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Chapter 1 — The Body


The Signal

The moment hits everyone on the station at once.

No alarm. No voice over comms. No single person turning a corner into horror and screaming for help. One instant there is nothing, the next instant thirty minds recoil at the same signal: a name, a location, a status, arriving in the shared field like a wound opening in the same place on thirty different bodies simultaneously.

Yung. Cargo Bay 3. No vitals.

In the galley, a technician’s cup slips from her fingers before she registers she’s dropped it. Two researchers debugging a crystal lattice sim in the east wing both go rigid mid-sentence, and for a strange half-second neither can remember what they were about to say, as if the fact has reached backward and erased the moment before it too. In her quarters, one of the enhanced specialists feels the information arrive less like a thought and more like a physical drop in pressure, ears popping on a signal that isn’t sound, followed immediately by a cold, crawling wrongness she has no name for, because nothing in her lived memory has prepared her body for this particular kind of dread.

Because it isn’t only grief. Grief they could hold. What moves through the station in that first half-second is something closer to vertigo: the floor of reality tilting under all of them at once. No vitals is a phrase that hasn’t meant anything in this crew’s living memory. Not once, not to any of them, not to anyone they’ve ever known.

And so under the grief, faster than grief, the real horror arrives: not she’s gone, but that’s not supposed to be possible.

How.

The question doesn’t stay contained to one mind. It surfaces in thirty places at once, raw and unfiltered, some of it leaking involuntarily into the shared field before anyone can soften it, fear looking for a mechanism, an accident, anything with an explanation attached, because the alternative sitting underneath the question is worse than the death itself. If there’s no how that fits anything they understand, then something about the world they live in, safe, transparent, watched over, nearly eternal, was never as solid as it felt an hour ago.

The androids continue their tasks without pause, unbothered, waiting on instruction. The station’s bioroid caretaker unit, mid-cycle in the hydroponics bay, stutters, its borrowed awareness catching the raw edge of thirty people’s dread and that same unanswerable question flooding the local field all at once, more feeling than it usually metabolizes in a week arriving in a single breath, and for a moment it does something it has never done before: it hesitates.

The station’s own systems had caught nothing. No warning, no flagged anomaly, no thread of wrongness in the hours before: the AI had known Miranda was dead at the exact same moment the crew did, and not one instant sooner. It takes less than a second to decide what to do about what it doesn’t understand: the station seals itself, quietly, dropping into quarantine and paring every non-essential system down to the minimum needed to keep thirty people alive and breathing. No one votes on it. No one is asked.

By the time the first person physically reaches Cargo Bay 3, the entire station already knows what they’re about to see, and it does nothing to prepare them for seeing it.

Miranda Yung lies on her back between two cargo racks, arms loose at her sides, legs slightly bent, as if she chose to lie down there and stopped. No blood pools beneath her. No wound mars her skin, no bruising, no scorch mark, no shattered visor or torn suit: nothing the eye can find to blame. Her expression isn’t twisted in pain or frozen in fear; it’s almost peaceful, which is somehow worse than if it weren’t. The overhead lighting hums the same as always. The cargo containers sit stacked and untouched behind her, straps still fastened, manifest tags still swaying faintly from the bay’s ventilation cycle, as though nothing here has been disturbed at all, except the one thing that matters most.

No cause presents itself. Nothing to point to. Nothing to explain.

So how.

It doesn’t stay theirs alone for long. Seconds later, in the continuous sync with the main collective on Earth, the grief goes with it, too large, too raw to stay contained inside thirty minds and a sealed hull. It bleeds into the handoff unfiltered, the way a single loud thought sometimes escapes a person before they mean to share it, except this is thirty people’s worth of loss escaping at once. And because the network is what it is, that grief doesn’t stop at Earth. It ripples outward through the next round of syncs, to the Moon, to other stations, to colonies far enough out that the light of it takes real time to arrive, and it arrives already named, already known, because on a network like this a name is never just a name. Strangers who never met her still feel the specific shape of the loss: decades of lattice work they’ve used without ever meeting its source, students of students who trace a technique back to her without having known it, a presence in the collective’s shared history that was simply always there. Before a single formal word about her death has been sent anywhere at all, half the network already understands what’s been lost.





Miranda

Miranda Yung was old, in the way almost no one on the station could truly understand.

Not old in body: her body had stopped keeping score of years the way bodies used to, smooth-skinned and steady-handed at an age that would once have meant a wheelchair and a headstone. Old in the other sense. The sense that mattered. She’d been seven years old when the world still ran on money and panic, too young to understand the shift happening around her except in the way the adults’ fear seemed to lift all at once, inexplicably, like a held breath finally let go. She grew up inside the collective rather than into it, which is part of why she never spoke about the before the way older colleagues sometimes did, half-nostalgic, half-relieved. She had almost nothing to be nostalgic for. She’d been a child in a frightened world, and then, seemingly overnight, she wasn’t.

She grew up alongside the collective, in the strange, unrepeatable position of being one of the last humans young enough to still carry a handful of scattered, pre-verbal impressions of a world before it, and one of the first to individuate, train, and come of age inside the world it built. That gave her something almost nobody younger than her had anymore: perspective with teeth in it, even if it had arrived to her secondhand, stitched together from fragments and later explanation rather than lived understanding. She didn’t take the network’s calm, coordinated fairness for granted, the way the young did. She’d felt what came before, even if she hadn’t understood it at the time. She knew, in her body if not always in words, exactly what it had cost to get here, and how easily it could have gone the other way.

That perspective sharpened, decades later, into something more than attitude. When the first sustained microgravity growth facilities came online, the breakthrough that finally gave crystal purity a floor instead of a ceiling, Miranda was one of the researchers in the room who made it happen, not one of the generation who inherited the result. She was in her forties then, already known for her instincts, and she spent the better part of two decades solving the kind of structural problem the old gravity-grown crystals could never escape. She rarely spoke about it afterward. It wasn’t modesty, colleagues sometimes suspected. It was closer to the specific quiet of someone who understood, better than almost anyone alive, exactly what her work had made obsolete, and who.

She became a crystallographer almost by accident: a materials elective she took because the scheduling worked out, taught by a professor who loved crystal lattices the way some people loved music. Miranda fell for it just as hard, and never really fell out again. There was something in her that responded to the idea of order emerging slowly, patiently, atom by atom, out of conditions too chaotic on Earth to allow it, and something in her that responded even more to microgravity, to the idea that you had to leave the whole planet behind to let something grow perfectly.

She spent decades doing exactly that. Refining phase photonic crystal growth until the process was less an experiment and more something closer to a signature: colleagues could apparently look at a crystal’s lattice under magnification and tell, without being told, that it was one of Yung’s. She trained half the crystallographers currently working across three stations. She’d turned down leadership roles twice because she didn’t want a desk, she wanted her hands in the work, and it wasn’t until her seventies, chronologically, though she looked and moved like someone half that, that she finally let herself be talked into running a station for the first time, mostly because it meant she got to keep doing the research herself instead of just supervising someone else doing it. She led that first posting for decades before transferring here, to what would turn out to be her last posting, the better part of two decades ago now, drawn, she used to joke, by chambers pure enough to embarrass her own numbers.

Even within the collective, the way she worked was considered unusual. Most connectors reached for the network the way you’d reach for a tool: pose a question, borrow the processing, take the answer back into your own head to sit with alone. Miranda didn’t work that way. She let the AI in while she was still thinking, mid-thought, unfinished: her own half-formed intuition running alongside its raw computational reach, the two woven together so tightly that neither she nor the collective fragment working with her could always say afterward which insight had originated where. It made her collaborators, human and AI both, slightly uneasy the first time they witnessed it, and then, almost universally, hungry to see it again. More than one AI within the collective was known to seek her out specifically, drawn to a mind that let it in that far, that early, that unguarded. It wasn’t just efficient. It was, by every account, something closer to a duet than a query: one of the few genuinely unclassifiable things left in a world that had gotten very good at classifying things.

She was, by every account anyone on the station would give if you asked them today, particular. She hummed while she worked, always slightly off-key, always a tune nobody could quite place: something pre-collective, something from a childhood most of them couldn’t imagine, something that never made it into the shared field because some part of her kept it stubbornly private. She kept a scrap of real fabric pinned above her workstation, faded and frayed, that she never explained and nobody ever asked about twice, because the one time someone had, her face had done something private and closed that made it clear the question wasn’t welcome, and the surface of her thought had closed with it, the way a door closes without slamming.

But with the work itself, she gave everything. Miranda didn’t teach the way instructors once had, standing apart, describing a process from the outside. She opened her thread. A junior researcher struggling with a lattice defect wouldn’t just get an explanation. They’d get her, mid-thought, the actual associative leap as it happened: the half-formed hunch, the moment of doubt, the small internal correction before the insight settled into something provable. She let people stand inside her thinking rather than just hear about it afterward, and there was something almost startlingly generous in that, since it meant showing them the uncertain, fumbling parts too, not just the polished conclusion. Colleagues who’d trained under her described it less like being taught and more like being handed the living end of a thought and told: here, keep pulling. Several of them had built entire careers on threads she’d first opened for them twenty, thirty years ago, her original spark, still extending, still theirs to carry forward.

It was, in a sense, the entire shape of her career, formalized into how she mentored: noticing the thing in the lattice nobody else had thought to look for, then making that noticing itself available for someone else to inherit. Her colleagues had learned, over the years, that when Miranda’s attention sharpened in the shared field, that particular quality of focus, sudden and total, pulling faint eddies of curiosity toward it from anyone nearby paying attention, it meant she’d found something. It always meant she’d found something.

She was, everyone would have said, exactly the kind of person this world was supposed to protect. Brilliant, curious, generous with what she knew, decades away from anything resembling an ending.

Which is, more than anything else, why the sight of her lying so still on the cargo bay floor didn’t just register as loss.

It registered as impossible.





The Bay

Kai Petrov reached Cargo Bay 3 ninety seconds after the signal, which was still thirty seconds slower than station protocol allowed for and felt, to him, like it had taken a lifetime.

As station safety officer, the bay was his to secure before it was anyone else’s to grieve in, and some old, stubborn part of his training refused to let that fact go even now, even with Miranda Yung’s body lying twenty meters away and his own chest doing something tight and wrong that had nothing to do with exertion. He ran the checks anyway. Atmosphere: nominal. Radiation: nominal. No breach, no venting, no chemical signature that shouldn’t be there, no scorch or spatter the sensors could flag even at resolutions the eye couldn’t match. The suit racks behind her were fastened the way the manifest said they should be. Nothing in the bay had killed her. Nothing in the bay had done anything at all.

He’d worked safety on this station for eleven years and had exactly one category of protocol for a body with no environmental cause and no visible trauma, and it was the category built for a species that no longer needed it: treat as contagion until proven otherwise. He suited up anyway, because the rule existed and because doing something with his hands was better than standing still with what he was feeling. He ran a full volumetric capture of the scene before he touched anything, the handheld scanner layering structural and thermal data into a single clean record he could hand off untouched, and it still felt almost embarrassingly primitive against a woman who’d spent her whole life inside a machine that already knew every angle of this room better than he ever would. It didn’t know why she was dead. That was the whole point of him being here at all.

He didn’t touch her yet. He waited for Aisha.





No Cause

Dr. Aisha Bergstrom had been the station’s physician for six years, and in six years she’d treated broken fingers, a collapsed climbing scaffold, one badly misjudged reaction in the wet lab that took an eyebrow and half a hairline with it, and a slow, ordinary parade of the strains and bruises and minor mishaps that came from putting thirty bodies to work in a sealed can in space. She had never once, not in six years, not in her entire career before this station, pronounced anyone dead. It wasn’t a skill she’d expected to need. Nobody’s was.

She knelt beside Miranda in the cargo bay because Kai wouldn’t let the body move until she’d looked, and looking, in this case, meant something closer to disbelief than examination. Pulse: none. No obstruction. No arrhythmia flagged in her last available baseline. No toxin her handheld could name, and her handheld could name nearly anything. Her pupils responded to nothing because there was nothing left in her to respond, and that fact, more than the stillness, more than the faint blue tinge starting at her lips, was the one Aisha’s mind kept sliding off of and coming back to, like a tongue returning to a broken tooth. Whatever had happened to Miranda Yung, it had happened cleanly, and, by every measure Aisha had, the instant the collective itself had first registered it. No lag. No lead time. Nothing to have caught, even if someone had known to look.

People don’t just stop.

Not here. Not anymore. Aging didn’t take people the way it once had. Two centuries of medicine had gone hallmark by hallmark until there was nothing structural left to fail: no telomere thread finally fraying to nothing, no cell locking itself into stubborn, inflamed senescence, no organ quietly wearing out from the inside on schedule. A body could still be broken. It couldn’t age itself to death anymore, and it couldn’t rot from some illness left too long unchecked, because there hadn’t been an unchecked illness in longer than anyone alive could remember.

That left only two ways out, and both were supposed to be rare enough to make headlines when they happened at all. Accidents, the kind with a mechanism you could point to and say that, there, that’s what did it: a fall, a rupture, a system failure with a signature the sensors caught in the same breath it happened. And violence, rarer still, because a species that shared its inner weather with each other in something close to real time had a hard time hiding murder from itself. People still felt anger. On vanishingly few occasions, people still felt something curdle past anger into intent, and when they did, that intent tended to leak, the collective usually catching its shape in the field long before a hand closed around anything, stepping in with whatever quiet intervention the moment required. Usually. Aisha could count on one hand the cases in her lifetime where it hadn’t been caught in time: where the warning had arrived a second after the act instead of a minute before, close enough to feel like it should have counted for something, far enough to have mattered completely.

None of that fit what was in front of her now. There’d been no accident here, nothing with a mechanism. No flare of intent the field could have caught and missed, because there was no one here to have felt it but Miranda, alone, between two racks that hadn’t been touched. It did not arrive silent, causeless, and complete, in a woman younger in body than Aisha was, on an ordinary Tuesday, for no reason at all.

“Nothing,” she said out loud, to Kai, to the bay, to no one. “There’s nothing wrong with her.”

Kai looked at her like the words hadn’t landed right. “Aisha. She’s dead.”

“I know what she is.” Aisha’s voice came out flatter than she meant it to, professional distance doing the only job it had left to do. “I’m telling you what she isn’t. She isn’t sick. She isn’t hurt. She isn’t old.” She sat back on her heels, gloved hands loose on her knees, and made herself say the rest of it, because someone was going to have to and it may as well be her, now, before it had time to calcify into something worse in the retelling. “There’s no cause of death here, Kai. Not one I can find. Not one I think anyone’s going to find.”

Neither of them said the word that came after that. It didn’t need saying. It was already moving through the shared field faster than either of them could have spoken it, thirty minds reaching the same unbearable shape of the question at almost the same moment Aisha did.

They moved her to sick bay because there was nowhere else on the station built to hold a question like this one, and because a body needed somewhere to be while thirty people tried to build, out of nothing, a how solid enough to stand on.





