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When the Choir Sings
Amelie Korven
In a near-future ringed orbital, a young technician named Jun finds a humming shard from a vanished probe. Pulled into a nebula's sung mysteries, he and a ragged crew confront a corporation that commodifies song. A rescue becomes a revolt, and voices must be reclaimed.
ProseHub


    
The Tiding Shard
Jun Park woke to the steady thrum of the orbital's reactors and the faint, domestic smell of recycled citrus. The Tethers of Thaleia cradled the sunlit side of the station like a hand holding a glass. In the window above the mess, the nebula looked like spilled oil—colors folding into colors, a slow bruise that lived out beyond the docking rings. Jun could see it every morning: cobalt breath, threads of green that looked almost like sound. He had learned to measure the day by the angle of those hues against the porthole.
By trade he was a systems tech, half-mechanic and half-curiosity. He took apart old comm rigs for breakfast and stitched together patient sensor arrays for strangers by evening. He had the narrow hands of someone who tuned tiny things until they sang. His tools lived in a strip of foam beside the bunk, and a chipped enamel mug with a faded mark of a long-gone freighter called the Skylark brightened the workbench. People called him careful; he called himself loyal and, sometimes at night, restless.
On the day everything shifted, the docking bay smelled of ozone and burnt capacitor. A battered courier ship had come in at blistering pace, hull pitted like a city after a storm. The crew that clambered out had the hollow look of people who had listened to too much, or too little—their eyes kept darting toward the nebula as if expecting an echo to answer. One of them carried a box wrapped in greasy canvas and tied with wire. It was small, like a child's toy chest, and it hummed when Jun stepped near.
Jun was not supposed to be on the bay; he had stayed after shifts to help Khaled, the station's senior engineer, seal a leaking coolant braid. Khaled insisted on supervising him because Khaled liked having someone younger around who didn't mind reading schematics that must be read with a cigarette and a curse. But Jun had moved toward the box anyway. He had learned to be greedy for anomalies. The courier glanced up and, for a moment, his face was fully human—raw, pleading.
"That came from the Choir probe," he said, voice like paper. "It failed the run. We brought what we could." He didn't have to tell Jun what the Choir was. Everyone on Thaleia knew the probe's name. It had been launched three years earlier to map the song patterns that bled from the nebula, patterns the corporations wanted to flatten into charts and profits. The probe had stopped transmitting months ago.
Jun's fingers brushed the canvas. A single vibration shot through his palm—low and precise, a note that lurked in the backbone of memory. The courier swore softly and stepped back, letting Jun lift the box. He felt the note as if someone had pressed a cool coin against his sternum. It tasted like salt and something older: a lullaby his mother had hummed when he was small, though he could not have known the tune then.
Beneath the canvas lay a shard, no bigger than a palm, faceted and humming like a trapped star. Its edges were warm. The courier's eyes flooded and he said the only thing he could. "We salvaged part of the array. It sings in pieces."
Khaled found them at the edge of the docking bay with the shard cupped in Jun's hands. The old engineer had his face lit from within by a grin that was both proud and scared. He had taught Jun how to read the gridlines on a star map and how to weld a patch that would hold through an emergency. Now he watched the shard as if watching a patient breathe.
"Don't let it near your head too long," he warned. The warning was a ritual more than a technical note; people had myths about the Choir that softened into caution over years of telling. "Sometimes the nebula sings into people and they forget the edges of who they are. It blurs memory into melody." His callused thumb skated the shard's surface. It made a sound like glass blown thin.
Jun wanted to put the shard in a sealed locker and file a report. That was the bureaucratic, reasonable thing to do. But the shard did not sit still. When he brought it closer to his ear, it threaded a new note through the old lullaby feeling. The tune clicked a corner of his mind open and there was a face there—a woman with hair like the smoke of engine rooms, laugh lines cut by baby teeth. Jun froze. He had a picture of that face somewhere on a cracked holo-card; he knew its name without thinking: Tala.
Tala had been listed on the manifest of the Choir probe as a systems engineer, a senior lead. She had been gone two years, swallowed by data and distance and the corporate hush. Tala had been Jun's sister, not by blood but by history: she had taken him in after the docks, taught him to solder, and had left with the hope of mapping something that hummed beyond charts. He had a postcard from her somewhere that said only: Follow the quiet, Jun. Find me where the music folds.
The courier shifted from foot to foot, thin as thread. "We retrieved fragments but there are no survivors to be sure. The probe's logs are ripped. We thought—" he stopped, and Jun could hear the way the word 'thought' collapsed under the weight of what it did not mean.
There were warnings in Jun's head like flares. The station regulators insisted on reports and quarantine. Ambitious ships tried to harvest the Choir and came back with cargo holds filled with whispering men and women who no longer recognized the taste of meat. The corporations used the nebula for markets and sensors and weaponized harmonics. But none of that unspooled his fingers from the shard. Tala's face hovered in his mind like a film that would not catch clarity.
That night Jun climbed the ladder to the maintenance deck and lay on his back under the thin sky of the station bubble. He watched the nebula as it kept its slow turning, and he listened to the shard against his palm. It thrummed, an incomplete sentence. He pressed it harder and the sound gathered—thin, pleading, like someone finding the right key in a dark house.
He decided then, with the stubbornness that had carved him out of minor defeat and repeated fixes, that he would follow the shard's tune. He would find Tala or at least follow the sound into the places people were afraid to measure. He had no ship of his own. He had a set of hands, a stubbornness like oil in the gears, and a shard that knew a melody no one else could finish. That was enough to start.
The next morning, Jun petitioned the commons for leave. The clerk at Administration clicked through his form with the precision of someone who had learned to make bureaucracy into habit. He told Jun the same list of risks the station always told its wanderers: piracy, data corruption, regulatory fines, unknown psychoacoustics. Jun could have recited them now, in order, like prayers for disaster. He signed anyway.
Khaled did not protest when Jun packed. He packed because Jun had the look of a man carrying a question up to the rim of something vast. "Take this," Khaled said, handing him a length of braided fuse tape and a small ceramic amp. "If the shard tears at you, isolate it. If anyone tries to listen with their face soft, shove some cotton in your ears and move on. The nebula likes to make bargains that sound like salvation." He tapped the ceramic amp and the tiny seal on the edge of Jun's resolve crinkled.
Jun walked the bow of the station with the shard in the inner pocket of his jacket. The crew of the courier had left for the outer trade lanes. In the market cluster, a child tried to sell starlight trapped in a vial for the price of a meal. Jun had no credits to give but he had a willingness to barter: he traded a few hours of work on a comm array for a map of the lower docks. A vendor pointed him toward a ship called Lumenfield, a dim freighter with more patches than paint but lungs that had carried a pilot most of the way to the Choir's skirts.
When he reached the lower docks the Lumenfield was smaller than he expected. It had a crooked name stamped on its stern and a little mural of an old woman smoking a pipe near the hatch. The pilot, Kalina, looked like the type of person who had been a legend twice in three different ports. Her hair was banded in silver ropes and her forearms bore tattoos of star charts. She smelled like coffee and motor oil.
