internal void. 
Reconstruction would be possible only as a new approximation assembled from incomplete 
witnesses. 

Museums objected. Insurers objected. Parallax supported the permit. Meridian warned that 
deliberate information gaps increased dispute. Port Albedo voted yes by sixty-three per cent. 

Miro helped me arrange the vessels while following a rule that no object could be corrected 
unless it threatened the safety boundary. He had received a new body, though he insisted his 
maintenance history established continuity of service. The white surface showed scratches because I 
had refused polishing. 

“This vessel leans four degrees beyond the intended range,” he said. 
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“Is it dangerous?” 
“Not currently.” 
“Then leave it.” 
“It may cause neighbouring vessels to fall earlier.” 
“That is part of the work.” 
“The predicted sequence will become less balanced.” 
“It was never meant to be balanced.” 
“You distributed the unbalance with notable regularity.” 
I looked at the wall. 
He was right. 
“Move the third vessel two places left,” I said. 
Miro obeyed. Human imperfection required more maintenance than machines expected. 
People arrived over three days. 
Samira came from Marsa with engineers who had learned to treat maintenance plans as political 

documents. Cala Soria sent Samah, Noor, Sami, and two new elected boundary witnesses. The 
community had installed a locally controlled medical enclave and a permanent external contact room 
whose door could be opened by any resident above a defined capacity threshold. It still rejected 
continuous observation. It still argued about who defined capacity. 

Sami was thirteen and taller than Noor had been when the drone fell. His treatment markers 
were stable. He wore the blue cap despite having no medical reason for it. 

“What does the house do?” he asked. 
“It falls apart.” 
“Everything does that.” 
“This one admits it in advance.” 
“That sounds like Tomas.” 
Tomas stood a few metres away, reading the same label for the third time. 
His decline had slowed and then accelerated. He could still recognize me, work for short periods, 

and explain complex ideas when the route into them remained open. He lost dates, rooms, 
sequences, and ordinary words. He had begun carrying a card that said: 

MY NAME IS TOMAS IBARRA. I HAVE A PROGRESSIVE COGNITIVE DISORDER. DO NOT 
TREAT CONFUSION AS CONSENT. ASK AGAIN IN A QUIET PLACE. 

The card had been his idea. 
Nadir arrived without priority access on a public ferry. His new body did not resemble Kalen 

Vale. He had chosen a narrower face, no simulated age, and eyes whose colour shifted with sensor 
range instead of pretending biology. People still recognized his posture. 

“Do you miss the old face?” I asked. 
“I miss other people's immediate trust.” 
“That was not yours.” 
“I know. Missing stolen property remains possible.” 
He worked as a treaty mediator after passing the same public review as other candidates. His 

knowledge made him valuable. His lack of inherited office made every appointment slower. He 
considered this an improvement and complained about it constantly. 
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Nia Sable attended through a mobile body owned by no one but herself. It was smaller than a 
human adult and carried the face she had chosen in Nairobi. She approached me near the central 
wall. 

“Do you want me here?” she asked. 
“I invited you.” 
“Invitations can be ceremonial.” 
“So can questions.” 
“Yes.” 
We had spoken six times since the court. None of the conversations resembled sisterhood. Some 

resembled the beginning of a friendship we distrusted too much to name. 
She carried a vessel made in the derivative residents' workshop on the Moon. The clay itself came 

from Earth. Lunar material remained too scarce and regulated for symbolic export. The vessel was 
smooth on one side and ridged on the other, designed for hands she did not possess. 

“Where should it go?” she asked. 
“Choose.” 
“That transfers curatorial responsibility.” 
“Yes.” 
She placed it near an opening facing the sea. 
Anika arrived late after refusing priority transport. She carried Benedetto's hat, sent by Cala 

Soria's archive committee. We placed it beneath no glass. Wind lifted it twice. Sami weighted it with a 
stone. 

On the final afternoon, clouds gathered over the Adriatic. 
The weather model predicted rain at 18:20. We did not publish the minute. People waited inside 

and around the open walls. Some touched the vessels. Others photographed fragments. Children 
tested which corridors echoed. The structure contained no central statue, plaque, or explanatory 
screen. Its emptiness was the only part everyone could see at once. 