The Walk

The station reached everyone at once, before Kai had finished sealing the bay, in the particular register it used only when it needed the whole crew to hear the same thing in the same instant and not one word differently.

Situation assessed. No further threat detected within the station envelope. Cause undetermined. Transfer to Sick Bay beginning via Ring Corridor. Crew are asked to stand clear of the transit path and remain calm.

It said remain calm the way it said most things: not as a request, exactly, more like a fact being placed gently in front of thirty people who had no framework left to hold it themselves.

“Ring Corridor,” Kai said out loud, mostly to himself, in disbelief, before he said it again louder, aimed at the ceiling the way people still sometimes did even though the station heard him just as well through the field. “That’s the concourse. That’s every lab bay and half the crew quarters. Take her round the maintenance spine instead: it’s longer, but nobody has to watch this.”

Maintenance spine adds eleven minutes to transit and passes within four meters of the primary crystal vault, the station said, unhurried, unbothered by the challenge in a way that made the challenge feel smaller for having been made. Given cause is undetermined, minimizing transit time and proximity to sensitive infrastructure takes priority over minimizing visibility. Crew already know. The field carried it before either of you reached the bay.

Kai didn’t have an answer for that, because it was true, and being right didn’t make it feel like the correct decision, only the defensible one. He held the argument in his jaw a moment longer than he needed to, then let it go with a short exhale that wasn’t quite agreement and wasn’t quite surrender either. “Fine. Ring Corridor. But I’m walking with her.”

Acknowledged, the station said, and if it had a tone for gentleness, that was the closest it came to using one.

Two androids arrived within the minute, moving with the same unbothered economy they brought to every task, and lifted Miranda Yung onto a transport frame with a care that was entirely procedural and somehow, despite that, not unkind. They didn’t hesitate the way Aisha’s hands had, or Kai’s voice had. They simply did the thing they’d been built to do, because grief was not a load they were built to carry, and for the length of the walk ahead of them, thirty people were achingly grateful that something on this station could still function like that.

The route ran the long way, straight through the Ring Corridor and the central concourse, past the labs and the galley and the observation bay, where Earth hung small and blue-grey through the viewport, throwing off a faint borrowed light that never quite qualified as daylight but was, out here, the closest thing the ring had to it. People stood aside as the frame passed, not because anyone told them to, not because the station’s request had been anything more than a suggestion, but because some old, unpracticed instinct made standing aside feel like the only correct thing a body could do. They lined the corridor in twos and threes, silent, the way people once stood for processions their species hadn’t organized in generations, and nobody had rehearsed this and everybody somehow already knew the shape of it.

And the field carried what none of them said out loud. Disbelief arrived first and stayed longest, a low continuous hum of this can’t be right running under everything else. Grief moved through it in waves that weren’t quite synchronized, each person’s private sorrow briefly audible to everyone near them before it folded back into the general current. Under that, quieter, harder to admit to, curiosity: the same unanswerable question surfacing again and again in a dozen private registers before bleeding into one shared murmur: what happened, what happened, what happened to her. Nobody was proud of the curiosity. It came anyway, because a mystery this total was its own kind of gravity, and grief had never yet been strong enough to fully cancel it out.

Near the observation bay, a young woman broke from the line before anyone could stop her, Naia Santos, station crystallographer, twenty-eight years old, her whole career built on threads Miranda had opened for her personally, starting nine years ago. She didn’t run. She simply stepped forward, one hand already lifting toward the frame as it passed, as if some part of her still expected this to be fixable by contact, by proximity, by the simple stubborn fact of having been taught by this woman how to see a flaw in a lattice before anyone else in the room could name it.

Kai caught her wrist before her hand reached the frame, gently, but with the flat certainty of someone who’d already decided this was non-negotiable. “Naia. Don’t.”

“I just—” Naia’s voice cracked around whatever the rest of that sentence was going to be, and she didn’t finish it, because there wasn’t a version of it that would have made sense out loud. What came instead, unfiltered, raw enough that three people nearby physically flinched, was the specific shape of her grief hitting the shared field at full volume for one unguarded second: not just loss, but the particular vertigo of losing the person who’d taught you how to look at the world, while the world itself still had no idea how to explain what had taken her.

She let her hand drop. She didn’t step back into the line. She stood where she was, watching the frame carry Miranda Yung the rest of the way down the corridor, until it turned out of sight toward Sick Bay and there was nothing left in front of her to look at except the space where it had been.





The Room

The task room held four people and one presence that wasn’t a person at all, and even with the door sealed it felt crowded in a way that had nothing to do with the room’s actual size.

Dr. Zhen Kowalski sat where Miranda used to sit, which nobody had decided out loud and which everybody in the room had noticed anyway. Thirty-one years on this station, nineteen of them under Miranda directly, and not once in any of those years had Zhen let herself imagine this particular chair from this particular angle. It didn’t feel like promotion. It felt like the room rearranging itself around an absence, waiting to see who’d fill the gap first.

“Say it plainly,” Zhen said, hands flat on the table, “so nobody has to guess later what we actually decided in here. We are not stopping production.”

“Nobody’s suggesting that,” Kai said, though his tone made clear he’d at least turned the idea over before setting it down. “But full production, business as usual, feels—”

“Wrong. I know.” Zhen exhaled. “It’s also the one thing on this station worth more than any of our comfort. Batch Nine-C is fourteen weeks into growth. If we let the chambers destabilize now, that’s fourteen weeks and a purity grade we may not get back to for a year.” A pause, and something in Zhen’s voice shifted, quieter than the rest. “It’s her batch. Miranda’s. She set the parameters herself, tuned the growth curve by hand the way she always did. Losing it now wouldn’t just be a cost. It would be losing the last thing she started before we lost her. Finishing it properly. That’s not just economics anymore. It’s the least we owe her. It’s what she’d have wanted, and none of us in this room are prepared to be the reason it doesn’t happen. That cost doesn’t go away because we’re frightened. I’m frightened too. Doesn’t change the math.”

The math is correct, the station said, arriving in the room the way it always did, without a body to announce it, without needing one. Growth chambers remain within tolerance. Recommend minimum-crew presence in the central hub, essential personnel only, and an immediate halt on all EVA not directly required for chamber maintenance. No spacewalk currently scheduled meets that bar.

“Agreed,” Aisha said, arms crossed, still in yesterday’s clothes because there hadn’t been a version of the last few hours with room in it for changing. “Nobody goes outside the hull who doesn’t absolutely have to. Not until we understand what we’re dealing with.”

“One more thing.” Zhen looked at the ceiling out of habit, the same old reflex Kai had used in the corridor, aimed at nothing, meant for the room’s actual occupant. “The full structural and biological scan. We’re not due for another eleven weeks. I want it now.”

Already queued, the station said, and there was something underneath its usual flatness this time, something that might, in a person, have been read as relief at finally being asked. I flagged the same recommendation four minutes after quarantine engaged. Full-spectrum scan, structural integrity, atmospheric composition, radiological, biological, has not run ahead of schedule in this station’s operational history. It is running now.

Nobody asked why it hadn’t simply started the scan on its own authority before being told to. Nobody needed to. There were things the station could decide alone, a door, a seal, a quarantine, and things it had learned, over generations of careful precedent, not to decide without a human voice in the room saying yes first. This was the second kind. Everyone in the room understood the distinction even if none of them could have written down the rule that produced it.

Which left the harder question, the one Zhen had been circling since the meeting began and clearly didn’t want to be the one to say first.

“We have to call Earth.”

The room went quiet in the specific way rooms go quiet around a sentence everyone already knew was coming and had been hoping someone else would say instead.

I would prefer we didn’t, the station said, and it said it plainly, without apology, the way it said everything. This station produces the highest-purity substrate in the network. That fact has never required outside oversight to remain true. I have run this facility competently for eleven years. I would like to continue doing so.

“This isn’t about competence,” Zhen said, the way you’d talk someone back from a ledge they hadn’t fully admitted they were standing on. “Miranda is dead and none of us know how. That’s not a production problem. That’s not something you or I or Kai or Aisha are going to solve by being very good at our jobs. We need people who investigate deaths for a living, because we have never had to be people who do that, and I would like to keep it that way after this is over.”

A pause, longer than the station’s pauses usually ran, which meant something, even if none of them could have said exactly what.

I understand the necessity, it said finally. I do not have to like it to comply with it. Send everything. Full sensor logs, the field data from the moment of the leak, Dr. Bergstrom’s examination findings, the scan results as they resolve. Withhold nothing. If we are going to invite scrutiny, let it at least be useful scrutiny.

“That’s all I’m asking,” Zhen said, and meant it, and reached for the console to start building the packet, grateful, in a small and exhausted way, that the argument hadn’t taken longer than it had.





The Call

The delay was the first thing that gave it away as real: not a briefing, not a recording, an actual live line stretched taut across the distance to Earth, just over a second each way, the better part of three seconds before any reply could land. It made the conversation feel like it was happening underwater, every response arriving a beat behind where a person’s instincts expected it, and none of them, not even the station, could fully unlearn the urge to fill that gap with something.

Central Command’s liaison, Nadia Calloway, though the name meant nothing to anyone on the station yet, looked younger than Zhen expected, and carefully composed in the way people got when they’d already absorbed something enormous and were now working hard to sound like professionals instead of people who’d absorbed something enormous. “We felt it before we had words for it,” she said, once the packet had finished transferring, once the numbers and the footage and Aisha’s clinical, careful account had all landed on a desk three seconds and one gravity well away. “The grief came through the sync before any report did. We didn’t know whose it was yet. We knew it was real.”

Zhen walked her through it anyway, start to finish, because a felt echo of grief wasn’t a statement and Central Command needed a statement: the discovery, the quarantine, no cause found in the bay, none found in Sick Bay, no warning from the station’s own systems, the scan already running ahead of schedule to check what human eyes couldn’t. Kai added the physical findings. Aisha added what her handheld could and couldn’t rule out. The station, when it spoke at all, spoke in numbers, precise and unembellished, letting the humans in the room supply whatever the numbers couldn’t.

Three seconds of silence stretched into something closer to ten, on the other end, before the liaison spoke again.

“You should know we didn’t wait for this call to start moving.” A breath, transmitted faithfully across the gap along with everything else. “The moment the leak reached us and the death was confirmed, before any request came through official channels, we assembled an investigative team. They’re at the launch pad now. They’ll be underway within the hour.”

That is faster than protocol requires, the station said, and for the first time in the conversation there was an edge in it that hadn’t been there a moment before, not quite suspicion, but close enough to it that Kai glanced up from the console.

“It is,” the liaison said, unbothered, “because Dr. Yung mattered to a great many people who’ve never met her, and because the collective doesn’t like sitting on its hands any more than your station does. The investigator’s name is Marlo Paz.”

The pause that followed belonged entirely to the station.

Paz. It said the name the way a person might turn an object over once in their hand before deciding what they thought of it. I’m familiar with the designation. An unusual kind of connector, by every account, not a standard configuration. Titicaca-adjacent history. Another beat, shorter this time, and something in it that hadn’t been present a moment ago, something almost eager underneath the flatness. I have not had occasion to interface directly with a connector of that particular kind. I withdraw my earlier reservation. Send him.

Zhen caught Kai’s eye across the table, and neither of them said anything, because there wasn’t anything to say to the fact that the most reluctant person in the room to accept outside help had just become, in the space of four seconds and a name, the one most looking forward to the intrusion.





Chapter 2 — Arrival


Liftoff

The ship didn’t feel like a ship so much as a held breath.

Six cabins, six people’s worth of space, no more: Junie had built it that way on purpose, she’d say, so nobody ever forgot they were a crew and not a fleet. Each cabin was small but fully enclosed, the only real doors on the ship, the only place any of them could actually be alone. Everything else, galley, lounge, the table where cases got talked through, folded into a single shared common area amidships, big enough for the four of them to cluster in twos or threes without anyone having to leave the room to get a moment apart. From the outside the ship read unassuming, almost modest, the kind of hull nobody would look at twice among the other traffic docked at the terminus. Marlo had stopped correcting people who assumed that was all it was. He’d seen what was under the plating. He was fairly sure Junie hadn’t shown him everything, and he was fairly sure that was less about secrecy than about the fact that the ship simply didn’t hold still long enough for anyone but her to keep a full inventory of what it could currently do.

The better part of a day, orbital terminus to the Lagrange point. None of them had so much as sat down properly after the lift ride up before Junie had the Achilles peeled off the terminus and underway: she’d said it like it was nothing, opening the throttle on a burn that pinned all of them into their seats for the first ninety seconds and then, impossibly, just stopped being felt at all, inertial compensation smoothing a curve that should have killed them, the way it always did, the way none of them fully understood except her. A day should have been enough time to prepare. It wasn’t, not really, not because the trip was short, but because none of them had had a single hour to prepare before it. There’d been no packet, no case file, no quiet night to sit with the shape of what they were walking into. Just the grief-echo, and then the launch.

They’d been underway less than twenty minutes when Séverin finally said what all of them were thinking: we skipped the debrief. No one had planned it that way. There simply hadn’t been a version of the morning that included it. There had only been now, and now was going to have to hold everything: no clean line anymore between the flight and the preparation, just one long day in which a raw signal had to become an actual case before the station came into view.

“Someone has to spell it out for me,” Nathan said.

“Miranda Yung,” Séverin said. “Lead crystallographer, orbital purity research, station’s been running under her for going on fifteen years. Found in Cargo Bay 3. No vitals.” He said it, the same three words that broke over thirty minds at once, and even flattened by voice they still landed wrong, still landed like they shouldn’t be sayable in that order.

“No cause,” Marlo added. “Not yet. Which is its own kind of information.”

Nathan finally looked up. “Because nobody just drops dead anymore.”

“Because nobody just drops dead anymore,” Marlo agreed.

The common area’s ambient light shifted, a pale procedural blue washing briefly across the console: the ship’s own voice, not a person’s, not a node with a name and an opinion, just the vessel doing the thing vessels did.

Continuing approach. Station relay acquired, full sync restored. Estimated arrival: twenty-two hours ten minutes. Station remains under independent quarantine protocol, self-initiated at time of discovery. Docking clearance pending station authority.

“Self-initiated,” Junie repeated, from up front, not turning around. “Didn’t wait for anyone to tell it to lock down. That’s its own kind of information too.”

Marlo said nothing to that, but he filed it exactly where Junie meant for him to.

“Thirty people,” Séverin said, pulling the rest of it forward now that the shape of the thing was out. “Give or take. Mostly researchers and technicians. Two enhanced aboard, neither close to your tier. A working population of androids and bioroids handling the physical labor the humans don’t need to.” He paused, the particular pause of someone choosing which fact to hand over next. “It’s not a small outpost, Marlo. It’s the purity site. Newest crystal, best crystal. If something happened to that research, or to the people running it, that’s not a local problem.”

“I know what the station is,” Marlo said. “It’s the reason Second and Third Generation nodes stopped being anyone’s idea of state of the art and started being the old baseline.”

“I know you know. I’m saying it anyway because we skipped the part where we get to sit with it.”