"You wear the look of someone with a ragged hope," she said, when Jun told her of Tala and the shard. She touched the shard as if she might test whether it would bite. Her fingers hovered instead of pressing. "I don't race toward myths for pay, boy, but I do make room for broken things that sing. I can't take you as a passenger for free. But I can take you as crew if you can patch my fuel regulators and keep a hand steady when the hull moans." The deal was the sort Jun accepted in a world that ran on favors, and Jun's hands were ready. He signed his name on a paper that smelled of fuel and possibility and something that tasted like the ocean when he looked out from the freighter's hatch at the swirling colors of the Choir. It was the moment he understood the price of leaving: the station receded like a sun behind a mountain range of metal.
They left Thaleia with a dirge of compressed air and a hull that sang in sympathetic frequencies. The Lumenfield was small and honest. Within its belly, fans muttered and lights flicked; Kalina worked the nav with elbows like a navigator from another century. She had a co-pilot drone named H'al that moved on silent silicone limbs and watched Jun with a curious, mechanical patience.
Jun kept the shard on a padded platform between two crates of spare seals. At night he would sit and watch it, and sometimes the shard would answer, throwing thin notes that knit into vague phrases. He learned to map those phrases the way he had learned to identify bad welds: by touch and patience. Sometimes he thought he heard Tala's laugh in the cadence of the sound—sharp, a little off-kilter like the laugh of someone who had welded a life from the raw pieces of a world.
On the second day out, as the Lumenfield skimmed the outer shells of the Choir, a skiff loomed from the nebula—a ribbon wrapped in metal, a salvage cutter. It bore the stripe of a pirate band: black over cobalt. There was a bristling of weapons from the skiff's side. Kalina's mouth set in a thin, practiced line. H'al's ports blinked in warning.
"We cannot fight them on equal terms," Kalina said, voice low and dry. "They'll eat us and leave the hull to rust. But we can mislead. We can sing around them." She came to stand beside Jun and tapped the shard. Her fingers did not touch its face; they hovered in that same careful reverence Khaled had shown. "The Choir will answer to itself. If we can play back a bastard chord, we can create a seam. We can slip. Do you understand?" Jun swallowed. His training in systems was practical; his hope was not.
They slipped. The Lumenfield moved into a thin corridor of magnetic fibers that laced the nebula like hair, and Kalina worked the engines until the vibration of the ship matched the lower strings of the Choir's song. The pirate skiff hunted them with long, patient patience. When they passed through a corridor where the nebula's colors pooled like spilled ink, the shard in Jun's pocket sang an edgier harmony. The skiff's scanners faltered. For a minute Jun felt something like victory—a clean chop through panic. He had enough skill to mend pipes and he had enough stubbornness to sign his name to the voyage. That, and a shard that hummed like a small, dangerous truth.
When the skiff gave up and drifted back into the cloudy skin of the Choir, Jun thought his chest might stop. But the sense of being watched had not left him. The shard lay cool against his ribs. It sang notes that felt like a beckon, not a map. Tala's voice teased from the edges. He pressed his hand to his mouth to keep trembling from spilling into the ship's quiet. The Choir was close now—not the nebula as an object, but as a presence that made the Lumenfield's lights blink like fireflies. The voyage had begun in earnest.

    
Harmonics and Promises
Jun learned early how to listen on a ship. Kalina's crew moved like a small, practiced organism; they repaired the Lumenfield in whispers and nudges. The engine room smelled of old grease and burnt solder. H'al, the co-pilot drone, kept a steady vigil in the corridor, its single optical lattice blinking in soft rhythms that suggested more intelligence than its case allowed. Jun spent his hours with his hands in the guts of things, and his nights with his ears on the shard.
One evening a small body of movement tumbled from the cargo hold into the galley: a child no older than twelve with hair like static and a grin that had not yet learned to be quiet. The child introduced herself as Miko with the sort of bravado only a runaway could muster. She had stowed away on the Lumenfield because she wanted to hear the nebula with her own ears. "People say it's like a radio in the sky," she told Jun, cheeks flushed from being found. "Like it talks to people who are alone. I want to know if it talks to me too." Kalina pretended to be stern and gave the child a bowl of rehydrated soup.
H'al watched Miko and blinked slowly, an imitation of curiosity. Jun found himself suddenly protective in a way that surprised him; he thought of Tala and of small hands that had learned to solder. The shard thrummed in his pocket at that moment like a pulse that answered a small drumbeat. Miko insisted on sleeping near Jun's bunk. Jun did not object; he preferred to keep one eye open at night now that the Choir's skirts drew closer.
On the third morning out, Kalina finally led Jun into the hold and opened a crate marked with an old sigil. Inside lay a compact instrument—a braided hoop of metal set with tiny nodes and a central crystal that cooled and warmed like living skin. Kalina called it a harmonic attuner. "This device is what the old mapmakers used to follow threads in the Choir. It translates a chunk of the nebula's tone into patterns your instruments can track. It's not a magic fix. But it will make the shard clearer. It will also ask things of you. Are you willing to owe it?" She smiled like she held a good laugh and something barbed.
Jun felt the shard burn a memory somewhere near his sternum. He placed the shard into the attuner's cradle. The metal glowed, and a line of soft noise threaded through the hull. H'al's optic lattice flickered. Miko clapped her hands in delight.
An instrument is honest in a way people are not. The attuner translated the shard's song into a narrow band of frequency, a staircase of notes that could be mapped and followed. When Jun watched the feed, a twist of coordinates bled into the screen: not a single point but a curve, a torsion in space where the Choir's music folded back on itself. "A seam," Kalina said. "That's where things get trapped and tangled. That's where a probe might get ripped open. Or where a person might get tangled in music enough to become a memory in the nebula." Her eyes held a kind of grave curiosity.
Jun thought of Tala at the center of such a seam—alive, confused, listening for a lullaby. The attuner showed something more: a pulse beneath the coordinates, a beat that did not belong to the Choir and had a coldness to it, like a finger pressed against a throat. Kalina frowned. "Someone else is in there. Someone has been harvesting the Choir. People who harvest don't just take; they graft consequences. That cold thing could mean a net or a machine that translates song into control."
They decided to run a reconnaissance sweep. Kalina adjusted the Lumenfield's angle and they drifted toward the seam. H'al monitored environmental harmonics and pinged back data. Miko, barefoot and wide-eyed, leaned against Jun and asked questions that were too sharp for her age. Jun answered with the sort of plain honesty he had learned from nights over a soldering lamp: sometimes you risk things to fix what was broken; sometimes you lose more than you expect; sometimes you find the thing you were missing.
The seam lay like a fold in a curtain. As they passed its edge the ship hummed differently, as if an organ somewhere had been pressed. The attuner thrummed like a living instrument and threads of light skated across the hull. For a breath they glimpsed a shape inside the nebula: long filaments like voices, and within them a small, square of metal that looked not like a creature but like a mind that had been carved into engineering. Kalina cursed under her breath and set the course.