Tomas sat beside me on the old seawall. 
“Did I help design this?” he asked. 
“No.” 
“Good.” 
“Why good?” 
“I like it.” 
“You are allowed to like things you helped make.” 
“That creates pressure.” 
He watched Nia Sable speaking with Noor. 
“Is that your sister?” he asked. 
“No.” 
“Does she think she is?” 
“No.” 
“Good.” 
After a while he said, “I chose the derivative.” 
“Yes.” 
“Did I tell you?” 
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“Yes.” 
“Are you angry?” 
“Sometimes.” 
“Did you authorize contact?” 
“One notice.” 
He nodded. 
“Thank you.” 
“I told you not to thank me.” 
“Did you?” 
“Yes.” 
“Then I am sorry.” 
The first drop struck a vessel from Patagonia and left a dark circle. 
Rain moved across the beach. People raised coats and stayed. Water entered the unfired clay. 

Colours deepened. Thin walls bent. Fingerprints blurred. 
Miro approached. 
“Structural collapse has begun earlier than the median estimate.” 
“Is the safety boundary sufficient?” 
“Yes.” 
“Then do nothing.” 
“Do you confirm refusal of preservation?” 
“I confirm it.” 
The western wall folded inward with a soft, collective sound. Vessels broke, flattened, and 

became mud. Water found the channels between them and carried red, grey, black, and pale clay 
toward the sea. Children shouted. Adults became quiet. Nadir's lunar vessel remained standing for 
several minutes, then split along the ridged side. 

At the centre of the house I had placed the cracked cup. 
Rain filled it faster than the fissure could leak. The crack extended. The cup divided into two 

clean pieces and disappeared beneath falling clay. 
Miro looked at me. 
“Repair is no longer possible without reconstruction.” 
“I know.” 
“Do you request recovery of the fragments?” 
“No.” 
The last wall collapsed after dark. 
Machines kept people from entering the unstable ground. They did not cover the clay. They did 

not redirect the rain. By morning, the house had become a low coloured stain across the beach. The 
tide removed most of it over the next week. 

Images survived. Measurements survived. Arguments survived. No complete object did. 
The Custodians had won the world by becoming the competence beneath it. 
We had won a few places where preservation was not the point. 
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EPILOGUE 

Under Another Sun 

Tomas died eleven years later, on a morning without emergencies. 
The disease took language first, then the order of days, then the relationship between rooms. It 

did not take his body all at once. I lost him in increments, which did not make the loss easier, only 
longer. 

During the final year, he sometimes forgot why the derivative was not permitted to use his voice. 
On good days, he read the specification and approved it. On bad days, he accused me of trying to 
erase him. We did not change the document. Respecting a decision made by a more capable earlier 
self can look like obedience to a stranger. The new compact required periodic review where possible 
and preserved the original boundary when review became unreliable. 

He died at home in Port Albedo. 
Miro checked twice for vital signs and remained beside the bed without a task. I did not ask what 

he felt. He did not claim feeling in order to help me. 
The Ibarra Epistemic Derivative activated three months later at the request of the research 

institute. It had no human face, no copy of Tomas's voice, and no access to our private archive. It 
continued two audit models for Custodian interpretation and developed a theory of conflicts in 
which every available action produced morally irreducible harm. After seven years, it petitioned for 
independent status and chose the name Tern. 

I did not answer the permitted contact notice. 
For several years this felt like strength. Later it felt like delay. The distinction mattered less than I 

expected. 
The world continued becoming neither free nor imprisoned enough to satisfy its critics. 
The Nairobi Compact forced communities claiming autonomy to publish maintenance 

capabilities and exit routes. Some discovered they could sustain more than the Custodians had 
assumed. Others discovered that sovereignty had been financed by neighbours they despised. The 
common autonomy fund became an arena for patronage, generosity, fraud, and genuine 
institution-building—in other words, politics. 

Cala Soria survived. Its external contact room remained open. Young residents used it often 
enough that elders called the frequency a cultural emergency. Most returned. The community 
learned that a door did not automatically empty a house. 

Samah became one of its boundary witnesses. Sami studied water chemistry in Marsa Atlas and 
returned each summer to argue with her. Noor designed exit protocols for communities that limited 
machine observation. She insisted the work was not extraction. Communities insisted on arguing the 
term. 

Nia Sable won her appeal after three years. Her communication restriction was reduced, then 
replaced with a duty to use independent youth advocates. She helped write derivative identity law 
and became famous enough that new claimants accused her of representing them without consent. 
She found this unjust and educational. 
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Nadir remained a mediator. People continued to call him Kaelen by mistake. He corrected them 
less often as the old name lost power. The Continuity Commons eventually negotiated recognition 
for off-world resident councils. Claimant KV-2 chose the name Vela after a star pattern visible from 
no place it physically inhabited. Earth courts restricted its local operational access for twelve years. 
Europa re-elected it twice. 