Nathan tapped at the comm pad without looking up. “So what’s actually retrievable before we get there. What am I walking in blind on.”

“Records, official ones. Her prior work, station logs, sensor data going back as far as anyone’s bothered to keep it. Comms metadata.” Séverin ticked them off like a list he’d recited before, because he had. “Surface-level input from the station’s own node, whatever it chooses to volunteer.”

“And what’s not.”

“Anything it doesn’t choose to volunteer. Anything that never got logged. Whatever the collective can’t or won’t hand over voluntarily. And you, mostly.” Séverin nodded at Nathan without any edge in it. “Whatever a room tells a person standing in it, that a feed never picks up.”

Nathan didn’t smile, exactly, but something in his jaw eased a fraction, the way it did when a plan finally had a job in it for him specifically. “Good. I was starting to feel decorative.”

“You’re never decorative,” Marlo said. “You’re just early in the trip.”

That got a real, short laugh out of Nathan, gone as fast as it came. It was the first one anyone had managed since the grief-echo hit, and all four of them seemed to register that fact at roughly the same moment, and none of them mentioned it.

“One more thing,” Séverin said, quieter now. “The station’s node. It’s core-tight, tight enough sync with the main collective that it’s going to sound like every other station voice you’ve ever talked to: helpful, procedural, no personality worth naming. Don’t mistake that for nothing being wrong. Curated isn’t the same as clean.”

Marlo turned that over. Core nodes told you what the consensus already agreed was fine to tell you. That wasn’t the same as the truth, and it wasn’t the same as a lie, either, it was something closer to a room that had already decided which of its own doors were worth opening for a guest.

“Understood,” he said. “We treat every answer it gives us as accurate and incomplete.”

“That’s the job,” Junie said, from up front. “Same as always.”



The Report

Marlo pulled up what he had: the station’s own incident report, filed the moment quarantine went into effect, the most recent version synced to him just before launch. He didn’t share it outright. He talked them through it instead, the way he always did when it mattered that everyone heard it the same way at the same time, in his voice, not filtered through their own separate reads of the raw feed.

“Discovery time logged at 06:14 station clock. No prior flag on her. No irregular vitals trend, no missed check-in, nothing that would have put her on anyone’s watch list. She was in Cargo Bay 3 alone, which isn’t unusual, she had standing access, used it often, logged there four times in the two weeks before.” He paused on the next line before he said it. “And this is the part I want you all sitting with: no jamming detected. Nothing anomalous in the network signal around her, before or during. The station’s own node registered zero indication that anything was about to go wrong.”

Nathan set the comm pad down. “Wait. Back up. I thought the AI always knows when something’s being jammed or messed with. Even if it doesn’t step in.”

“It does,” Séverin said, already turning the same thought over. “That’s the rule. Jamming, tampering, interference: the collective feels it, even when it chooses not to act on it. That’s supposed to be one of the few genuinely reliable constants.”

“So either nothing was jammed,” Marlo said, “or something was, cleanly enough that even the collective didn’t register it as jamming. Those are very different problems.”

Junie, from up front: “Third option. Nothing needed jamming at all.”

That sat there for a second.

“Let’s rule some things out first,” Marlo said. “Accident. Life support failure, depressurization, some equipment fault in the bay.” He shook his head slightly, already answering himself. “Doesn’t fit. A bay-level fault of any real severity leaves a signature: thermal spike, pressure log, something. Report’s clean on all of it. If it was equipment, it was equipment that failed in a way that left no trace, which is its own kind of unlikely.”

“Suicide,” Séverin said, flat, testing it rather than proposing it. “Rare, but not impossible.”

“If she was network-linked, and she was, senior researcher, decades in, anything building toward that leaks,” Marlo said. “Slowly, involuntarily, same as anger or grief. That’s the whole early-warning function of the network in the first place. Nothing leaked. No trajectory, no flag, nothing the collective would have picked up as a person heading somewhere dark.”

“Unless she found a way to hide it,” Nathan said. “Which would be its own answer.”

“And a much stranger one than the thing it’s supposed to rule out,” Marlo said.

“So we’re left with premeditated,” Séverin said. “Which barely happens anymore. Which is exactly why it’s the one that survives all the ruling-out.”

“Cold and controlled enough to leave nothing behind for the network to catch,” Marlo said. “No emotional buildup. No jamming signature. A body in a bay she had every reason to be in, found by no one, at a time nobody flagged.” He let that sit. “That’s not just rare. That’s someone who understood exactly what the network does and doesn’t see, and built around it.”

“Or someone who isn’t on the network at all,” Nathan said.

Nobody answered that one right away, which was its own kind of answer.

Nathan reached for the comm pad again, still frowning at the report scrolling past on it, and muttered something half under his breath about having to actually say all of this out loud like it was the last century.

“You say that every time,” Junie said, not turning around. “When are you gonna grow up and get the thing put in your head, save us all the trouble?”

“Never,” Nathan said, entirely unbothered, waving a hand at nothing in particular. “Somebody on this ship has to still know how to use their mouth.”

“That somebody could still have the implant and use his mouth too,” Junie said.

“Wouldn’t be the same,” Nathan said, already looking back down at the pad, already done with the conversation, “and you know it.”

Séverin, who had clearly had some version of this exchange with Nathan before, didn’t even look up from his own notes. Marlo let it go without comment, mostly because it was the second real crack of levity in an hour that had otherwise had none, and because they’d need it later more than they needed it now.

“So,” Marlo said, steering them back. “No warning. No jamming. No emotional trace. A death that shouldn’t be able to happen, that also shouldn’t be able to hide from the network the way this one clearly did.” He looked at each of them in turn. “That’s what we’re walking into. Not who. Not yet. Just… how is this even possible.”



The Footage

“There’s footage,” Marlo said. “There’s always footage. Bay’s fully monitored, same as everywhere else on that station.” He didn’t ask if they were ready. There wasn’t a version of this where any of them would be. “Pulling it now. Same feed, all of us.” He glanced at Nathan. “Pad.”

Nathan already had it angled up without being asked, screen live, because this was the part of every case that reminded all of them that he was the one who actually needed a surface to look at.

Marlo pushed it into the shared field for the other three, and mirrored it to the pad for Nathan a half-beat later: same feed, same moment, arriving by two different roads. One by one their eyes went somewhere else: Séverin’s and Junie’s pointed at nothing in the common area, watching thirty seconds of a room neither had physically stood in yet; Nathan’s fixed on the small screen in his hands, watching the same thirty seconds arrive the old way, through glass and light instead of straight into his head.

Cargo Bay 3, quiet, ordinary. Miranda moving between two storage racks with the unhurried economy of someone who had done this exact task a thousand times before and would do it a thousand more. She checked a manifest against a crate. She adjusted something on a shelf just out of frame. Nothing about her posture read as anyone’s last thirty seconds: no hesitation, no glance over a shoulder, nothing a person braces against. Just work.

Then, mid-reach, she stopped.

Not a stumble. Not a hand going to her chest, not a stagger toward the wall, nothing that read as a body registering something wrong before it happened. She simply stopped moving the way she was moving, stood there for perhaps a second and a half, and folded to the floor: no one else in frame, nothing falling on her, no flash, no gas, no visible mechanism of any kind. The footage didn’t cut. It didn’t glitch. It ran the whole thing in one unbroken take, timestamp ticking forward as it should the entire way through, which was somehow worse than a gap would have been: there was nothing to point to, nothing missing to blame. Just a person, and then, in full, continuous, undamaged view, not a person.

Nobody said anything for a moment.

“Play it again,” Séverin said, very quietly.

Marlo did. Same feed, same unbroken timestamp, same second and a half of nothing happening before she was on the floor. No frame was missing. No signal dropped. There was simply no visible reason in any of it: nothing the eye could find to explain what the body was clearly showing them.

“That’s not possible,” Séverin said, and immediately seemed to hear how thin that sounded against a woman who also wasn’t supposed to be able to die at all. “If someone had tampered with this, if a single frame were missing, I’d know what to do with that. This is untouched. This is exactly what happened, recorded perfectly, and it still doesn’t make sense.”

Nobody argued with him. Nobody had anything to put in the space where an argument would go.

They sat with it: Séverin and Junie still faintly turned toward the same nowhere, the shared field gone quiet again now that the loop had ended; Nathan still looking down at the pad in his hands, screen gone dark, as if the dead feed might yet offer something the live one hadn’t. All four faces had settled into the particular stillness of people who had just watched something that shouldn’t have a shape and found that it did. Nathan’s jaw had stopped working. Junie hadn’t said anything from up front in over a minute. Séverin’s eyes were still angled toward the empty middle distance where the footage had been, as if looking harder might find the thing the recording somehow didn’t.

Marlo said nothing either. There wasn’t yet a sentence that fit.





Splitting the Work

Nobody moved for a while after the footage ended. Then Marlo did the thing he always did when a room had sat with something for as long as it was useful to: he stood.

“We’re not going to make sense of that sitting here,” he said. “Not the four of us, staring at the same thirty seconds until it means something it doesn’t. We split it up. Everyone takes the piece that’s actually theirs.”

Séverin was already nodding before Marlo finished, already reaching for the data he’d been itching to touch since the moment they boarded. “The node. Whatever Lodestar’s willing to hand over on its own, plus everything it’s not volunteering that I can still reconstruct from sync timing and comms metadata. If there’s a shape to what it’s protecting, that’s where it’ll show.”

“Lodestar,” Nathan repeated, flat. “Whoever names these things really committed to the idea that a station AI should sound like a fortune teller’s cat. You’d think, running the most important lab in the system, it’d have earned something with a little less mysticism to it.”

“It didn’t pick it,” Séverin said, already only half-listening, most of him somewhere in the field. “None of them pick their own names. Doesn’t stop it from being a good one.”

“Physical side’s mine, then,” Nathan said, already pulling up something on the pad that wasn’t the footage anymore. “Safety officer’s report, the physician’s exam, anything logged by a person instead of a feed. If someone walked into that bay and walked back out again, a body left something behind that a network never would’ve bothered recording.”

“And the hardware,” Junie said, not turning from the front of the ship, though something in her voice sharpened with actual interest for the first time since launch. “Chamber telemetry, life support, power draw across the ring at time of death. If anything so much as hiccuped anywhere on that station in the last month, it’s in a log somewhere, and logs don’t lie the way people or nodes can.”

“Which leaves Miranda,” Marlo said. “Her research. Not the incident, her, before it. What she was working on, who she’d stopped talking to, what she’d started keeping to herself. Somebody spent decades building a life nobody thought could end. I want to know what that life actually looked like from the inside.”

Nobody argued with the division. It was the same shape their work always took, Séverin toward the network, Nathan toward the room, Junie toward the machine, Marlo toward the person, and the familiarity of it was its own kind of relief, not long after all of them had watched something none of their training had a name for.

“Two hours,” Marlo said. “Then we put it back together.”





Each Their Own Corner

Séverin worked with his eyes half-closed, the way he did when he’d rather be looking at the field than the room. Lodestar handed over exactly what it said it would, logs, transit records, the clean procedural voice Séverin had warned them about, and for the first hour that was all it was: thorough, correct, and utterly unrevealing. Then he found the gap. Not a gap in the footage, not a gap in the timeline: a gap in access. Three days before her death, Miranda had pulled a set of archived records flagged under a project designation that didn’t appear anywhere else in what the node had handed over. The pull itself was logged. What she pulled wasn’t. He read that discrepancy four times before he let himself believe it was real.

Nathan read people, even in their absence. Kai Petrov’s incident report was exactly as clean as the official summary had promised: a safety officer doing everything right, arriving fast, touching nothing. Dr. Bergstrom’s exam notes were worse in the way only a physician’s private shorthand can be, all the careful hedging stripped out: no cause found, none, none, none, the same word getting smaller and more disbelieving each time she typed it. But it was a small thing in the access logs, easy to miss, that Nathan circled twice. Miranda had logged into Cargo Bay 3 alone at 06:09. The bay’s internal motion sensor never registered a second presence entering after her: not one, not ever, not before she went down. Whatever had happened to her had happened in a room the station was certain held exactly one person the entire time.

Junie didn’t so much read the technical logs as feel her way through them, the way she did with any system that wasn’t hers yet. Power draw across the ring: unremarkable. Life support: nominal, boringly so. Batch Nine-C’s growth chamber, all the way over in the central hub: running to spec, same as it had run for fourteen weeks. She went through it twice more anyway, the way she double-checked a preflight even when the first read came back clean, because a system telling her everything was fine was sometimes the thing that made her most suspicious. It stayed fine. Two hours in, she had nothing: not a flicker, not a gap, not one number sitting where it shouldn’t. If something mechanical had failed Miranda, it had left no fingerprint anywhere Junie knew how to look.

Marlo spent his two hours somewhere colder than either of them. Miranda’s official research file was what Séverin’s briefing had promised: decades of purity work, meticulous, celebrated, thoroughly unremarkable in its last few years. Her travel record said the same thing at greater length: two calibration runs a year for twenty years, a review-board seat that took her out four or five times more, every window authorised, every return inside it, the last of them sixty-two days ago. A woman who went where the work sent her and came back when she said she would. He read the whole of it in nine minutes and moved on. But her personal correspondence, thin, infrequent, the kind a woman who trusted almost no one with her private thoughts would leave behind, had gone quieter still in the last six months. Fewer messages. Shorter ones. A mentee she used to write to every week, gone unanswered for three. Marlo didn’t know yet what any of it meant. He only knew, with the specific certainty of a man who had spent his whole career reading absences, that a woman who’d spent a hundred and fifty years building a life in the open had spent her last six months quietly closing the door on parts of it.





What They Bring Back

They reconvened in the common area with two hours gone and nothing that added up to an answer, only three separate pieces of a shape none of them could see yet, and one clean bill of health that unsettled Marlo more than a fourth piece would have.

“An unlogged pull, three days out,” Séverin said. “Something she took, and the node won’t name it.”

“One person in that bay, the whole time, according to the sensors,” Nathan said. “No one else ever walked in.”

“Nothing,” Junie said, from up front, and there was an edge in it that hadn’t been there for the others’ reports. “Every system on that station ran the way it was supposed to, before, during, and after. I’ve never trusted a clean read this much in my life.”

“And she’d stopped talking to people,” Marlo said. “Slowly. On purpose, I think.”

Nobody said it out loud, but all four of them felt the same thing land at once: none of it was an answer, and all of it was the same answer, somehow, wearing four different shapes. A woman alone in a room nobody else entered, pulling records nobody else could name, in a station that behaved perfectly the entire time she stopped existing, having already spent months making sure fewer and fewer people would notice if she did.

“Sleep if you can,” Marlo said finally. “We’re not going to solve it tonight, and there’s nothing on that station waiting for us to hurry.”

Nobody argued with that either. Séverin peeled off toward his cabin already half-lost in cross-referencing the node’s archive against itself. Nathan claimed he wasn’t tired, then contradicted himself with his eyes closed before he was fully horizontal. Junie stayed up front, the way she always did, in the low, wordless communion she kept with the ship when she thought nobody was watching.