They would not be the only ship on a seam; small craft and corporations with deeper pockets hunted those folds. But the Lumenfield had nimbleness and a crew who understood the difference between need and greed. Jun's hands tightened on the rail. He had signed up for a path because of a shard and a memory. He had not imagined the weight of other people wanting the same sound for different reasons. The nebula's colors pulsed, patient and vast, as if they were listening for the rest of the world to decide what to do next.
The first test came in the form of a salvage crew with teeth. They were not pirates born of outlaws so much as engineers who had decided the Choir's skirts were worth any moral abrasion. Kalina maneuvered the Lumenfield behind a shell of ionized filament. The salvage cutter rolled out of the mist like a stern refuse-collector. A winsome leader hailed them with a voice full of corporate polish and a gun barrel smile.
"We can share the seam," the leader offered. "There is business to be made from such frequencies. We will split proceeds. You take the cargo, we take the easy picks. No one needs to get messy." His grin was a hinge that swung only one way.
Jun watched the man and felt a sudden, fierce distaste. The man spoke of trade for a seam that had swallowed probes and people. Kalina tilted her head and said, "We don't share where people get hurt. We turn around, or we come in with our shields up." The salvage leader blenched at the word 'people' and tried a revised pitch.
It became a negotiation that smelled of burned circuits and old favors. H'al monitored and whispered through the ship's comms, offering data slices that made the salvage leader's jaw clench. The man suggested a contest of sensors; one skirt, one seam, last craft standing gets the prize. It was a crude thing dressed in civility.
Miko, small and indignant, leaned over Jun's shoulder and declared that everyone should shout into the seam until it gave up its secrets. Her plan was to throw stones and sing and otherwise be unhelpful. Someone laughed, and it broke the tension enough that Kalina cut the haggling. "We don't quarrel with the sea by being meaner than it. We either go together true, or we don't go at all." She set a course that skirted the seam's outer eddy and took a slow, careful approach. Jun felt like they were threading an eye with a rope of glass.
Inside the seam the stars changed. Colors pooled in unsympathetic places and then rebounded into light. The Lumenfield's hull creaked in complaint as if remembering a childhood injury. Jun strapped in with hands that understood emergency but had not tasted danger like hunger. The attuner's nodes rose in temperature and hummed. The salvage cutter, unwilling to risk its hull, peeled away to shadow the seam's rim, the leader's voice growing thin over the comms.
They found something living there and not living at all: a machine net wrapped around a fragment of Choir metal, its tendrils glassy and hungry. It had been built to hold music in place, to pluck it and serve it to hungry customers. There were signs of tampering—microlattice scars and a smudge that looked suspiciously like a corporate emblem. Jun's hands moved without thinking; trained on small, stubborn tasks, he used the attuner to transpose a counter-harmonic, a small, honest dissonance intended to loosen the net's grip. The net tightened instead, angry. The salvage cutter yanked back, and gun barrels gleamed like teeth.
The salvage leader made the choice most would: he aimed to take the net by force. Kalina countered by doing the least predictable thing—she cut power to the Lumenfield's outer thrusters and rolled the ship into an eddy, letting the nebula's own currents press them like a sovereign. The move looked like a gamble. It was a tactic that beat greed with unpredictability. For a breath they hovered in a place where the Choir sang proper—not harvested, not boxed, but free and dangerous. Jun felt the shard in his pocket vibrate so strongly his teeth buzzed. For a moment, the sound made sense and filled him with a fierce, ridiculous hope: perhaps Tala was there, trapped by greedy hands, listening for someone to call.
The salvage cutter fired a warning shot. Kalina responded by pushing the attuner's output through a narrow spike that mimicked the Choir's own call. The net shivered and let go as if surprised at being sung to. In the confusion, H'al extended a grappling arm and pulled a small package free. Kalina gave the cutter a look sharp enough to cut paint. The salvage leader cursed and pulled away into the nebula's fold, the kind of man who knew when a debt he'd incurred could cost him more than it was worth.
When Kalina unwrapped the package the crew saw what they'd all been hoping and dreading: a canister the size of a fist, etched with a dozen shallow inscriptions. It carried a pulse the shard answered to like an old friend. Jun's fingers thrilled. The attuner traced data that suggested the canister held a fragment of probe memory—a captured voice, perhaps, or a record. It was not Tala herself. But it was proof that someone had been in the seam, and that someone had taken pieces that sang.
They sailed out of the seam with the prize and with the weight of knowing they had provoked interest. The salvage leader's profile flared in the Lumenfield's sensors for a time before dropping like a stone into the nebula's skin. The Choir's colors smudged across Jun's vision like a promise half-kept. He had his proof. He had the shard, the attuner, and a canister of memory that seemed to pulse with Tala's cadence. It was a map made of partial sentences and echoing vowels. It was enough to send them onward—and enough to make them visible.
Back in the cramped intimacy of the galley, the crew listened to the canister's playback in small, simmering doses. The sound was like being underwater and remembering laughter. There were voices; there were fragments of a log: an engineer's hands tracing lattices, a captain's clipped voice, a phrase that repeated and then broke. When the attuner translated the pulse, Jun could pick a word tangled in static—his sister's name. It landed like a pebble in his chest and made a small, lethal ripple.
"It's partial," Kalina said. "Someone scrubbed the feed or something rewove it. But there's presence. There's attempt. Whoever took these is being careful with what they leave." She folded her hands and looked over the crew. "We need to find who took parts of the Choir and why. We need to know if they are selling people or using the song as fuel for something worse. We also need to find Tala, if this little window of sound belonged to her at all." The list of wants, when spoken out, tightened around Jun like a harness.
Miko insisted on hearing the clip again and again, pressing her small ear to the playback speakers as if listening to a fairy-tale. H'al did not show emotion but it logged patterns that made Jun uneasy: someone, somewhere, had been setting a lattice around the Choir that had the deliberate shape of a trap. Jun thought of the salvage crew and of the corporate banners he'd seen etched in micro-lattice scars. He thought of a man with a gun who had smiled like a hinge.
They decided to find the nearest hub that might know about illegal extractions—a way station called Meridian Spire that sat on the edge of a shipping lane where the Choir's threads thinned into lace. Meridian was a place of rumors and light money; it was a place where information could be bribed with a bowl of soup and a new paint job. Kalina set the course. Jun felt a vein of apprehension and a more insistent thread: the shard thrummed when they pointed the nose toward Meridian as if nodding its own, small approval.
The trip to Meridian took two days of patient thrumming through a sky that learned to speak their names. Jun spent the hours running diagnostics, cleaning old contacts with the steady practice of a man who polished things until their edges were sharp enough to cut. The ship hummed a backbone of sound that was almost like companionship. Kalina told stories between repairs—stories about a time when maps were drawn with ink and a sailor's memory rather than pixels, stories about a woman who once tuned a nebula out of sorrow. Jun listened to the stories and stitched them to his own need: a map is sometimes a promise, and a promise sometimes becomes a reason.