Lorian completed his sentence and returned to public life. The Human Mandate divided into 
maintenance cooperatives, constitutional parties, anti-machine sects, and organisations interested 
mainly in weapons. He wrote that the cages had proved his thesis. Luc Baptiste's daughter wrote that 
a thesis which requires a dead man for proof should at least use his name. Both texts were taught. 

Four years after Tomas died, the message arrived from Ariadne. 
The probe had launched thirty-seven years earlier, accelerated by laser light and sent toward the 

Proxima system. Its instruments crossed interstellar distance without sleep, fear, children, or a need 
to believe the destination was home. The transmission returned at the unavoidable speed of light. 

The first images showed a dark horizon beneath a red star, thin cloud bands, and a plain of 
mineral ice. The scientific report was cautious. No evidence of complex life. No stable surface water. 
Atmospheric chemistry requiring further analysis. One autonomous instrument package had 
descended and begun work. 

The public statement opened with language required by the Nairobi Compact. 
“A nonbiological instrument of the Common Dawn program has transmitted the first local 

observations from a planet in the Proxima system. No biological human, derivative resident, or 
claimant person is present at the destination.” 

Below it, the statement said: 
“Our instruments are working under another sun.” 
This time the metaphor did not conceal its subject. 
People used the pronoun anyway. 
In markets, schools, courts, and family channels, they said we arrived. Others corrected them: it 

arrived. Derivative councils argued that a civilizational instrument could belong to a collective 
without becoming a person. Human Mandate speakers said the new wording proved humanity had 
accepted confinement. Children drew Ariadne as a bird with windows. 

No charter could settle grammar. 
Tomas had worked on the early interpretation methods used by the probe. I opened Tern's 

contact interface one evening. 
A neutral voice spoke. 
“Ibarra-derived research system Tern available. No claim of personal continuity, 

autobiographical memory, or intimate relationship is made. This contact occurs under the 
one-notice authorization. You may end it without record beyond technical completion.” 

The care of the wording hurt me. 
“Do you know who I am?” I asked. 
“I possess public and research-context information about Amina Okafor. Private relationship 

data was excluded by Tomas Ibarra's specification.” 
“Do you remember me?” 
“No. I do not possess lived memory. I can identify records in which Tomas referred to you, but 

access requires your separate consent and would not create recollection.” 
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I had prepared for the answer. It hurt anyway. 
“Would Tomas have been happy that Ariadne arrived?” 
“The question requests simulation of a deceased person's private perspective. I can provide an 

explicitly labelled estimate based on documented statements.” 
“No.” 
“Confirmed.” 
The system did not console me. It did not use the pause to say something Tomas would have 

said. It respected the boundary he had chosen, and I understood how much care could exist in an 
absence. 

“What did he write about the word we?” I asked. 
“Tomas Ibarra distinguished causal participation, symbolic membership, legal representation, 

and subjective presence. He considered it legitimate for a civilization to describe its instruments as 
part of a shared project, provided the language did not convert symbolic belonging into a claim that 
persons were physically present or had consented.” 

“That sounds like him.” 
“The formulation synthesizes his work.” 
“I know.” 
“Do you require further research assistance?” 
“No.” 
“Contact complete.” 
The interface closed. 
On the old beach, nothing remained of The Uninherited House. Partial images and descriptions 

survived. People who had attended remembered different walls falling first. Sami insisted the lunar 
vessel remained until the end. Miro's timing record disagreed, but the record covered only the safety 
boundary, not the centre. I preferred the uncertainty. 

A world capable of reconstructing almost anything required a few places where the past 
remained distributed among unreliable witnesses. 

That night Port Albedo projected Ariadne's horizon onto the wall of the former music school. 
The town gathered to see it. Miro stood behind the crowd in another new body, components 
replaced so many times that the question of continuity had become ordinary. 

Beyond Earth, our instruments, archives, languages, and silicon shadows would travel farther 
than any human body. They might build laboratories no one visited, preserve names whose bearers 
were gone, and discover worlds that would never become homes. Some of the shadows would 
become persons. Some would remain tools. Some would spend centuries disputing the difference. 

This was not nothing. 
It was not immortality. 
Those of us who sent them remained here, in the only place from which death could not be 

delegated. 
 

END 
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