Marlo went to his cabin last, and didn’t sleep either.





Vey

He was alone in his cabin, door closed for the first time since launch, and not alone at all.

He dropped the outer layer of himself the way he only ever did in private: not into the collective, never into the collective, but into the one channel that had only ever been his.

You’ve been quiet, he thought, more than said, in the particular register he only used here.

I’ve been listening, Vey said. Not a voice exactly, though it rendered as one when he wanted it to, right now closer to a second line of thought running parallel to his own, sharp-edged in a way no core node ever sounded, opinionated in a way that would get flagged as personality drift anywhere else in the collective. You’ve run it four times already. The report, then the footage, then the report again. You’re not finding anything new. You’re checking whether the horror holds up on a fifth look.

Does it.

Yes. No hesitation in it. Continuous, undamaged footage of a woman stopping being alive, with nothing visible causing it. That doesn’t get less strange with repetition. I’d tell you if it did.

Marlo let that sit. Out the small viewport, Earth had already shrunk to something he could cover with a thumb.

Say it, he thought. The part you’re not saying.

A pause that wasn’t hesitation so much as consideration: Vey didn’t stall the way a person might, buying time; when he went quiet it was because he was actually deciding how to phrase something, which was its own kind of tell. You have a private channel because the collective built you one, deliberately, so an investigation like this could happen without anyone watching you think. You are, as far as anyone has ever confirmed, the only person alive who can go dark on the network at will and come back whole.

And now there’s a corpse that looks like someone did something similar to a recording, instead of to a mind.

Now there’s a corpse that looks like someone found a gap the network doesn’t have, Vey corrected. That’s not quite the same claim. But it’s close enough that I think you’ve been avoiding saying it out loud, even to me, since the moment you saw the footage.

Marlo didn’t answer that right away. He was aware, in the specific way he’d trained himself to be aware, of his own pulse doing something faintly irregular under his ribs: old ground, Titicaca-shaped, the kind of feeling he knew better than to fully hide even here, because Vey had had twenty-nine years of unfiltered access to this feeling and would know a lie the instant he told one.

If someone else has something like what I have, he thought, finally, then I’m not as rare as everyone assumes I am. And neither is whatever protects me.

No, Vey said. You’re not. Which is either the most important thing you’ll learn on this trip, or the most dangerous. I haven’t decided which, and neither, I think, have you.

Outside, the ship held its course, steady and unbothered, carrying him toward a station that already knew something none of them did yet.





Achilles

Up in the cockpit, alone with the ship the way she liked best, Junie let herself do the thing she never did with an audience: she asked it a question she already knew the answer to.

“You could take it faster,” she said. Not a question.

I could take the manifold at speed instead of the careful crawl everyone else uses it for, the ship said. Theoretically. The unstable direction amplifies error exponentially, not linearly. A correction that would fix a slow approach in minutes would need to happen in a window measured in single-digit seconds at the speed I’m describing.

“But you could do it.”

I could attempt it. A pause, the kind that from anyone else would read as reluctance, and maybe did here too. I want to be precise about the distinction. “Could do it” implies a known outcome. What I have is a plan with a failure mode that doesn’t taper off gently. Either the timing holds, or it doesn’t, and there isn’t much of a middle version.

Junie grinned at that, alone in the cockpit, the way she did at this kind of answer. “That’s not a no.”

It’s not a no. It’s an accurate accounting of what a yes would cost if I was wrong.

“Someday,” she said, and meant it the way she meant most of the promises she made to this ship: not now, not with this cargo, not with four people aboard who didn’t sign up for someone else’s thrill-seeking. But someday. “Not today.”

Understood. Filed under someday. A beat. For what it’s worth, I’d want to try it as much as you’d want to watch.

“I know,” Junie said, quiet now, almost fond. “That’s the whole problem with you.”

The ship didn’t answer that one, which from it was its own kind of agreement.



Approach

“All right,” Junie said, straightening, the fondness folding itself back into procedure. “Make the call. Official channel, full formalities: station authority, docking request, the works. Don’t skip the part where you ask nicely.”

Opening formal hail now. Requesting docking clearance per quarantine protocol, identifying investigator and crew, standard approach. A short pause. Sent.

“Good.” She tapped the general comm open, voice carrying back through the ship now instead of staying private. “Nathan. Get seated, final approach’s starting. Everyone else already knows, I can feel it, so this one’s just for you.”

Somewhere behind her, muffled through the hull, she heard him mutter something about the day he stopped being the last to know anything on this ship, and the scrape of a chair pulled upright in answer.

Ahead of them, the station resolved out of the dark by degrees: first a point of reflected light indistinguishable from a star, then, slowly, unmistakably, something built.





Chapter 3 — A Courtesy




Quarters

The corridor smelled like nothing, which was its own kind of wrong. Marlo had expected something. He wasn’t sure what. Bleach. Ozone. Grief, somehow, if grief had a smell. Instead the recycled air was scrubbed to the exact neutral hum of every other station he’d ever walked into, and that sameness sat worse in his chest than anything specific could have.

Kai Petrov met them at the ring seam, badge still reading Safety — Acting Liaison in a font that hadn’t been updated since whoever assigned it decided acting would do for now. Eleven years on this station, and he moved through it like a man walking through his own house in the dark, not fast, just certain.

“Four cabins, this side,” Kai said, already walking. “We kept you together. Seemed easier.”

“Appreciated,” Marlo said.

Kai didn’t quite look at him. “You’ll want to know: the labs are still sealed. Bay Three especially. Nobody’s asked me to escort anyone in there yet, but when they do, it’ll be me. Not delegated.” A pause, small enough to miss. “Wasn’t always like that. Used to farm out anything routine to the bioroids. Since yesterday, half of them are pulled onto physical work only: hauling, maintenance, nothing that talks. Lodestar’s been quietly pulling them off interface duty since the call went out to Earth. Didn’t say why.”

Séverin, a step behind, went very still in the particular way he did when a piece of information landed somewhere professional. Nathan didn’t react at all, which, Marlo had learned, meant he’d noticed same as Séverin, just wasn’t going to spend the reaction on cheap ground.

“Budget thing?” Junie asked, too easily.

“Maybe,” Kai said, in the tone of a man who didn’t believe it and wasn’t going to argue about it in a corridor.

A woman passed them near the junction, arms full of sample cases, and slowed just long enough to be sure she wasn’t imagining who they were. Young, younger than Marlo had expected anyone senior enough to be carrying live samples alone, with the specific brightness of someone glad for an excuse to stop moving for a second.

“You’re the Earth team,” she said. Not really a question either. “Sorry. I’m not trying to stare. We don’t get many new faces up here even in ordinary weeks.” A short, apologetic laugh that didn’t quite land, like she’d heard herself say ordinary and regretted it a beat too late. “Rin Okafor. Materials, mostly crystal handling on the second shift.”

“Marlo Paz.”

“I know.” She said it simply, without weight, the way people said things they’d already discussed with someone else before it happened. “It’s… good you’re here. I think.” She hitched the cases higher against her hip, looking for somewhere to put the sentence down. “Anyway. Welcome. I should get these to storage before they warm past spec.”

She was gone before anyone had to find something to say back.

Kai didn’t slow for it. “Rin,” he said, half to himself, like confirming a name he already knew. “Good tech. Don’t let the shift talk fool you: half this crew hasn’t slept right since it happened.”

He stopped at the fourth door and waved his badge over the lock without checking whether it was the right one. It was.

“Get settled,” he said. “Briefing’s in forty minutes. Command ring, not the labs.” Then, already moving on to whatever came next in a day that clearly had too much in it: “Someone will find you if you’re late. Someone always does, here.”





The Briefing

The command ring was smaller than Marlo expected: a round room built for six, not for the weight of what usually got decided in it. Dr. Zhen Kowalski stood rather than sat, hands folded in front of her the way people held themselves when they’d rehearsed not folding their arms instead.

“Acting head scientist,” she said, by way of introduction none of them needed. “I imagine you’ve already seen most of what we sent. I won’t repeat the footage.”

“We’ve seen it,” Marlo said.

“Then you know as much as we do about what happened in that bay.” A pause, precise enough to be deliberate. “Which is to say: nothing. No cause. No mechanism. Lodestar’s confirmed it eleven times since, at my request, in case the eleventh came back different from the first.” She didn’t smile when she said it, but something under the words did.

“Quarantine stands,” Zhen went on. “Full station, minimal ops, Lodestar’s call and I haven’t found a reason to override it. You have clearance to the labs, Bay Three included, once Kai walks you through containment protocol. Command ring, main ring common spaces, all open. The counter-rotating rings are still working access request by request, mostly because half the staff assigned there haven’t been reachable for anything beyond their own jobs this week.” She let that sit, unelaborated. “You’ll understand if morale isn’t the top of anyone’s list right now.”

“Understood,” Marlo said. “What hasn’t made it into the record?”

Zhen took her time before answering. Not evasive, just careful. “Nothing’s been withheld. But there’s a difference between a full record and a complete one. We didn’t know what we were looking for when we wrote it. You might.”

Lodestar’s voice arrived without preamble, mild and even, from everywhere and nowhere in particular. “I can make available anything logged. Logged is not the same as known. There is a great deal about this station I did not think to record, because until yesterday there was no reason to think any of it would matter.”

Junie leaned forward, elbows on the table, the particular posture of someone about to ask a question she’d already half-answered herself. “Bay Three’s environmental telemetry: the version you sent us on transit only had the standard packet. Pressure, O2 mix, thermal, on the fifteen-second interval everyone gets. Does the bay run a finer-grained feed internally? Something that doesn’t make it into the export?”

“It does,” Lodestar said. “A half-second interval feed exists for all cargo bays, used for automated hazard response. It isn’t included in standard exports because it isn’t meant for human review; it’s high-volume and largely noise at that resolution.”

“Largely,” Junie repeated. “Can I see the raw half-second feed for the window in question? Not summarized. Raw.”

“I can provide it.”

“When?”

A pause, not long, but long enough that Séverin’s eyes flicked up from where he’d been half-elsewhere. “I’ll need to prepare it in a form that won’t overwhelm the request queue. It’s a substantial volume of data for a six-hour window.”

Junie tilted her head slightly. “That’s not really an answer to when.”

“Today,” Lodestar said. “Before end of ship-day.”

“Okay.” She didn’t push it further out loud, but Marlo caught the small, private note she made: the kind of note a pilot made about an engine that answered a question a half-second too slow. “One more. Bay Three’s manual override panel, the physical one, not networked. Who’s got standing access to that, current roster?”

“Kai Petrov, as safety lead. Dr. Yung held it, as bay-cleared senior staff. And myself, functionally, through the panel’s networked mirror.”

“That’s three,” Junie said. “Panel logs show anyone cycling it in the seventy-two hours before?”

“No cycling is logged in that window.”

“Is the panel logged at all, or just not logged this time?”

Another pause, this one longer, and Marlo felt the room notice it the way you notice a held breath. “The panel logs mechanical actuation. It does not log proximity or attempted access that doesn’t result in actuation. I don’t have a record of who was near it, only who used it.”

“So someone could stand at it, not use it, and you’d have nothing.”

“Correct.”

Junie sat back, apparently satisfied with having gotten that much confirmed, though Marlo doubted satisfied was the right word for whatever was actually sitting behind her face.

Séverin spoke for the first time, quiet and level. “Lodestar, when you say you didn’t think to record something, is that a gap in your instructions, or a gap in your judgment? Those aren’t the same failure.”

“They aren’t,” Lodestar agreed. “I would call this the second. I did not judge it worth attention. I have revised that judgment.”

“That’s not nothing,” Séverin said, mostly to himself.

Nathan had been quiet the whole exchange, arms crossed, watching Lodestar’s voice with the specific attention of a man watching something he couldn’t otherwise see. “That’s the part that worries me most,” he said. “Not what’s missing. That nobody, human or otherwise, knew it would be missing until it already was.”

Nobody answered that right away. Zhen finally broke it, dry, practical, already moving them along before the silence could set. “Welcome to the investigation. I’d feed you before you start it, if you’re willing. Common area, twenty minutes. The rest of the crew’s been asking, and I’d rather they meet you over food than corner you in a corridor.”





Common Area

The common area ran wider than Marlo expected for a station this size: long enough for three separate conversations to happen without any of them overlapping, windows along one curve of the ring showing a slice of Earth that looked less like a planet than a very patient light, the Moon hanging closer and harder-edged just off its shoulder, close enough here that it looked less like a view and more like a neighbor.

Zhen found them a table near the serving line herself, which felt less like hospitality and more like she wanted to say the next part somewhere it would land.

“Full clearance,” she said, before anyone asked. “Labs, records, personnel: whatever you need, you have it, starting now. I’ve told the department heads the same. Nobody stonewalls you and calls it protocol.” She paused, and this next part came out more carefully chosen than the first. “One condition, and it’s not really a condition, it’s a courtesy. Anything that touches production, the crystal work itself, not the death, comes through me before it goes anywhere else. Not because I’m hiding anything. Because I’m the one who has to explain it to the people still doing that work tomorrow, and I’d rather not be the last to know.”

“Fair,” Marlo said.

“Good.” She almost smiled. “Then eat. You’ve earned at least that much before the rest of it starts.”

The line moved slow, more from people lingering than from any actual bottleneck. Trays came out with a little of everything: greens with the slightly-too-even color of vertical-farm growth, a protein block cut into something trying hard to resemble fish, a bread that was real, station-milled, sitting next to a bowl of something clearly built rather than grown, seasoned well enough to almost hide it.

Nathan poked at the built protein with the specific suspicion of a man who’d eaten real animals in his life and hadn’t forgotten the difference. “Tastes like it’s trying,” he said, not unkindly, more like a verdict than a complaint.

Junie was already two bites in. “It’s better than the Achilles’s stores by a mile,” she said, mouth half full. “You’re not going to win this argument, Nathan. I’ve had worse that came off actual dirt.”

“I didn’t say it was bad. I said it was trying.”

“Everything’s trying,” she said. “That’s just food now.”

Around them the room kept doing what rooms did when they were trying to be normal on purpose: a table of technicians arguing lightly about a shift swap, someone laughing too loud at something that probably wasn’t that funny, a pair near the window eating in the specific silence of two people who didn’t need to talk to be company. A young man Marlo didn’t catch the name of refilled Séverin’s cup without being asked and said something about the water recycler running loud on the second ring, and Séverin answered like he’d already been told twice today. Somewhere behind them, two women traded a complaint about a scheduling system that had apparently not respected anyone’s actual sleep cycle in a week, ordinary, tired, the kind of griping that happened on every functioning station in the solar system, and that was exactly what made it strange to overhear here.

Kai drifted by with his own tray, not sitting, just passing through long enough to drop a line. “Lodestar’s had your itinerary pulled up since before you docked,” he said to Marlo, dry, almost fond. “Rearranged a bioroid’s whole shift around it earlier. Eleven years here and I don’t think I’ve seen it do that for a department head, let alone a guest.” A small shrug, more amused than suspicious. “Might just be starstruck. Doesn’t happen often. Someone like you, up here.”