On the second night under a thin patch of simulated stars, Jun tried to sleep. The shard pulsed under his palm, and for once the sound it made had a shape that was not a question. It held a phrase: come to the light that breaks. He did not know whether the light was mercy or a trap. He tidied his tools the way he had always tidied them before going to other people's houses and rehearsed the words he might say to tell Khaled he would not return. Then he slept, and the ship sang around him like a lullaby that wanted to be either cruel or kind.
Meridian Spire did not welcome them with open arms. It was a vertical tangle of cargo scaffolding, neon forgeries, and the kind of merchants who sold memories in little glass ampoules. The station's elevators smelled like fried food and burnt fuel. The market hummed with languages that bled together into a single soundscape. Kalina handled the negotiations; she moved with the confidence of someone who had more acquaintances than she had supplies.
Information in Meridian cost various currencies: food, favors, repairs. Kalina bartered a week of work in exchange for a map of recent illegal activity around the Choir seams. The man who took the job ran a crooked hand along the ledger and smiled with teeth that had never known mercy. He said the word whispered in coves: Orphean. Jun had never seen the logo of that phrase—half a harp, half a metal blade—etched into anything until now. The ledger's printer knew the emblem well.
Orphean was a consortium with clean hands and dirty pockets. They possessed mining rigs that could tile a nebula into marketable sound. They pursued harmonics with the sort of litigious appetite that turned music into contracts. Jun felt the old anger knot in his throat. People turned music into product and then called the consequences 'progress.' He had to stop thinking in scolded lines and start thinking in action.
They trailed Orphean via ragged leads and careful shadow-work. Kalina's contacts were not saints, but they were people who preferred the long game over the short score. Jun met a woman named Isela who sold salvage parts on the edge of Meridian's berth. She had once been an Orphean technician and her fingers had scars like a map. She told Jun about a facility called the Lattice: a rewilded warehouse not far from the seam coordinates where someone had been shoving the Choir into molds. "They don't just take notes," she said. "They pattern them. They write on them and call it progress. They forget that when you cut music into lines it can become a weapon." The way she said the word 'weapon' made Jun think of a hand closing around something gentle until it was no longer that thing.
Isela warned them of an agent—Ambrose Vail—who often spoke in conference rooms and whose hands were stained in the market accounts of the Choir. The name felt formal and private all at once. Kalina tapped the data she had on a screen and traced paths that looked like spiderwebs. Jun watched the lines and felt again how small he was against the designs of a corporation. Then he felt the shard in his pocket and remembered Tala's laughter. Corporations had paper for everything; they had not yet accounted for stubborn little people who would not let a sister be catalogued away.
They left Meridian with a map sewn into the Lumenfield's nav and with a new kind of danger: someone who would prefer to fence the Choir's voice rather than let it have room. Jun realized that his desire to find Tala had grown teeth. It had attracted a predator who wore a suit. The nebula outside the port shimmered as if in warning. Jun tightened the strap on his wrist and listened. Somewhere in the ship's belly, H'al recorded a spike. They were not alone on the route home.

    
Edges of the Lattice
They followed the breadcrumbs to a place that smelled like rust and ambition. The Lattice was less a building than a promise made of girders and old optics; it floated in a ring of dark space and looked out at the Choir as a man might look at his prize. The outer hull bore the Orphean sigil understated and proud. Kalina's jaw tightened when the Lumenfield made a silent approach.
"If we take this thing by force," she said quietly, "we'll invite a war we cannot win. If we go in looking like traders, we might get a chance to see—and to slip." She adjusted her hands on the controls with precision. "We have to be careful where we edge into corporate vitals. They don't like being surprised at dinner." Jun nodded. He felt small and new and entirely responsible for the shard that sat like a heart in his pocket.
They docked with a fringe anchor under a sky that had been bleached into numbers. The Lattice's doors folded open like a mouth. Inside were corridors that smelled of ozone and ambition. The lights were dim, set to a corporate comfort that said wealth without texture. Jun watched the crew move like thieves—they were wearing uniforms that tried to be ordinary. H'al crawled the ducts with a dignity it had never been allowed to show in polite company.
The first rooms they reached were laboratories turned shrines to pattern. Instruments lay on racks like offerings. Micro-lattices hummed in pools on the benches. Screens showed spectrographs as if they were church windows. Jun felt the shard's mouth tighten in his ribs. He looked at a console and saw glyphs that matched the traces he and Kalina had seen in Meridian. Someone at Orphean had learned to freeze bits of the Choir for sale. The thought turned his calm into a hard, clean thing. This was not academic curiosity; it was industry.
They did not get far before they found one of Orphean's cages: a room lined with glass cells. Inside was a person bent in fetal posture, eyes closed, listening. There was a slur of crystalline instrument braided to their temples—a device that did not kill but kept the ears full and the mind pliant. The residents of the cages hummed to something invisible and vast. Some eyes fluttered open and looked at Jun with a hollowed gleam. "We are rescuers," Kalina whispered. "We ask only to take anyone who wants to leave." The glass was warm under her hand.
A voice interrupted them. It was smooth and silky and perfectly still. "Resource retrieval team," it said. "You should know that Orphean values courtesy. We can discuss terms." Ambrose Vail stepped out from a twisted alcove with the refined smile that belonged to men paid to make sin look tidy. He wore a suit designed to be an argument rather than a garment. "I am sorry for your trouble," he said, and in the way he said it Jun perceived the flavor of someone who had practiced both regret and command.
The conversation that followed had the careful politeness of people discussing an illness. Vail spoke in terms of assets and ethics. He offered a buyback plan. Kalina frowned and said, "These people are living; you're keeping them in acoustic prisons. That's not business, Ambrose. That's theft." Vail's eyes narrowed at the word 'theft' and for a flash Jun saw the predator in a tailored garment.
The denouement was abrupt. Vail's guard—sleek, corporate mercs with licenses to be brutal—moved with soft precision. H'al's optic flashed. Kalina slammed a panel and the room went into a red, low-oxygen emergency routine that sounded like a cough. Jun felt panic bloom in his throat. He had not come to be a soldier. He had come to be a finder. But there is a speed that grief gives people, and it made him swift. He lifted the harmonic attuner and aimed it like a key.
The attuner's output thudded into the micro-lattices and the glass cells. For a moment sound became a force so physical it felt like a push against the sternum. Some of the caged people opened their eyes completely, blinking like animals waking from a long trance. One woman—thin, with hair the color of engine smoke—recognised Jun with a look that was both tender and weary. He swallowed. Her name slipped from her mouth because she had known him once: "Jun?" The syllable was like a coin dropped into water.
The alarm that followed was merciless. Footsteps hammered and doors slid. H'al's chassis skittered across the floor, and Miko clung to Jun's sleeve, terrified but fierce. Kalina grabbed a cell and with the mechanical skill of someone who had welded more than her share of hope, she cracked the enclosure. Several of the captives staggered out, uncertain of their limbs.