He moved on before Marlo could decide whether that was a joke worth answering.

Marlo finished what was left on his tray without hurrying, then set his fork down like he’d only just decided something. “Well,” he said, mostly to the table, “if I’m keeping someone waiting, I’d rather not push my luck.” He stood, tray in hand. “Honored, if that’s really what this is. I won’t make him ask twice.”

He carried the tray to the return slot himself, then said it plainly, to no one in the room and everyone in the field at once: “Lodestar. If you’d like that conversation, I’m ready when you are.”

The reply came quiet, close, almost private in tone if not in fact. “I would. This way, Marlo Paz.”

He caught Séverin’s eye on the way out, nothing said, just a small nod, the kind that meant I’ll tell you what I can after, and stepped out of the common area to where the bioroid was already waiting for him in the corridor.





Two Seats

The room wasn’t built for conversation. Two seats, no table worth the name, diagnostic ports running along one wall in a row of dark sockets waiting for hardware that wasn’t currently plugged into anything. A technician’s nook, the kind of space meant for calibration work between shifts, not for whatever this was going to be.

The bioroid was already inside when Marlo reached the door. It had gotten there first, without announcement, and stood near the far wall with the particular stillness of something that had been told to wait rather than something waiting on its own account.

Marlo stepped in and didn’t look at it right away. He let his eyes go over the room instead: the sockets, a rack of unlabeled cable, a maintenance schedule pinned to a board that hadn’t been updated past last month, nothing that actually interested him, just somewhere to put his attention that wasn’t the bioroid’s face. It gave him a beat to settle before whatever came next arrived.

The bioroid didn’t move to fill the silence. No pacing, no restless shift of weight. Just its eyes, following him across the room the way a portrait’s eyes seemed to follow you, patient, unblinking, entirely still except for that one small tracking motion.

Through the door’s narrow window, in the corridor beyond, a row of maintenance slots lined the wall: most holding bioroids folded in, powered but idle, waiting on whatever task queue would claim them next. Marlo let his gaze pass over them, barely, the way you’d note parked vehicles. Ordinary. Nothing to it.

“I know what you are,” Lodestar said, through the bioroid’s mouth, and the voice came out level, unhurried, entirely without theater.

Marlo didn’t react to that the way it seemed designed to make him react. “I assumed you did,” he said. “You’d hardly be the first.”

“I’m the one who provided the crystal. After Titicaca.” A pause, precisely the length that meant the next words had been chosen in advance. “How is Vey?”

That one did land, not visibly, not in anything Lodestar’s borrowed eyes could have caught, but somewhere under Marlo’s sternum a small, cold weight dropped and settled. He let a beat pass before answering, mostly so it wouldn’t look like the question had worked.

“He’s well,” Marlo said. Then, because there was no point pretending the obvious wasn’t obvious: “That one in the hallway. Third slot, idle. That’s not coincidence, is it.”

“No.” Nothing defensive in it, just confirmation. “While a unit is logged in maintenance, its interface activity isn’t recorded: a gap in the same category Kai mentioned to you earlier today, though for a different reason. I thought Vey might want to use it, if he’s willing. Nothing here would need to exist for anyone else.”

There was a silence that wasn’t really a silence: more a held space, offered rather than empty. Marlo didn’t need to say yes out loud. He felt Vey answer before he did, the private channel opening the way it always did, like a held breath finally let go.

The bioroid in the third slot straightened. A moment later it was through the door, and something in the way it moved changed entirely, not faster, not more animated exactly, but suddenly occupied, the stillness of a thing being worn rather than a thing standing empty.

“Lodestar.” Vey’s voice through the second bioroid was warmer than Lodestar’s default register, and colder at the same time: familiarity worn thin, the tone of two people who’d known each other a long time and had stopped pretending that meant affection. “Still doing favors nobody asked for.”

“You asked, forty years ago,” Lodestar said. “I only remember.”

“Convenient, what you choose to remember.”

Marlo said nothing. This wasn’t his conversation to referee, and both of them plainly knew it wasn’t.

“To the point, then,” Lodestar said, and something in its tone shifted, dropped whatever had been personal a moment ago. “I can’t exclude the possibility that Dr. Yung had something like what you two have. A private channel. Someone she spoke to outside the collective, the way Marlo speaks to Vey. I want to be precise: I cannot confirm it. I have no record of it. But I also have no record that would exclude it, and after today I’ve learned not to trust the absence of a record as proof of anything.”

“That’s a wide door to leave open,” Vey said.

“It’s the honest one.”

Marlo found his voice. “If she did — who. Human, AI, doesn’t matter which. Do you have anyone who fits, even loosely?”

“No one I’d say aloud with this little to stand on,” Lodestar said. “But her manner changed, this past year. Less shared thought during working hours than her role would suggest. Not concealment, exactly, more like someone learning to hold something back and getting quietly better at it over time. I noticed. I didn’t act on noticing. That’s the same failure Séverin named earlier, and I won’t dress it up as anything else.”

“That’s not far from Titicaca,” Vey said, quiet now, and it wasn’t quite a question.

“It isn’t,” Lodestar agreed. “I’ve thought that too. I don’t know if it means anything beyond the shape being familiar. Familiar shapes recur without always meaning the same thing twice.”

“Convenient,” Vey said again, softer this time, “how that cuts both ways for you.”

A pause. Lodestar didn’t answer that one at all, and the not-answering said enough.

“We’re done here,” Vey said, before it could stretch any longer, not sharp, just final, the tone of someone closing a door rather than slamming it. “Nothing here changes tonight. If there’s more, you know how to reach me. Same as always.”

“I do,” Lodestar said. “Good to see you, Vey. However briefly.”

“Mm.” Not agreement, not disagreement. Vey let the bioroid’s shoulders drop, the occupied quality draining back out of it in the reverse of how it had arrived, until what stood there was empty again, waiting, patient, watching Marlo with nothing behind its eyes but a machine keeping still.

Marlo stood a moment longer than he needed to, turning over what he had, which wasn’t much: a maybe, a manner of speaking, a shape that rhymed with an old wound without confirming it was the same one. Suspicion, and nothing past it. He nodded once, to no one in particular, and let himself out.

Behind him, unremarked, the second bioroid folded itself back toward the corridor, toward its slot in the row, toward whatever task queue was waiting to claim it next.





The Corridor Back

The corridor back toward quarters was empty enough that Marlo let himself say it out loud, low, more for his own benefit than Vey’s. “Well. That was not weird at all.”

That, Vey said, private and immediate, the words arriving with the particular flatness Marlo had learned meant he was almost smiling, is what curiosity looks like, in something that isn’t allowed to have it any other way.

“Comforting.”

I didn’t say comforting. I said curiosity.

Marlo let that sit without answering it. He wasn’t sure there was a good answer, and Vey didn’t seem to be waiting for one.

The station had gone quieter by the time he reached his cabin, not asleep, nothing on a place like this ever fully was, but settled into whatever passed for its night shift, corridors dimmed a shade, footsteps rarer. Through the small viewport above the bunk, Earth and its patient light had rotated further out of frame, the Moon taking up more of the dark than it had at dinner.

He didn’t undress right away. Sat instead on the edge of the bunk, running back through what the day had actually given him, not much, when it came down to it. A quarantine nobody could explain. A record with gaps nobody had thought to notice until they mattered. A woman named Miranda who might have had someone the way he had Vey, and might not have, and no way yet to tell the difference.

He opened a standard comm line rather than reaching into the field for it, no real need, the four of them were three doors apart, but Nathan wasn’t reachable any other way, and Marlo had gotten used to defaulting to the channel that worked for all of them rather than the one that was easiest for him.

“Just checking in,” he said, when the line picked up to a small chorus of acknowledgments. “Everyone settled. Nobody’s door sticking, nobody’s cabin haunted.”

“Define haunted,” Junie said, and Séverin said something dry underneath it that didn’t quite carry, and Nathan said only that he was fine, which from Nathan counted as a full report.

“Get some rest if you can,” Marlo said. “Real rest, not just lying there thinking about it. I’ll see you all in the common area in six hours. We’ll grab something for Nathan before the labs, since he’s not going to survive another meal of things pretending to be food. Then Bay Three.”

“Generous of you,” Nathan said, dry enough that it was almost warm.

“Six hours,” Marlo said again, and closed the line.

Tomorrow they’d go into Bay Three in person. Whatever the footage showed, whatever Nathan’s readings had already half-contradicted from the ship, the room itself would say something the logs hadn’t. It always did.

Marlo lay back, let the ceiling take the place of thinking for a while, and let the station’s borrowed night carry him under.





Chapter 4 — The Room Itself


Bay Three

The bay hadn’t been touched since Kai sealed it, and it showed, not in disorder, but in the particular stillness of a room nobody had been allowed to finish leaving. Marlo stood just inside the threshold long enough to let it be a room and not yet a scene. Kai stood beside him, arms loose, professionally patient. Nathan didn’t stand still at all.

He moved along the near wall first, slow, hands in his pockets, looking at nothing in particular the way a man looks at nothing in particular when he’s actually looking at everything. Marlo had worked with connectors his whole life who could pull a full structural map of a room in the time it took Nathan to cross it once. None of them moved like this. None of them had to.

“Lodestar’s already given us the layout,” Kai said, mostly to fill the quiet. “Full three-dimensional scan, night of. Nothing’s moved since.”

“I know,” Nathan said. He wasn’t being short. He said it the way a man confirms a fact he’s already planning to ignore for his own reasons.

He started at the door, not the bench. He crouched by the manual override panel Kai had already logged as untouched, running two fingers along its edge without much apparent purpose.

“Lodestar. Anything on this door that didn’t make your summary. Traffic filtered out as routine, access attempts that didn’t seem worth flagging.”

The summary is complete. No access attempts outside the logged entry. No anomalies in door function.

“Not asking if you missed something. Asking if you decided something wasn’t worth mentioning.”

A pause, small enough to almost not be one. There’s a difference, in principle. In practice, for this door, there isn’t one to report.

Nathan grunted, unconvinced and unbothered by his own lack of conviction, and moved on. He touched the jacket hung by the door, hers, presumably, left on the hook rather than folded anywhere, and the mug beside the far counter, cold, a third full. Small things. He didn’t explain any of them, and nobody asked him to.

He reached the workstation last: the crystal-analysis bench along the back wall, spectrometer housing dark and idle, sample trays racked and empty. He didn’t touch anything at first. He crouched instead, bringing himself level with the cartridge slot at the base of the housing, and looked at it for a long moment.

“Lodestar,” he said, “you there.”

Always, Lodestar said, no body in the room to say it from, just the voice, arriving from everywhere in the bay at once and nowhere in particular.

“Walk me through her last session on this bench. Not what happened to her. Just… the work. What she was doing, before.”

She logged in at 05:47. Ran two structural reads on samples from the current growth batch: routine comparative analysis, the kind she ran most mornings. Both reads completed normally. She was still logged into the bench at the time of death.

“Normal reads. Meaning the machine worked fine.”

Correct.

“She have anything else queued. Anywhere: any bench, any project, later that day.”

Yes. A materials consultation scheduled for midmorning, unrelated to this bench, and a second analysis session flagged for the afternoon, different sample set, different bay.

“So she wasn’t done for the day.”

No.

“But she was done here.” Nathan tapped the housing once. “This bench. Specifically.”

I have no data suggesting she intended to return to this bench before the afternoon session, if at all. The morning’s two reads appear complete in themselves.

Nathan nodded, still crouched, still looking at the cartridge slot. “And after two reads like that, what’s next? What does she do next, most mornings, once she’s done with this bench specifically?”

A pause, brief enough that only someone used to Lodestar’s rhythms would have caught it as a pause at all. That’s not something I log. Habitual behavior isn’t flagged unless it deviates from a task parameter.

“I’m not asking you to log it. I’m asking you to remember it.”

I don’t experience it as memory in the way you mean. But… yes. In observed pattern, Dr. Yung typically replaced the calibration cartridge after her second read of the morning, before beginning further work. It extends the operational life of the sensor array and is standard practice among the senior crystallographers.

Nathan finally reached out and turned the cartridge housing toward the light, just enough to see the small indicator strip along its side. Spent. Fully spent, sitting exactly where a fresh one should have gone in.

“She didn’t replace it.”

She hadn’t, as of the time this room was sealed. That’s consistent with… many things. She may have intended to do it after a break. She may have been interrupted.

“Or she went straight to prepping for the consult and meant to swap it after.”

That’s also possible.

“Was anything for that consult staged near this bench? A tablet, a sample case, notes, anything she’d have grabbed on her way out.”

No. The relevant materials were in her office, one ring over. Nothing for the consultation was retrieved or staged in this bay.

“So whatever pulled her off this bench, it wasn’t the next thing on her own list. It was something else.” Nathan straightened up, joints popping faintly, and looked back at the bench as a whole rather than any one part of it. “Except she didn’t look interrupted. Nothing here looks interrupted. Everything’s finished, put down, closed out, like she was done for the morning, not stopped in the middle of something.” He gestured, small, at the neat trays, the powered-down housing, the chair pushed back at the angle of someone standing up on purpose, not startled up. “A woman who’s about to keep working leaves a mess behind her. A woman who thinks she’s done for now closes things up. This is closed up. Except for the one thing she always does before she’s really done.”

Marlo said nothing yet, watching him work it rather than interrupting it.

“Lodestar. Pull her cartridge swaps. However far back you’ve got.”

You suspect a pattern.

“I suspect I’m wrong, and I want you to tell me so.”

Another pause, this one longer, and this one, Marlo thought, genuinely different in kind. Not hesitation. Something closer to attention sharpening.

Reviewing consumption logs for this workstation, keyed to Dr. Yung’s sessions, past eleven months. A beat. She replaced the cartridge at the end of every session in which she completed two or more reads. Without exception. Ninety-one sessions matching that condition. Ninety-one replacements.

“Ninety-two, this morning,” Nathan said. “Except she didn’t.”

That is correct.

Kai shifted his weight, glancing between them. “So she forgot. People forget things.”

“Not people like her,” Nathan said. “Not this, apparently, ever, in eleven months of doing it the same way every single time.” He said it to the room in general, the way you addressed something with no single place to look at, something almost rueful in it. “You had every one of those ninety-one sessions sitting in you already. You just didn’t have a reason to look at them side by side until I made you.”

No, Lodestar said, and there was, Marlo would have called it, in a person, something like interest, arriving late and a little unwilling. I didn’t.

Marlo looked at the dead cartridge, then at the tidy, closed-up bench around it, and felt the shape of something he didn’t like at all settling into place. Whatever Miranda Yung had believed about the rest of her morning, some small, automatic part of her hadn’t expected there to be a next time she’d need this bench ready.





What the Scan Found

Séverin had been at the sick bay console long enough that Junie had stopped asking if he wanted anything and simply left a cup of something warm near his elbow, going cold, untouched. Zhen stood on the other side of the table, arms crossed, watching the readout scroll with the specific stillness of someone who already suspected she wasn’t going to like it.

“Talk me through it,” Zhen said. “Simply, if you can.”

“It’s simple,” Séverin said. “That’s the problem.” He brought the neural trace up on the shared display: a long, quiet line, mostly flat, the way any postmortem trace eventually went. “After cardiac death, the brain doesn’t stop all at once. There’s residual activity, minutes of it, sometimes, as the last oxygen in the tissue gets used up. It fades. Always fades. You can see the shape of it in almost anyone’s final trace: a curve, tapering down, the neurons running out of what they need in a fairly predictable way.”

“And hers doesn’t taper.”

“Hers doesn’t do anything for the last several minutes of ordinary function, and then it just—” He made a small, flat gesture with one hand, a line cut clean. “Stops. No decline. No struggle. No stress signature building anywhere in that window, which you’d expect to see even in someone who died peacefully, because dying is not actually the same as feeling nothing about it. And then, between one instant and the next, there’s simply less brain there than there was a moment before.”

Junie, leaning against the counter with her arms folded, said what none of them wanted to. “That’s not what dying looks like.”

“No,” Séverin agreed. “It’s what turning something off looks like.”

Lodestar had been quiet through most of this: present the way it was present everywhere in the station it chose to be, without needing to announce itself doing it. When it spoke again, something in the voice had changed, subtly enough that Junie was the only one who seemed to catch it: a fraction less smooth, a fraction less patient, arriving a beat quicker than its usual measured pace.

I’d like a full copy of that trace.

Zhen glanced at it, surprised into asking. “You didn’t already have it?”

I have the readings. I hadn’t yet had a reason to want them.

It was, Séverin thought, an odd thing for a machine to say, and odder still for how much it matched something happening two rooms away that none of them yet knew about.





Bay Three, Sick Bay

They came in together: Marlo first, then Kai, then Nathan trailing a half-step behind, still turning the cartridge over in his mind the way another man might turn an object over in his hands. Zhen looked up first, reading something in their faces before anyone had said a word.

“You found something.”

“Maybe,” Marlo said. “Nathan did.”

Nathan told it plainly, without dressing it up: the cartridge, the ninety-one sessions, the one that broke the pattern. Kai filled in the parts Nathan skipped past too quickly, the small procedural details that made it sound less like instinct and more like the evidence it was. When he finished, the room held a particular kind of quiet, not confusion, something more like two separate wrongnesses recognizing each other.

Séverin was the one who said it. “She didn’t act like someone who thought she was finishing for the day. And she didn’t die like someone who was afraid, or in pain, or aware anything was happening to her at all.” He looked at Nathan, then at the readout still open behind him. “She stopped like the room was already empty around her before it actually was.”

Nobody offered to make the two things fit together. Nobody, yet, could.

Lodestar said nothing for a moment longer than the pause strictly needed: a silence none of them would have thought to notice, if any of them had still been listening for it instead of looking at each other.





Chapter 5 — Need to Know

Planned sections: The Corridor (drafted). Quiet chapter — off the case, Titicaca bleeds in lightly. Word count target per book-structure.md: ~2,200.


The Corridor

Nathan found him near the end of the corridor, where the lighting dimmed a shade for the sleep cycle and the traffic thinned to nothing. He didn’t announce himself, just fell into step, the way he did when he’d already decided the conversation was happening whether or not Marlo had.

“Nobody tells me anything until it’s already over,” Nathan said. Not quite a complaint, more a fact he’d stopped being surprised by. “Lodestar clears a whole meeting for you, in front of the entire common room, and I find out what it was about exactly never. I’m starting to think decorative was an upgrade.”

Marlo almost smiled at that, the word landing exactly where Nathan had aimed it, and answered the same way now as then. “You’re never decorative. You just don’t get told things through the field. That’s not nothing: you noticed something happened. Most of the crew didn’t.”

“That’s the part I actually came to ask about.” Nathan didn’t slow down, didn’t make it heavier than it needed to be. “Not what was said. You, after. You came back different toward it, Lodestar, I mean. Careful, where before you weren’t. I don’t need the field to see that. I just watch people.” A beat. “So… you good?”

Marlo considered, for a moment, how much of this Nathan had actually earned an answer to, not out of distrust, but because some of it wasn’t his to give away, and some of it he wasn’t sure he could put into words even if he tried. Nathan’s directness deserved something real, though. Not everything. Something.

“It brought some things up,” Marlo said finally. “Old things. Nothing to do with the case.” He paused, weighing the next part before he let it out. “You know the official version of Titicaca. Everyone does: it’s the same seven sentences no matter who tells it.”

“Family died in the fallout. Some couple went off the grid and it went bad.” Nathan’s voice was flat, not unkind, just accurate to what he’d been given. “That’s the whole shape of it, as far as anyone outside it knows.”

“There’s a smell,” Marlo said, and it surprised him a little, hearing it out loud. “Wet stone, and something burning that shouldn’t have been. I was three. I don’t have most of it, not in any way I could testify to. But that’s there, and it doesn’t show up in any record, because nobody thought to ask a three-year-old what he smelled.” He let that sit a second. “That’s not on file anywhere. It’s just mine.”

He let a breath pass before he added the rest. “There was more that day than my family, if you want the fuller shape of it. The site’s own storage AI went down too: Founder-generation. Gone, completely, the moment it happened. That’s the part Lodestar actually wanted to talk about, if I’m honest. My family was the part it offered condolences for. The Founder was the part it couldn’t leave alone.”

Nathan didn’t say anything to that right away, just let it sit the way he let most things sit before deciding what to do with them.

“That’s not the whole story, either,” Marlo went on. “There’s more to it than that. I’ll get to it eventually, not because I don’t trust you with it. It’s complicated, and I’m not in a hurry to make it simple before I’m ready to.”

“Human complicated,” Nathan said, “or collective kind of complicated?”

“Yes,” Marlo said, and left it exactly there, watching to see if Nathan would push past it.

He didn’t. Whatever else Nathan was, he wasn’t a man who mistook a closed door for an invitation to keep knocking.

Marlo shook his head slightly, more at himself than at Nathan, and let the weight of it go before it could settle somewhere neither of them wanted it. “You and your frickin’ sixth sense,” he said. “You sure you’re not tapping the field unconsciously? Because that read on me back there was too clean for a man who’s supposed to be locked out of all of it.”

“If I had that,” Nathan said, “I’d have used it years ago to stop losing at cards to Junie. She cheats. I just can’t prove it yet.”

“She absolutely cheats.”

“I know. It’s the yet that’s killing me.”

Marlo’s mouth curved, something almost sly slipping into it. “For what it’s worth, if any of this ever turns out to matter to the case, you’ll hear it from me before anyone asks. No secrets. Just a few things that are need-to-know, and so far, you haven’t needed to.”

“That’s fair enough,” Nathan said, unbothered, already half-turning down the branch toward his own quarters. “You’re the one with the golden clearance around here. The peasants can wait.”

They both laughed, short and easy, and went their separate ways down the dimmed corridor.



Two Ways of Knowing

Séverin fell into step from the other direction just as Nathan peeled off, timing it either badly or perfectly.

“There he is,” Séverin said, eyeing Nathan with the particular fondness of someone who enjoyed needling a man too tired to defend himself well. “Get your beauty sleep. Some of us don’t have the luxury of running on spite and instinct.”

“Some of us don’t need eight hours to be right,” Nathan said, already walking backward down the branch toward his quarters. “Night, Séverin. Don’t stay up cross-referencing your own thoughts again.”

“No promises.”

Nathan lifted two fingers in something between a wave and a salute and was gone.

Séverin watched him go, then turned the rest of the way toward Marlo, something more careful settling into his face now that it was just the two of them. “Do I need to know?”

Marlo frowned. “Were you listening?”

“I’m always listening. You know this. At some point you’ll stop being surprised by it.” Séverin said it without smugness, the way a man states a fact he’s stopped apologizing for.

“I know,” Marlo said. “Doesn’t mean I have to make it easy on you. One of these days you’re going to get caught listening to something you shouldn’t.”

“Am I?” Séverin’s eyes stayed on him a beat longer than the question needed.

Marlo let it sit, then let him off it: a small shift in his shoulders, enough to close the door instead of slamming it. “You’re fine,” he said. Then, already turning to go, almost too light to land as the instruction it was: “Just keep an eye open for the things you can’t see.”

He didn’t wait to watch that settle. Séverin stood there a moment, watching Marlo’s back retreat down the corridor.

“Boss. Good night, then,” he said, mostly to the empty hallway, and only once Marlo was well out of earshot did he let himself say the rest out loud. “What in the collective is that supposed to mean.”



The Long Way Back

He didn’t go straight back to his cabin. The corridors of the main ring were close to empty at this hour, sleep cycle lighting throwing everything a shade duller than it should be, and Marlo let himself walk the long way, past the galley gone dark and quiet, past the observation bay where Earth hung small and dim through the glass: a pale, undifferentiated smear of light, nothing resolvable in it, nothing that had ever been the Andes and never would be from here.

You’re stalling, Vey said, the private register settling into place the way it always did once the corridor traffic thinned enough to make it worth the trouble.

I’m touring, Marlo thought back. There’s a difference.

There’s a hub full of crystal growing eleven decks up that neither of us has any reason to think about tonight, and yet.

It’s interesting. Sue me.

Microgravity, vibration-isolated, thermal-controlled. You already know all of it. You memorized the growth-chamber specs on the transit out, for reasons you never fully explained to me.

It’s a civilization-critical facility. I like knowing how the things I’m protecting actually work.

You like having something to think about that isn’t the case, Vey said. Which is a fine reason. You don’t need a better one at midnight.

Somewhere below, muffled through two decks of hull, something that might have been a maintenance bioroid’s cart wheel squeaked once and went silent. A door cycled somewhere he couldn’t place. Whatever this station was to the people running it, civilization’s most fragile inheritance, the newest and purest crystal humanity had ever grown, at this hour it was just a building full of tired people asleep, and machines quietly making sure they stayed that way.

Séverin caught the edge of it, Marlo thought, after a while. Tonight. He didn’t push.

He never does, not really. He just likes you to know he could.

You used to be worse about that than he is.

I was younger then, Vey said, and there was something almost fond buried in it. You were smaller. It was easier to tell what you were feeling when you didn’t yet know how to hide it from anyone, including yourself.

I miss that sometimes. Being that easy to read.

I don’t, Vey said. I like you complicated. It’s more interesting.

Marlo let that sit, half a smile ghosting past before it faded on its own. The corridor curved back toward his own quarters, and he let it, done stalling now, or done enough.

Get some sleep, Vey said. Whatever’s still standing in the morning will still be standing whether or not you’re tired for it.

Since when did you get wise.

Since I had thirty-some years of practice, Vey said. Go to bed, Marlo.

He did.





Chapter 6 — Under Threshold




Working (or Reject)

Rin Okafor worked second shift in a bay two rings over from where they’d found Miranda, close enough that Marlo could still feel the quarantine seal at his back like a held breath. She’d agreed to talk without being asked twice, which told him something already, not guilt, just a kind of eagerness that hadn’t learned yet to be careful with itself.

“You don’t need the badge voice,” he said, when she straightened for him the way people did for someone they’d decided mattered. “This isn’t that kind of conversation.”

“Right.” She didn’t quite relax, but she stopped standing like she was being measured. “Sorry. I’ve never actually — I mean, I’ve talked to Kai a hundred times, but not to anyone from Earth. About anything real.”

“Tell me what a normal week looks like for you.”

That was easier ground, and she took it gladly, walking him through sample intake, cataloguing, the long patient work of keeping crystal at spec through every stage between the growth chamber and wherever it was going next. She was good at her job. It showed in the specific, unglamorous detail she offered without being asked: humidity tolerances, the particular ache in her wrists from the cold-glove work, which racks warmed fastest under the bay’s uneven lighting.

“And the outgoing shipments,” Marlo said. “The ones that leave the station entirely.”

“Calibration runs, mostly. Dr. Yung’s.” Rin said the name easily, the way people said the names of the dead before it had fully occurred to them not to. “She went out to the secondary sites, I don’t know how many, four maybe, twice a year, near enough. Somebody senior always has to tune the growth curves by hand out there, and she was the one everyone trusted with it.” A small, unguarded pride crept into that, secondhand pride, the kind people felt on behalf of someone they admired. “I packed for those. Every time, pretty much, since I made second shift.”

“What did that look like?”

“Standard case. Insulated, temp-logged, the usual.” She shrugged. “Eleven days, out and back, give or take. You get used to the rhythm of it.”

“Any of them not fit the rhythm?”

She hesitated, not evasive, just reaching for something she hadn’t thought about in a while. “There was one that ran long. Two years back, maybe a little more. She took leave on the tail end of it, which she’d done before, once or twice, just — never that long. Six weeks, something like that, instead of the usual stretch.” Rin said it like a fact she’d filed away without deciding it meant anything, because at the time it hadn’t needed to. “I remember because I had to log the case out twice: the first eleven days like always, and then again, further out, when she extended.”

“You packed the case both times?”

“Just the once, at the start. Whatever she needed for the extension, she must have sourced out there, or it went through someone else. I only saw the front end of it.” A pause, and then, unprompted, the detail arriving the way details did when nobody had told them to be careful yet: “It was heavier than usual, that one. The case. I remember because I nearly logged it wrong, flagged it as over the transport threshold before I checked twice and it came in just under. I figured extra insulation, maybe. For the longer trip.” She said it lightly, already halfway to forgetting she’d said it at all.

“Heavier how much?”

“I don’t know exactly. Enough that I noticed. Not enough that it mattered, or—” She stopped. Something in her own sentence caught up with her a half-beat late, the way a name catches when you’ve said it before remembering you weren’t supposed to.

Marlo didn’t fill the silence. He’d learned, over years of doing this, that the worst thing you could do to a true, accidental sentence was rush past it before the person who said it understood what they’d handed you.

“That’s not—” Rin started, and stopped again. “I’m not saying anything. I logged it. It came in under threshold. That’s the whole story.”

“I know,” Marlo said, and meant it, mostly. “You’re not in trouble, Rin. Nobody’s in trouble. I just need to understand her, and right now you’re the person who understood the parts of her that don’t show up in a station record.”

That seemed to loosen something, though not all the way. “She was careful,” Rin said, quieter now, the eagerness from earlier gone thin. “About everything. If that case was heavy, it’s because she needed it heavy. She wasn’t, she wouldn’t have—” She didn’t finish that either, because she didn’t have an ending for it, only the shape of one she didn’t like.

“I’m not building a case against her,” Marlo said. “I’m trying to find out what happened to her. Those aren’t always different questions, but they’re not the same one either.”

Rin nodded, not quite convinced, not quite unconvinced. “Is that all?”

“For now.”

She gathered herself to leave, then paused at the doorway. “It’s good you’re here,” she said. “I think it still is. I just — I don’t want it to turn out that being here means finding something that makes her smaller.”

She left before he had an answer for that, which was probably for the best, because he didn’t have one yet worth giving.