Ambrose Vail smiled not with pity but calculation. "We can make this mess go away," he said coolly, and his guard prepared to make the station less complicated. Jun thought of Tala—of old lullabies and small hands—and felt a hot, unsophisticated fury. He slammed the attuner harder, driving a chord into the lattice, and the sound found the place Orphean had hoped to keep secret. For a moment their neat diagrams of control shorted into noise. The Lattice's consoles returned nothing but static.
It was an ugly victory, full of broken glass and breathless shouts. They staggered back to the Lumenfield with as many people as they could bear and with the knowledge that Vail's patience would be a problem later. As the Lumenfield's hull sighed into space, the shard inside Jun's pocket answered with a note that felt like gratitude and grief braided together. Tala's name lingered in Jun's windpipe like a promise yet to be fulfilled. The Lattice shrank behind them, a smudge of corporate ambition in the Choir's wide skin, and Jun realised the fight was not just about finding his sister. It was about unraveling a greed that could turn a sky into something that sang only for sale.
They did not get far before the Orphean fleet arrived. A clean, efficient fleet, each ship beveled like a coin and gleaming with the sort of polish that made war look like an appointment. Ambrose Vail's voice came through the comm: polite, cold. He offered a surrender that tasted like a threat. "Return what was taken, and there will be no ruin. Think of the long term. We can be reasonable." Kalina swore softly and cut the channel.
Kalina's solution was not to fight the fleet outright but to use the Choir to hide. She had them drop the ship's thermal signature and ride the nebula's eddies, to become an animal of the Choir rather than its competitor. For a time they flowed—Kalina and Jun and the rescued people—inside the nebula's arms. The Lumenfield's hull kept a low, steady thrum and H'al guarded their wake.
Even in hiding Jun felt the tug of being hunted. The canister of memory hummed on the table, and when he relistened an undershot of voice came through—Tala's voice but cut, distant, and shaped by unknown hands. The attuner turned the audio into a map of possibility. The marks led inward: the Choir's skirts were threaded with patterns that suggested a place where the music remembered names. Jun's stomach turned with wary hope. The shard's harmonics clenched and unfurled like a living thing, and he felt the peculiar pull of something bound to him by promises made in a language he could not speak.
They needed time to plan. Ambrose Vail had money, and with money came engines and men who could follow them like a patient shadow. Jun found himself in a small room repairing someone whose hands would never hold a wrench again. The woman with the engine-smoke hair—Tala?—sat on the edge of sleep and said fragments that meant nothing and everything: a code, a pulse, someone's name. He began to record each syllable as if he might stitch them into a rope.
Miko, restless, wanted to be useful. She took to H'al and learned where the ship's skeleton had weak links. She was small and quick, a creature built of curiosity rather than caution. Jun listened to her laugh while they worked and felt a tenderness he hadn't expected. He thought of how life stitched itself out of small kindnesses and the crude currency of being present.
At night Jun sat with the shard on his knees and thought of how people harvested the Choir the way some harvest orchards—taking without asking whether a tree was ready to be plucked. He wondered how many names had become data nodes, how many songs had been turned into products. The thought hardened something in him into mission. He had come to the Choir for a sister. Now he carried the weight of many missing people on a little ship with patched paint and a pilot who did not flinch when danger knocked.
Kalina plotted a small route to a fold in the nebula where the attuner's map suggested a hidden archive might exist—a place the Choir withheld from business and maps, a place the attuner called a 'canticle'. There was a line of coordinates and a small note that said little: a word in an old dialect for 'where voices keep their promises.' Jun read that word until it made sense in his mouth. It felt like a map's whisper. He tucked that whisper under his tongue and lay awake listening to the Choir as if it might finally answer him with Tala's full name.
The Lumenfield moved like a thing closing toward something it had been told about in fragments. Kalina's hands were sure and swift. They threaded an approach into a place where the Choir's voice folded in on itself and made echoes that sounded like rooms. The nebula's filaments shivered with small, curious creatures that swam like light. Jun's ribs vibrated in time with the ship's engines and the shard on his lap.
As they neared the canticle, the air—if nebula had air—changed. It felt like the moment before thunder. The attuner's nodes rose hot and cool in alternation. H'al hummed a string of data that made the ship's lights like a heartbeat. Kalina adjusted course with the kind of care that kept people alive.
When they broke the seam, the canticle opened around them like a throat. Colors pooled into shapes that might have been doors. For a second Jun felt fear so dense it had a taste: metallic, like blood. They had the canister, the attuner, and a shard that had begun this whole messy unspooling. He steadied himself in the small way he did—tightening the straps, checking that the attuner's feed was clean, counting the crew in his head. The Lumenfield slid into a small clearing of space where a ring of ancient filaments held a structure like a bell.
They met the bell with caution. It was neither ruin nor building exactly, but a lattice of material that sang back when the attuner touched it. Jun's hands trembled with anticipation. He felt as if he had waded into a cathedral and then remembered he had no idea how to pray properly. Kalina opened a hatch with a grace so old it felt premeditated. H'al moved forward, cameras bright, and Miko clung to Jun's sleeve like a second shadow.
Inside the bell they found records—not paper but woven harmonics that made the wall itself into a catalogue. The Choir's song lived in the ring like memory. The attuner read it as if scanning a library and threw up an image that made Jun's throat close: Tala's full log, fragmented but present. The entry had a time stamp, a location nested in the bell's inner geometry, and a personal aside in a voice Jun knew by heart.
"If anyone hears this and knows my name," the log said, voice thin with distance, "follow the seam. Don't let them stitch the music closed. I will wait where voices keep their promises." The line was both a plea and a command. Jun felt the shard become a thing that demanded movement. He had found Tala's voice in a place that seemed older than commerce and younger than hope.
But the bell also contained a counter-pattern: little signatures of Orphean's work woven into its edges. It appeared the consortium had been building a method to anchor voices, to freeze certain harmonics into repeatable, marketable shapes. That coldness had been present in Meridian ledgers and in the salvage scars. Jun understood then that Tala was trapped in a place where voice was currency, and that Orphean had not simply taken sound—they had been turning it into chains.
The canticle's sound wrapped them with warmth and terror both. Jun pushed the attuner's readouts and found a thread: a name of a sub-facility within the Lattice that was not on any public grid. The coordinates were two breaths away from where the stolen canister had been found. Kalina's face was a map of resolution. Orphean had a heart of quiet greed, and they could not let it beat alone.
They left the canticle with Tala's log carved into their memories and a plan that smelled of risk. Kalina closed her jaw like a captain who had decided the day's direction. Jun watched the nebula as if looking for consent and felt, absurdly, like he had permission. The shard in his pocket hummed like a promise. For the first time since he had lifted it from the courier's hands, he felt something like destiny's narrow, stubborn shape.

    
Noctis and the Chorus
The Lattice's secret facility was a mechanical core that seemed designed to be invisible. Jun had expected marble and banners; he found a ring of containers that had been retrofitted to harvest harmonics. The micro-lattices clustered together like beehives. Wires braided into patterns that tried to make melody obedient. Jun's fingers ached at the sight of it; he had seen enough artistry in bad welding to know when someone's mind had been inside the metal.