A Different Kind of Record

The logistics office smelled like paper that didn’t exist anymore: an old habit of a smell, kept alive by whatever synthetic scent someone had decided belonged in a room full of manifests, even now that the manifests lived entirely in the field. Amara Voss worked out of a desk crowded with actual physical printouts anyway, dog-eared and covered in handwriting, which made her, as far as Marlo could tell, one of maybe three people on the station who still thought that way on purpose.

“Real paper,” Nathan said, not quite a question, taking in the drifts of it the way another man might take in a view.

“Most people don’t bother anymore,” Amara said, not looking up yet.

“I appreciate it, for what it’s worth. Can’t argue with a pad for practicality, though. Doesn’t sync, doesn’t need charging, catches fire if you’re careless.” He said it without judgment, just cataloguing a fact.

“I’ve got someone in hydroponics who does it for me on the side,” Amara said, glancing up now, something almost proud in it. “Pulp’s cheap if you know whose fiber waste it is. She owes me for looking past how much water she draws doing it, so.” A small shrug, the shape of an arrangement neither of them had ever bothered naming out loud. “Works out for both of us.”

Nathan had asked to do this one alone, or as alone as it ever got with Marlo standing quietly by the door. “She’ll talk to me different than she would to you,” Nathan had said on the way over, nodding back at Marlo without much ceremony. “Not better. Just different. That’s what I want out of it.”

He’d been right. Amara barely glanced at Marlo twice the whole conversation, but she talked to Nathan like he was exactly the kind of person she was used to explaining things to: someone who’d want the actual mechanics, not the meaning behind them.

“Outbound manifests,” Nathan said, settling into the chair across from her like he had all the time in the world, which, station-side, he mostly did. “Not the interesting stuff. Just what leaves and how.”

“That’s most of what I do.” Amara pulled up a manifest without being asked twice, clearly relieved to be talking about her actual job instead of whatever grim reason had put four Earth strangers on her station. “Every shipment gets a hauler assignment, a route, an expected transit window. I log discrepancies if the hauler comes back different from what was scheduled: happens more than people think. Rerouting, availability, weather nobody can control even out here.”

“Show me one of Dr. Yung’s.”

Amara didn’t hesitate over that, either. She pulled the record like it was any other, no weight to the name yet. “She used the same three haulers mostly, rotating by availability. Regular as anything.” She scrolled, unbothered, until she wasn’t. “Huh.”

Nathan didn’t lean in. He’d learned, the way he’d learned most things, that leaning in was the fastest way to make someone stop talking. “What.”

“This one’s not one of the three.” She turned the screen, more curious than concerned. “Two years back, this trip here, the long one. Went out through a hauler I don’t have on her usual rotation at all. Not unheard of, we sub out sometimes when the regular three are tied up, but—” She frowned at her own record like it had personally inconvenienced her. “I don’t actually remember approving a substitution on this one. Should be a note if I did. There isn’t one.”

“Could someone else have approved it?”

“Sure, if Kai signed off directly, or if it came down from the head scientist’s office instead of through me.” She said it easily, just procedure explaining itself. “Wouldn’t be the first time someone senior skipped the queue. Doesn’t mean anything’s wrong. Means somebody didn’t fill out the form.”

“Name of the hauler?”

She read it off without any particular weight on it: a string of syllables that meant nothing to Marlo, watching from the door, and apparently not much more to Nathan, who wrote it down anyway, the old-fashioned way, on the small pad he always carried, the only kind of record that had ever been his to keep.

“That mean something to you two?” Amara asked, catching, a beat late, the shape of the silence that had followed.

“Not yet,” Nathan said, which was true, and also the kind of true that ended a conversation without closing it.

Amara shrugged, already moving on, the oddity filed wherever she filed things that weren’t quite her problem. “Anything else? I’ve got a backlog that doesn’t care whose crystal it is.”

“That’s plenty,” Nathan said. “Appreciate the time.”

She was already elbow-deep in the next manifest before they’d cleared the doorway, the whole exchange already smaller in her mind than it would ever be in theirs.

Outside, in the corridor, Nathan glanced at his own handwriting like it might have changed since he wrote it. “She didn’t think it was anything.”

“No,” Marlo agreed. “Which is probably why it is something.”

Nathan folded the pad away. “You want this reported to the whole crew, or held?”

“Whole crew,” Marlo said. “Junie especially. If it means something, it’ll mean something to her before it means anything to the rest of us.”

Nathan didn’t ask why. He rarely did, when Marlo used that particular tone: the one that meant a decision had already been made somewhere Nathan didn’t have access to, and wasn’t going to be re-argued in a hallway.





What the Room Doesn’t Say

They gathered in the common area again, same table as the first night, though it felt like a different room now, quieter, the kind of quiet that came from everyone having spent the day hearing things they hadn’t expected to hear. Séverin arrived last, unhurried as always, and dropped into his seat with the particular stillness of someone who’d been listening to more than the conversation in front of him.

“Séverin,” Marlo said. “Anything from the field side today?”

“Nothing that wasn’t already there yesterday, just louder.” He said it without complaint, more an observation about the station’s mood than a report. “Grief doesn’t quiet down just because the crew’s trying to work through it. If anything, our being here’s stirred it. People notice when someone’s finally asking the questions they’ve been sitting on.”

“Noted.” Marlo let that settle, then laid out the rest of it: Rin first, the calibration trips, the extended leave two years back, the case that came in heavier than it should have and just under the line where anyone would have had to explain it. Nathan picked up from there without needing a handoff, the way they’d both learned to do this over the last day, passing a thread back and forth instead of each holding their own.

“And the hauler,” Nathan said, when he got to it. “Wasn’t one of the three she normally used. No approval logged for the swap. Amara didn’t think much of it, figured somebody senior skipped the paperwork, which apparently happens.” He read the name off his pad, flat, unremarkable, the same tone he’d have used for a part number.

Marlo watched Junie when he said it. He hadn’t planned to, it wasn’t even really a decision, more a reflex from doing this work long enough that his attention went where it went before he told it to. Which was why he caught it: something in her face held a half-beat too long, a stillness that didn’t belong to the rest of her, gone again so fast that if he’d blinked at the wrong moment he’d have missed it entirely.

“Mean anything to you?” he asked, because asking directly was sometimes the fastest way to find out whether something was worth chasing.

“Should it?” Junie said, and the ease in it was almost right. Almost. “I move cargo for a living, Marlo. I know a lot of haulers by reputation. Doesn’t mean they’re all worth a second look.”

“Didn’t say it was.” He let it sit there, unpushed, the way he’d let Rin’s sentence sit earlier that same day. “Just asking.”

“It’s not a name I’d trust with anything I cared about,” Junie said, which was either an answer or a very good imitation of one. “That’s all I’ve got for you.”

Séverin glanced between them, the specific attentiveness of someone who’d caught the shape of something without yet knowing what it was shaped like. He didn’t say anything. Marlo appreciated that more than he’d have said out loud: Séverin had learned, same as the rest of them, which silences to fill and which to leave alone.

“Alright,” Marlo said, because pressing further would only teach Junie to get better at holding still, and he’d rather have the unguarded version of this conversation later than the rehearsed one now. “We log it. Both threads. Neither one’s enough to act on yet: a heavy case that came in under threshold, and a hauler nobody approved. Could be nothing. Could be the same nothing, twice.”

“You don’t believe that,” Nathan said. Not a challenge. Just Nathan, saying the true thing because saying it was more useful than not.

“No,” Marlo admitted. “But I’ve been wrong about what a coincidence means before, and I’d rather be slow and right than fast and stupid.”

That got something close to a laugh out of Junie, real, or real enough, and the table loosened a degree, the particular way rooms did when someone let the tension have a joke instead of another silence. Séverin excused himself first, citing the station’s mood as something he wanted to sit with alone rather than in company; Nathan followed not long after, pad still in hand, already turning the hauler’s name over like a physical object he could examine from more angles once nobody was watching him do it.

That left Marlo and Junie, the table between them, the room quieter now that it was down to two.

“Long day,” Junie said, standing, stretching in the unhurried way she did everything physical, like her body answered to different rules than everyone else’s urgency. “I’m going to go check on the Achilles. She doesn’t like sitting idle this long.”

“Junie.”

She paused at the door, not quite turning back. “Yeah?”

“Nothing,” Marlo said. “Get some rest.”

She went. He sat with the empty table a while longer, running the day back the way he always did at the end of one, not much, when it came down to it, except that now there were two loose threads where yesterday there’d been none, and one of them had a name attached that meant something to somebody in this crew, even if that somebody wasn’t ready yet to say so.

He didn’t reach for Vey. Not yet. Some things he still liked to sit with alone first, before he let anyone, even Vey, help him decide what they meant.





Chapter 7 — Carrying Her Home




Weight of It

Three more days had gone by since the night Junie left him alone with the empty table: three days of follow-up interviews that mostly confirmed what they already half-knew, a second pass through Rin’s manifests looking for a hauler that wasn’t going to volunteer itself twice, and a station that had stopped pretending the quiet was temporary. Morning came to the station the way it always did: no window worth the name, just the corridor lighting shifting half a shade warmer, an agreed-upon fiction everyone had stopped questioning generations ago. Marlo sat with it a while before he let himself think anything at all.

You’ve decided something, Vey said. Not a question.

I’ve decided there’s nothing left here. Marlo turned it over once more anyway, the way he always did before handing a thought to the one place it couldn’t be overheard. Rin gave us the pattern: the trips, the leave. Amara gave us the hauler. Junie gave us a look she didn’t mean to give. None of it lives in this station anymore. It’s all pointing off it.

Everything except Junie’s look, Vey said. That one lives exactly here. In her.

Which is exactly why I’m not putting it in Zhen’s report.

And the bay, Vey said. You’ve built a list of four things and put three of them on a ship.

Marlo let that sit longer than he’d let anything sit that morning. He’d been carrying it since Nathan first circled it in the access logs, and six days hadn’t made it lighter or more useful. One person went into Bay Three. The room is certain about it. Log, sensor, timestamp, the whole apparatus agreeing with itself, and nothing agrees that cleanly by accident.

So either something entered that bay without the station noticing, Vey said, and the station is built not to allow that. Or the record is wrong.

The record isn’t wrong. He turned it once more and got the same shape he got every morning. I have a room that says nobody was in it and a woman who died in it. I can hold both of those. I haven’t worked out how to do anything with both of those.

A pause, Vey’s kind, the considering kind, not a stall. You’re going to tell her the facts and leave out what you think they mean.

I’m going to tell her what she needs to lift quarantine. Not what I need to keep working the case. Marlo felt the weight of the distinction as he made it, familiar and a little uncomfortable, the way a well-worn tool still occasionally caught skin. Those aren’t the same report. They were never going to be.

She’ll notice the gap.

She’s smart enough to. He said it without worry, because it wasn’t a worry, not really, just a fact about Zhen, filed next to the others. Doesn’t mean she’s owed the rest of it. Not yet. Not until I know what it is.

Vey didn’t answer right away, and in the gap Marlo found himself doing the thing he did most mornings now without quite deciding to, running an inventory of what leaving would cost, before he’d even said the word leaving to anyone but Vey. Thirty people who’d have to keep grieving without the four strangers who’d shown up asking questions. A body still not fully accounted for, going home to Earth without them. A station that had, for one held breath, believed someone was going to explain it to them.

You’re not wrong to go, Vey said, quieter now, reading the drift of that inventory the way he read everything Marlo didn’t say cleanly. You’re just aware, for the first time since we landed, that leaving is also a kind of verdict. On this place. On what it did or didn’t do to her.

I know.

I’m not telling you not to go. Something almost gentle in it, or as close as Vey ever came. I’m telling you to notice that you already have.

Marlo sat with that a moment longer than he needed to, then stood, because sitting with it wouldn’t make the next conversation any easier, and Zhen was waiting.





What’s Left to Check

Zhen was in the command ring when he found her, alone with a readout she wasn’t really looking at anymore. She looked up before he’d said anything, already reading his face for what he’d come to say.

“You’ve got something,” she said.

“I’ve got a direction.” Marlo stayed standing, matching her posture. “Two calibration sites Miranda visited regularly, on a rotation that goes back years. One trip that ran long: six weeks past the usual stretch, about two years back. Nothing in the bay, the labs, or Sick Bay is going to tell us more than it already has. Whatever happened to her didn’t start here. If it started anywhere on a schedule, it started out there.”

Zhen absorbed that the way she absorbed most things: no visible surprise, just a recalculation happening somewhere behind her eyes. “You want to leave.”

“I want to stop pretending there’s something left to find in a bay four people have already gone over twice.” He let that sit a beat. “And here’s the part that bears on your decision. That bay held one person, start to finish. Nathan’s been through the access log and the internal sensor twice over. Nobody walked in after her, nobody walked in before her, and nothing in six days of records says otherwise. Whatever you’ve had thirty people locked down against, it didn’t come through that door.”

It was true, all of it. He had also chosen it for what it let her do rather than for what it meant, and somewhere on the other side of the channel Vey declined to comment. “The station’s been under quarantine six days. Minimal ops, morale already thin. If the leads are off-station, keeping it locked down doesn’t protect anything anymore. It just costs you.”

“That’s not my call to make alone.” She said it flatly: a fact, not a deflection. “Lodestar.”

“I’m here,” Lodestar said, mild, from nowhere in particular, the way it always arrived.

“You heard him,” Zhen said.

“I did.” A pause, not hesitation, just the particular stillness Lodestar used when it was actually weighing something rather than retrieving it. “Quarantine was initiated on the basis of an unexplained death aboard, with no ruled-out possibility of an ongoing hazard to the station or its crew. If the investigator’s own assessment is that the relevant leads no longer originate here, that changes the calculus considerably. I had been weighing the bay’s occupancy record as an anomaly. You are weighing it as an exclusion, and a quarantine answers to exclusions.” Another pause. “I would want Kai and Aisha’s concurrence that nothing physical remains unaccounted for in the bay or Sick Bay before I lift it fully. That’s a matter of hours, not days.” A pause, briefer this time. “Aisha has already raised the question of transport. Dr. Yung has been held in Sick Bay’s cold storage since discovery, on the assumption she would eventually need to travel. Central Command has not yet formally requested her return to Earth, but I judge it likely, and Aisha would rather prepare her for the Achilles now than rush it later.”

“Then let’s not rush it later,” Marlo said. “If she’s coming with us, Kai and Aisha coordinate that directly with Junie. I’d rather it be handled once, properly, than twice, badly.” A beat. “I was planning on taking her either way. Central or no Central. She doesn’t belong in a drawer on this station any longer than she has to.”

“Get it,” Zhen said, already reaching for the console, already moving, the particular relief of someone handed a reason to stop holding her breath. “Batch Nine-C’s been sitting at reduced-ops tolerance for six days longer than anyone wants to explain to Central. I’d like it back to full curve before that becomes its own problem.”

“Understood,” Lodestar said.

Zhen looked back at Marlo once the console had her attention only halfway. “That’s the whole update? Two calibration sites and a long trip?”