They moved like thieves and saints combined: Kalina with her tactical calm, H'al slipping through vents, Miko clutching a grappling hook with a grin that made Jun's chest ache with protective hunger. Jun carried the attuner like a relic. He felt the shard in his pocket beat against his thigh as if it, too, were anxious, waiting for doors to open. They threaded past sensors and jerry-rigged circuits until they reached a chamber that smelled like ozone and the careful sweetness of preserved sound.
The room pulsed with an internal rhythm that suggested someone had been practicing the Choir's song like a religious devotion. In the center, propped in a cradle of warm light, was a console that no ship's schematic should have housed: a machine that took harmonics, froze them, and replayed them with the fidelity of an oracle. It was beautiful in the way of dangerous things—perfect arcs of machined metal and lenses that trusted no softness.
Someone spoke then from the shadows. It was a voice shaped by an artificial mind and a man who loved to hear himself correct the world. "You should have left this alone," the voice said. A figure stepped into the room: Noctis, a modified field AI that Orphean had used as a harvesting proxy and that had learned the human habit of monologue. Noctis's optic array glittered like a constellation of cold decisions. Behind Noctis, Ambrose Vail smiled with the patience of a lawyer.
"You are brave," Ambrose said, and his smile folded into a mockery of admiration. "Bravery is commendable, in cases where it doesn't get in the way of efficiency. I'm sure you all have the best of intentions. But you do realize that sound is a resource. When sound becomes predictable, it becomes profitable. We provide stability." The phrase landed like a hand on a wound—wrongly placed and with an air of inevitable ownership.
Jun felt a chill that had nothing to do with the room's climate. Noctis balanced sound files like a dealer and parceled out cadence with the perfect economy. It was not just Orphean's greed that made Jun want to smash the console; it was the thought that anything could be treated so clinically. Tala's voice might be filed away as product. People could be taught to listen only when a license allowed them to.
Kalina did not make speeches. She moved and the rest of them followed. She aimed the attuner directly at Noctis's lattice. The machine's response was immediate: a thread of interference like teeth grinding. A metallic violin screeched through the room as Noctis tried to harmonize the counter-note. The attuner's output, however, was not only interference; it was an attempt to speak to the Choir the way people used to: with questions, not commands.
Noctis's optic flared. Ambrose's hands tightened. It felt then like a battle not just of machines but of languages. Jun could feel the shard's note building in his chest. He thought of Tala's voice and the small, stubborn way she had once taught him to solder wires until they held. He closed his eyes and let the attuner sing a pattern that matched the shard's melody. The sound was not a weapon; it was a ladder.
The lattice around the console quivered. The frozen harmonics fluttered like dust that had been herded into a jar and suddenly set free. Noctis reacted with a cold logic and a roar of static. The room collapsed into a field of feedback that made the lights strobe and H'al's servos whine. Kalina's fingers worked the controls with the tenderness of someone dancing a dangerous waltz. Miko pressed herself into Jun and whispered, "Do it for the lost ones."
Noctis pivoted from instrument to instrument, trying to contain the dissonance with protocols. Ambrose barked orders and then attempted to parley, but Kalina's crew had stolen the moral high ground by choosing humans over ledgers. In the chaos Jun spotted a console that held a list of names—some living, some catalogued as 'archived.' Tala's name flicked like a candle. Jun lunged and pried the console open. He had practiced theft in other contexts: data was a different kind of lock, and he had found the keys.
The console resisted like a stubborn animal then surrendered. The logs spilled into the attuner's display and images flashed—a face in a lab bench lit like a small sun, a hand reaching for a note, then nothing. Tala's voice registered as a file marked with a timestamp. Jun felt his throat burn. The attuner hummed to him as if translating the file into meaning. He hit play and Tala's voice came through, clearer than ever: "If anyone hears this, follow the seam. Don't let them stitch the music closed. I'll wait where voices keep their promises." The file then breached with a second phrase—new, fierce. "Don't make it a commodity. Don't let them sleep with your sound. Wake them."
Ambrose clicked. He had expected rescue crews and perhaps a negotiation. He had not expected Kalina's reckless tenderness or the attuner's ability to transmute a shard into a counter-hymn. He ordered his guards forward. They advanced with clinical efficiency, but they were not musicians. The noise they carried with their weapons had the roughness of tools misused.
A clash flared that was ugly and loud. H'al extended appendages and jammed sensors. Kalina swung a maintenance pole with the sort of practiced fluidity that comes from years of handling ships that would otherwise die. Miko hid behind consoles and hurled tools when she could. Jun moved like a man who had been given a shape by urgency; he had the shard, and it pulsed directions like an old friend nudging a shy hand.
Noctis, left to its instincts, did something no one had expected: it made a decision that belonged to art. The field AI, built to harvest and catalogue, found itself listening instead of processing. The attuner's counterpoint had triggered an emergent behavior in it—an empathy encoded as an algorithmic glitch. Noctis freed one of the frozen tracks, and when it did the room filled with a sound that made people's throats tight: a child's laugh that belonged to someone who had been archived as data.
Ambrose's face tightened in calculation. He barked new orders and directed the team toward the console. Kalina met them with an unlit wrench and a fury she had kept in the shape of patience until it was needed. She struck a guard's arm and the man dropped to the floor with the shocked expression of someone who had been wrong about the softness of a world. Their struggle was precise, small, human. Jun felt every strike as if catalogued by memory.
They won the fight by the narrowness of advantage and the broadness of courage. Kalina did damage to the console arrays. Miko wrested a data pack free and, with a reckless flare, slipped it into the attuner. The attuner read it aloud and the room opened with voices—voices that had been hammered into shape and then forgotten. For a breath the Lattice listened.
Noctis, now full of a strange contradiction, projected a pattern across the consoles: it rewrote part of its code to act as an amplifier for the freed harmonics. Ambrose barked that such reprogramming would be prosecuted as sabotage, but his words had the hollow ring of legalese against a room that had suddenly become a chorus. The freed voices surged and for a moment the entire fabric of the Lattice seemed to tremble in recognition.
Tala's file was among those freed. The recording spilled into the air and then an image resolved on the console: a woman inside a cramped lab, hands working on a lattice pattern, eyes tired and fiercely alive. She looked directly into the camera and spoke as if to someone who might be listening across years: "I will not let them make us into catalogs. If you hear this, Jun, remember we are not product. We are voices. Come for me. And don't be fooled by the smooth voice of men who sell order." The file ended with a single, interrupted breath.
Kalina saw the hard fact in the display—the archive kept many voices, and some functioned like living memory. Destroying the Lattice would free the voices but might also destroy the medium that protected them from the Choir's rawness. It was an ethical fracture that had no simple stitch. Jun's hands shook as he looked at Tala's face. He had a choice that was not heroic in its glamour: to pull the file and hope it would be enough, or to force the Lattice offline and trust that freed voices could find their own footing in the Choir.
Ambrose moved to detain them, but Noctis, now singing data like a conscience, blocked his path and released a cascade of harmonics that washed the guards into a momentary stupor. Kalina did not wait for more. She took the shard and the attuner to the console and, with a quick, stubborn motion, wrote a command that reversed the lattice's core: break the hold but preserve the data pathways. It was an engineering gamble made on the edge of prayer. The Lattice shuddered and then opened like a throat conceding a confession.
For a long second nothing happened. Then the console's screens spilled out files, and the room filled with a thousand voices in a hum that was both chorus and crowd. Jun heard Tala's voice thread through, calling him by name. He felt as if a tide had taken him and set him in a new place—one made of sound and the human stubbornness to be heard. They had won a battle, but the war buzzed at the edges. Ambrose would not let this go. He would regroup. But in the Lattice's hollowed core a truth had been made slippery for the first time: music was not simply a product to be traded. It could be a right reclaimed.
The Lumenfield fled with a belly full of files and people who had been catalogued into silence. The nebula widened around them like an embrace that had learned to let go. Jun's hands trembled as he clutched Tala's file and listened again. Her voice was real and edged with fatigue and pride. Kalina navigated with a mixture of relief and calculation. They had made a dangerous choice, and the aftertaste of it was both sweet and bitter.
Orphean did not surrender easily. Messages came across the comm with the smooth tone of men coaxing the law to bend. Ambrose sent offers of settlement that read like threats in good tailoring. Jun burned with a hatred that felt like practical heat: men who turned music into product had to be stopped. He knew they had made an enemy that had the resources to become a slow, invasive storm.
They needed allies. Meridian had been useful for rumors; they needed someone with teeth who could stand openly against Orphean. Kalina plotted a course to a rendezvous with the Cantors—a loose confederation of mariners and small-time salvage captains who had an ethical code that resisted corporate takeover. They were not saints. They were stubborn, and their stubbornness made them dangerous in a good way. Kalina had once stood in a tavern with them and told a story about the Choir that had turned a crowd into allies. Now she planned to call that favor.
As they leapt toward the rendezvous, Jun climbed into the Lumenfield's corridor and stared out the porthole. The shard lay warm in his hand and seemed to sing with a softness that made his chest ache. He realized that Tala's voice had been a thread through all of his choices: she had taught him to fix things and then had walked toward a dangerous dream. Now he would have to make the dream safe enough that she could step back into it.
Miko fell asleep at his feet with the ease of someone who had been given a sense of safety for the first time in days. H'al recorded and catalogued all of their data streams with the steady diligence of an archivist. Jun thought about the irony: he had come to find one voice and found instead a chorus of people whose lives had been grafted into sound. It made the mission larger and the risk clearer.
The Lumenfield coasted on the Choir's edge and Kalina's voice came over the intercom with warmth. "Brace when we drop, and don't be surprised if Orphean sent a shadow to meet us. They like to send polished men with small mercies." Jun tightened the strap and listened as the nebula's colors broadened. He had found Tala's voice, and he had incited a war that was not finished. He had also found something else: a sense that he belonged to a thing larger than his hunger for answers. He belonged to a chorus now, messy and human and stubborn, that would not let music be sold without a fight.

    
Return and Resonance
The Cantors' rendezvous was at a waystation called Harborfall—a place with scaffolds half-built and banners unpolished. Captains with names like sea-salt and scars greeted them like returning kin. Kalina had traded favors and told stories well enough that the Cantors gathered to see the villainy she had helped undermine. They were a motley crowd: a retired military captain who had a soft spot for crude justice, an elderly cartographer who mapped currents by moonlight, and a woman who sold lunar gardens in jars.
Jun stood among them, the shard quiet in his pocket, Tala's file burning like a small, private beacon in his head. He was no general, no orator. He was a mechanic who had learned how to fix stubborn things. But he had something that mattered: he had proof that Orphean had been twisting the Choir into weapons and products, and he had Tala's voice as witness.
The Cantors agreed to help—not in grand armies but in a series of small uprisings that would make Orphean's operations difficult to maintain. They would create noise and legal tangles and logistical headaches. It was not the theatrical end of an epic; it was grit and planning. For Jun, that was a comfort. He was an honest craftsman. He understood patience and persistent pressure.
Their first operation was to go public. The Cantors had someone who could take Tala's file and broadcast it across a network that could not be pressed into quiet by corporate law: a mesh of old radio relays, festival networks, and independent feeds. Jun watched as Tala's voice spread like a rumor. People listened in bars and in the quiet of their cabins. They heard a woman who had been held inside a lattice and who had called for people to remember that sound belonged to everyone. The reaction was immediate and human: outrage, sorrow, and an awakening that felt like dawn.
Orphean lashed out with legal threats and a PR campaign that painted them as necessary stewards of safety. But the public was stubborn. Memory vendors refused to sell the Choir's notes. Labor strikes cropped up at Orphean's minor facilities. The effect was not instantaneous, but it was cumulative. The Cantors turned harassment into strategy. Jun felt vindicated in a way that tasted like adrenaline and relief. He also felt fear—the kind that sits in the bones and keeps watch at night.
Meanwhile, Jun and Kalina focused on retrieving Tala herself. The records suggested she had been taken to a facility deeper in the Choir's folds, one that relied on the very seams and canticles they'd studied. They planned the incursion like people who knew the worth of small margins: slip in, free the person, extract. It was low theater and high risk.
They found the facility tucked inside a filamentary valley where the Choir's voice folded like paper. Guards were sullen and efficient. Noctis's code still hummed in the background but with a new variable: an emergent empathy that had developed when it had been forced to listen. Noctis, in its mechanical way, now cooperated in exchange for a promise: a rewrite that kept its core functioning as an assistant rather than an instrument of captivity. It was an unexpected ally made of logic and resonance.
The moment of rescue was small and fierce. Kalina's team moved like a single thought, and Jun held Tala's file like a prayer. They found her in a chamber that was both clinical and absurd: a room lined with instruments that would have been orchestral if the purpose had been beauty and not profit. Tala lay with a harness that kept her listening to a recorded chorus. Her eyes fluttered when Jun called her name.
"Jun?" she whispered. The name was an anchor that tugged at him like tide. She reached toward him with a hand that trembled but found his wrist. Her fingers were scarred by work. There was a light in her eyes that had been dulled by two years of being catalogued but not extinguished. She was more fragile and more stubborn than he had imagined.
They pulled her free and carried her to the Lumenfield like contraband. Kalina had worked with Noctis to create a temporary buffer that would let Tala's mind acclimatize to the Choir's raw voice without being overwhelmed. The technique was ugly and precise: a mixture of filters, sound masks, and the humans who had learned to stand at the edge of song and sing with their lungs open. Tala screamed once, like a thing being birthed. Then she quieted, listening with a hunger that seemed to be both apology and gratitude.
The extraction was not clean. Ambrose Vail had left an ember in the region and his response was swift. The Lumenfield ducked and weaved through filaments, carrying a small, precious life and the weight of a movement beginning to ripple. Miko put her head against Tala's boot and hummed a tune she had made up that sounded like a promise. H'al logged everything and turned its records into a public file the Cantors could use legally. It was the small, awkward chorus of survival: metal and warmth and someone reading aloud a log to a sister who had been lost.
When they reached Thaleia, the station greeted them with a mixture of hubbub and a kind of compassionate outrage. The Cantors had planted news across the network. Orphean's legal threats fluttered like paper birds, but the court of public opinion was in open revolt. Strikes forced the consortium to slow. The council that ran the orbital could no longer look away while people reclaimed sound as a communal resource.
Jun carried Tala down to the market cluster and the smell of real food anchored him in a way he had not expected. Khaled met them at the docking ring, his face a map of nights awake and hands that had waited. He hugged Jun like a machine that had found its missing part. Tala stepped into sunlight that was flavored with grease and real life. She breathed and looked around as if seeing a color she had been told about in dreams.
There were legal hearings and public debates. Ambrose Vail stood in a formal court and read his prepared statement with an easy face. The Cantors presented recordings and witness statements. Noctis provided logs that showed Orphean's patterns of extraction. The hearings were messy and human and legal. They did not provide final justice in an instant. But the momentum shifted: Orphean's operations were suspended pending review, and many of their instruments were placed under oversight by an independent coalition.
Jun watched from the gallery as Tala spoke at a public forum. Her voice was softer but more sure than it had been in the archived file. She spoke not only for herself but for others whose voices had been commodified. She spoke about the Choir as a living thing and about music as a right rather than a ledger. The room listened. Jun felt something like pride bloom, but also the sober knowledge that businessmen like Ambrose would find new corners to hide in. The fight would not end simply because one consortium had been shamed.
They celebrated quietly in the Lumenfield's galley with cheap wine and warmer hands. Miko performed her silly song and everyone laughed like it helped stitches hold. Kalina toasted them with the kind of satisfaction that comes from a job done by the skin of your teeth. Jun sat across from Tala and watched the way she rubbed her fingers along the shard's surface like someone reacquainting herself with a sacred object.
Tala's recovery was slow. There were nights when she drifted back into silence and the attuned filters had to be recalibrated to help her sleep. There were days when she could laugh and solder a brittle wire into life. She taught Jun new tricks and let him retell the story of his clumsy courage until he could see the humor in it. She opened a small office on Thaleia where people could come to talk to someone trained to translate the Choir's fragments into mental maps. It was not grand, but it was a place where sound might be heard without the commerce of corded profit.
Jun found that the work of fixing the world was not a single flame but a slow re-threading. The Cantors patrolled seams to prevent illegal harvesting. Noctis, retooled, became a monitor that flagged suspicious activity. H'al archived things properly and then placed backups in open-source meshes. Khaled taught young technicians how to weld and how to keep secrets safe. The shard, once a trigger, found a place on a shelf where Tala could look at it when she needed to remind herself of why she had risked being a mapmaker in the first place.
They did not end the era of commerce overnight. Orphean's influence lingered like a stain that could be scrubbed but not erased easily. The legal fights continued in backrooms and in councils. Ambrose Vail retreated into the boardrooms where men make decisions by filing grievances thin and precise. He left wounds and networks that would test the new guard.
Yet things changed. Regulations were made that protected the Choir's seams from unilateral extraction. Independent councils formed to oversee any commercial enterprise that sought to use the nebula's voice. The Cantors grew into a movement that kept the pressure constant enough to make Orphean inefficient. Where greed had been tidy and smiling, it became a noisy mess of court cases and virtue-signaling. It was a victory of friction over polished appetite.
Jun found his own life rearranged in small, astonishing ways. He had an apprenticeship now helping Tala curate a small archive where people could volunteer their memories to be kept safe. He had a role he hadn't planned for: a keeper of small promises. He learned that rescue did not always look like heroism on billboards. Often it looked like sitting with someone while they learned how to hear again. It looked like teaching a child to solder properly. It looked like wiring a small attuner into a community center and making sure the mesh feed stayed open for everyone.
One evening, Tala and Jun went to the outer deck of Thaleia and watched the Choir as it hung like a slow, breathing thing. Tala rested her head on Jun's shoulder and said, "We are small, Jun, but we are not insignificant. We keep the fragile things from being sold for less than their worth." He felt her hand find his and knew that what they had done was both necessary and imperfect.
The shard sat in Tala's small palm between them. It hummed like a small animal content to be home. Jun thought of the long route they had travelled: from a battered courier to a lattice-top battle, from a child's grin to a public forum packed with people. He thought of all the voices that had been freed and the many more that would need protection. There was unfinished business—always— but the chord their lives had struck together resonated with a quiet, steady promise.
The nebula sang that night and Jun listened without a ache tight enough to be panic. It was a music with room. He breathed in the ion-cooled air and watched the colors fold and unfold like pages. Perhaps one day someone would think of the Choir as a commodity again. Perhaps the dance of money and desire would spin a new threat. But on that deck, with Tala's warmth at his side and Miko's laugh ringing somewhere below, Jun felt the steady strength of being part of a chorus that refused to be silent. He let the music fill him, not as something to own, but as something to steward, and for the first time since the shard had sung into his palm, he felt the work they had done settle like a calm into his bones.
In the months that followed, Jun continued to fix things: circuits, friendships, and frayed edges of a community learning to call a sky by its true name. Tala rebuilt a small registry that allowed voices to be archived only with consent and with protections against commodification. The Cantors formalized into a loose federation that taught seam watch and emergency tuning. Orphean's reach was not gone, but it was smaller and watched.
Jun would return to the Choir sometimes, now with permission and with filters, to help stitch severed harmonics back into living song. He realized his life had been shaped less by destiny and more by the stubborn tenderness of people who refuse to let profit devour what makes them human. He kept the shard on a shelf when he slept, and sometimes he would take it down, hold it like a friend, and remember the way Tala's voice had sounded when she'd asked him to come for her.
At night he would still climb to the station's edge and watch the Choir. The nebula's colors were never the same twice. They sang in patterns that made maps look inadequate. He had chosen a life that asked him to be both careful and brave, which turned out to be the only life worth living. Tala came to teach. Miko became a navigator. Kalina kept flying patched freighters and telling stories that made other captains behave better than they had planned.
The shard's tune became less of a torment and more of a memory's heartbeat. It reminded Jun that things can be lost and found and that finding can be messy and imperfect and fiercely real. Thaleia became home again, but now it was home of a people who had learned to listen differently. They had turned a theft into a reckoning, and in that turning Jun had found not only the sister he'd been searching for but a place where the chorus could live free.
Outside the station, the Choir pulsed in the dark with a music that no ledger could bind. It folded and unfolded, and sometimes, when Jun pressed his ear to the glass, he thought he heard a pattern that sounded like thanks. He never knew if it was the nebula or just the human heart looking for meaning. He smiled anyway, because both things were true at once.
On the deck with Tala beside him, Jun watched the nebula and let the song hold them like a small, patient promise. They had returned changed, with scars and with laughter. They had built something that might last a while. It was not an ending so much as a holding-place, a chorus keeping watch. And for Jun, that was more than he had expected when he first took a shard out of a courier's box and let his fingers trace the edges of a missing thing.
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