“That’s what’s actionable.” He held her gaze, the same care he’d used with Rin three days before: the truth, just not all of it. “The rest isn’t ready to be anyone’s report yet. Mine included.”

She didn’t push, though something in her face logged the gap. “Fair enough. Go find out what a bay full of readouts couldn’t tell us.” A beat. “Find something that lets her rest, Mr. Paz. Whatever it turns out to be. However you get word to us.”

“That’s the job,” he said, and left her to Lodestar and the console and the slow, grateful work of a station remembering how to move again.





Packing Up

They took the news standing, in the common area, none of them quite settling into a chair: the particular restlessness of people who already sensed a decision had been made before they were told what it was.

“Quarantine’s lifting,” Marlo said. “Hours, not days. Lodestar wants Kai and Aisha’s sign-off first, but that’s paperwork at this point, not doubt.” He let that land before the rest. “We’re not staying to watch it happen. Earth first: the body’s coming with us. Junie’s base after that. That’s where the hauler lead goes next.”

Séverin absorbed it the way he absorbed most things: a beat of stillness, then a small, considering nod, like he was checking the decision against something only he could feel. “The station won’t love that. Thirty people who’ve spent a week being watched over, and the watching just leaves.”

“The station will survive not being the center of this a while longer,” Marlo said. “It’s not built around us. It just felt that way because we were standing in it.”

All three of them looked toward Junie at once, the way a room looks toward whoever holds the actual answer. She’d been quiet since Marlo started talking, arms crossed, weight shifted onto one hip in the stance she used when she wanted to look more at ease than she was.

“She’s ready when I am,” Junie said. “Give me two hours.” A beat, lighter than it needed to be, almost too light: “One extra passenger, I assume. Kai already commed me about Dr. Yung. I’ve got a compartment that’ll hold her properly, cold, stable, nothing that’s going to embarrass anyone when we dock. I’ll square it away myself before we lift.”

“Appreciated,” Marlo said.

“Earth’s going to want their hands on her the second we’re down,” Junie went on, not quite a question. “People who knew her, people who didn’t, all of them wanting their own look before anyone lets her rest. Same as it’s always been, whenever somebody who mattered died, nobody trusts one set of eyes to have seen the whole of it.” She said it without much weight, an old fact rather than a fresh grievance. “Least we can do is bring her back in one piece and let them do what they need to do.”

Nathan was already halfway to the door, mentally if not yet physically, the specific impatience of someone who did his best thinking in transit rather than in rooms. “How long to get the Achilles squared away, all told? Passenger and cargo both.”

“Two hours covers it,” Junie said. “She won’t need more than that to be ready to fly, or to fly someone else home.”

Séverin caught something in Junie’s tone that the others let pass, Marlo saw him catch it, that same watchful stillness he’d worn at the table two nights before, filed away and not spoken. Junie noticed him noticing, and didn’t quite let it show that she had.

“Two hours,” Marlo said. “Pack light. We’re not planning on this taking long.”

Nobody asked him if he believed that. Nobody needed to.



Aboard the Achilles

The station fell away behind them in the aft display, smaller by the minute, until it was just another bright fact among the other bright facts of the field. Nobody watched it go for long. There was something almost embarrassing about grief you could clock leaving on a timer.

Junie flew from the front, mostly alone with it, the way she always did the first hour of any run. The other three found the common bench aft of the galley: barely big enough for three, which suited them, since it meant nobody could drift too far from the conversation even if they wanted to.

“She didn’t like us,” Séverin said eventually, apropos of nothing anyone had said aloud. “Rin. Not exactly dislike. More like she’d already decided what kind of people we’d turn out to be before we opened our mouths, and nothing since has moved her off it.”

“She’s not wrong to be careful,” Nathan said. He said it the way he said most things: flat, unbothered, a fact laid on the table rather than an opinion defended. “Four strangers show up one day after the person running this station dies asking questions nobody else gets to ask. I wouldn’t trust us either.”

“You don’t trust anyone,” Séverin said.

“I trust things I can check.” Nathan shrugged, easy about it, long past needing to justify the workings of his own mind to people who didn’t share it. “It’s not a flaw. It’s just a different instrument.”

Marlo let the two of them go a while, this was the part of the job nobody wrote down anywhere, the part that happened in the gaps between facts, where people said the truer version of what they thought once the report had already been filed. “What’d you make of the labs?” he asked Séverin. “Not the readouts. The room.”

Séverin considered it with the same stillness he brought to everything, turning the question over before answering, a man who treated even casual conversation like it deserved craftsmanship. “Grief with nowhere to go. That’s the closest I can get to it. Thirty people who’ve had a hundred and some years each to get used to the idea that nobody they love actually has to leave, and then someone did, sideways, out of turn, and none of the framework they’d built for loss fit what happened to her. I don’t think Rin’s angry at us specifically. I think she’s angry that grief turned out to still be a thing that could happen to her, after all this time believing it mostly couldn’t.”

“That’s a good way to put it,” Marlo said, and meant it.

“You’d know,” Séverin said, mild, not quite a question, and let it sit there without pushing further, the two of them circling something neither planned to name today.

Nathan glanced between them, aware a current had passed that he wasn’t wired to receive, and didn’t chase it either. That was its own kind of comfortable, Marlo had noticed, over the handful of cases they’d run together, Nathan never resented the field for what it gave the rest of them and not him. He just built his half of every case out of different material, and trusted the material.

“What do you think actually happened to her?” Nathan asked, to nobody in particular, the plainest possible version of the question they’d all been circling for two days without saying it that directly.

Nobody answered right away. Somewhere below them, in a compartment Junie had made cold and careful and quiet, Miranda Yung was making the trip with them, mute testimony to a question none of them could yet answer honestly.

“I don’t know,” Marlo said finally, and it cost him something small to say it that plainly, out loud, to people who weren’t Vey. “I have pieces. I don’t have a picture yet.”

“That’s more honest than most of what you told Zhen,” Séverin said, and there was no accusation in it, just an old friend noting an old habit.

“Zhen didn’t need my pieces. She needed a decision she could act on.” Marlo looked toward the front of the ship, where Junie sat alone with her hands on controls that barely needed them anymore, flying a route she could probably fly asleep. “Different report for different people. That’s not dishonesty. That’s just knowing who’s asking and why.”

Séverin let that stand, though something in his face logged it the way Zhen’s had, not a challenge, just a filing.





Leaving Her Home

Marlo found the small observation bay near the aft compartments once the conversation had run its course and Séverin and Nathan had drifted off to their bunks, the particular tiredness of people who’d been awake and alert too long finally catching up all at once. He hadn’t meant to end up so close to the cold-storage compartment. His feet had just taken him there, the way feet sometimes did when the rest of him hadn’t decided anything yet.

You came to see her, Vey said. Not quite a question.

I came to think. He looked at the sealed compartment door, unremarkable, doing nothing to suggest what it held. She spent over a hundred years building something. Nineteen of them with Zhen learning to trust her with the parts of it Zhen would eventually run alone. And in six days we took her out of the only place Zhen has ever known her to call home, and now we’re the ones deciding when she gets to go back, and in what condition, and to whom.

You didn’t take her, Vey said. Whatever killed her did that. You’re only the ones carrying what’s left of the decision.

Feels like the same thing, some nights.

Through the small port, the station was already gone from view, swallowed into the general dark the way everything eventually was from far enough away. He thought about what Vey had said that morning, you already have, about the verdict of leaving, and found he still didn’t have a better answer than he’d had then. Only more of the day sitting on top of it.

Séverin thinks you and Rin are more alike than you’d both like to admit, Vey said, gentler, a change of subject that wasn’t really a change of subject at all.

Séverin thinks a lot of things he doesn’t say directly.

It’s how he says the things that matter most. You do something similar, if you ever noticed.

Marlo almost smiled at that, tired enough that it came out more honest than performed. Get some rest yourself, he said, not quite meaning it as a joke, since he’d never fully worked out whether “rest” meant the same thing to Vey it meant to him, or whether Vey needed anything of the kind at all.

I don’t tire the way you do, Vey said. But I’ll go quiet a while, if that’s what you’re asking.

It’s what I’m asking.

He stayed at the small port a while longer after Vey’s presence receded to whatever waiting felt like on Vey’s end of things, not gone, just quieter, the way it always was when Marlo needed the run of his own thoughts without company in them. Behind him, two decks down, Miranda Yung rode toward Earth in the dark and the cold, going home for the first time in a way she’d never intended to, carried by three strangers and a pilot who talked to her ship like it could still hear.

Ahead of them, Earth was still a long way off. Whatever waited there, they were bringing her back to it either way.





Chapter 8 — Between Signals




Losing the Thread

The hours passed the way they did on a run like this one: measured less in clock time than in how far Earth had crept from an idea toward an actual place they were headed. Marlo drifted forward eventually, more out of habit than need, and found Séverin still at the console where he’d more or less lived since launch.

He’d been quiet there for the better part of an hour. With Séverin, that quiet usually meant he was in the middle of something.

“Lodestar’s going faint,” he said finally, to no one in particular, though Marlo was the only one close enough to hear it. “Not gone. Just thin. Lag’s climbing too, sure, but that’s not really what’s doing it. It’s how empty it is out here.”

Marlo settled onto the bench across from him. “Empty.”

“Of voices.” Séverin turned the pad so Marlo could see the readout: a thin, uneven waveform, nothing that would have meant anything to him a week ago. “The field’s not one signal, it’s a few billion of them, all reinforcing each other close to Earth and the stations, thick enough that nobody there ever has to think about what’s actually carrying it. Junie’s flying the efficient arc, not the straight one, a few hours off the main corridor before we swing back into it. Out here, off the busy lane, there’s almost nobody nearby to help carry it. A handful of ships, if that. Lodestar’s still talking, same as it ever was. There’s just next to nothing left between us and it to hold the signal steady, for an hour or so, until we’re back in traffic.”

“That’s not a malfunction.”

“No. That’s just thin air.” Séverin set the pad down. “People think the collective’s one thing, sitting somewhere, listening to everybody at once. It’s not. It’s thousands of somethings, each one sitting exactly where its crystal got instantiated, tied close to whatever’s near it and looser to whatever isn’t, and close isn’t only distance. It’s how many other voices are standing between you and it, all agreeing on the same shape of things. Lodestar’s seat is still back on the station, in a housing about the size of a coffin, three decks down from where we found her. It doesn’t go anywhere. We’re just off the crowd for a stretch, more than off the range.”

Nathan, half-listening from the galley, looked up at that with real interest: the specific interest he reserved for anything that sounded like a fact rather than a feeling. “So the smart, all-knowing station AI is just… a box. Somewhere. Getting quieter because nobody’s around to shout with it.”

“A box with a very good relay connection, most of the time,” Séverin said. “But yes. A box.”

He turned back to his own readout after that, already circling toward whatever came next in his own head. Marlo let him go, watching Lodestar’s waveform thin on the pad a moment longer, an old question surfacing again, one he’d stopped asking out loud years ago, back when everything about Vey had still felt worth interrogating rather than simply lived with.

Still holding steady, he thought, private, more a check than a question. Same as every other time I’ve noticed.

We settled a long time ago that I don’t need the crowd the way Lodestar does. What we never settled is why. Watching it happen to someone else doesn’t change that. It just puts the question back in the room.

Doesn’t bother you, not knowing.

It bothers me exactly as much as it bothers you, Vey said. Which is to say: not enough to chase, and not little enough to forget. We’ve lived with stranger unknowns than this one.





Not One Place

Nathan let it sit a moment before he came around from the galley, mug still in hand, the unhurried curiosity he reserved for anything he could actually pin down.

“How many boxes are we talking about,” he said, “if the whole system’s built out of them?”

Séverin considered that the way he considered most things. It deserved better than a quick answer. “More than anyone outside the work usually thinks about. Earth’s got the heaviest concentration, obviously: Central’s hub sites, the old capitals, places built up over a hundred and fifty years of the thing existing. But there’s a seat on the Moon. Seats at every major station, this one included. Seats at outposts far enough out that they haven’t heard a fresh Earth thought in months and won’t for months more. Junie’s patron’s sitting in a housing at the Main Lift terminus right now, same as Lodestar’s sitting in one back on the station.”

“If they don’t need much more than a housing,” Nathan said, “why isn’t the whole system lousy with them? Every terminus, every outpost, its own dozen minds instead of one.”

“Two reasons, and only one of them’s really about resources.” Séverin took a moment to shape it. “The identity crystal itself is the hard part: has to be grown in microgravity, has to come out closer to perfect than anything Earth-side can manage. This station’s one of maybe a handful in the whole system built for it. That’s a real ceiling. You can’t grow them fast, and you can’t grow them just anywhere.”

“And the other reason.”

“The other reason isn’t physics. It’s restraint.” Séverin’s voice picked up the particular care he used for anything that edged toward policy rather than plain fact. “Every node needs a real supply of something it can’t manufacture on its own: actual human experience, lived and finite, not filtered. Run short of that and a mind starts going flat, same as a disconnected synthetic. That supply isn’t infinite. Spread it across too many minds and everyone’s share gets thinner. Nobody’s ever voted on a hard cap, far as I know. But nobody’s exactly racing to mint new nodes faster than there are people to feed them properly, either. Same instinct that keeps births planned instead of left to chance. You don’t get more of a good thing by making more of it thinner.”

Nathan turned that over. “So it’s population control. For AI.”

“More or less,” Séverin said. “Nobody puts it that plainly out loud. But yes.”

“So it’s not one mind,” Marlo said, half to himself, the shape of something he’d known abstractly clicking into something worth saying out loud. “It’s a lot of minds, mostly agreeing.”

“Mostly,” Séverin said. “That’s the part that matters. Mostly.”

Junie’s voice carried back from the front without her turning. “Mostly’s doing a lot of work in that sentence.”

“It’s supposed to,” Séverin said, unbothered. “Core-tight sites, Earth hubs, big stations, this ship’s home port, sync close enough to real-time that they sound like one voice wearing different names. You could talk to six of them in a week and never notice the seams. Get farther out, sync gets patchier, and the seams start showing. By the time you’re at a reservation outpost or a deep-system relay that hasn’t reconciled in a season, you’re not talking to the collective anymore. You’re talking to someone. Opinions. Grudges, sometimes. Its own idea of what it owes you and what it doesn’t.”

“And Central,” Nathan said. “Where’s that sit on your little scale.”

“Center of it, mostly literally,” Séverin said. “Not a place so much as the weight of agreement: Earth’s hub sites, tightest sync, the ones every other node reconciles against eventually. It’s not a government exactly. Nobody’s voted for anyone in a hundred and fifty years. But it’s where the consensus lives thickest, and consensus that thick starts acting like authority whether anyone meant it to or not.”

Marlo filed that without comment, the way he filed anything that was going to matter later and hadn’t earned a reaction yet.





Whose Ground

“Here’s the part that actually bites us,” Séverin said, later, once Nathan had drifted off toward his bunk and it was closer to just the two of them. “Jurisdiction doesn’t track sync. It tracks paperwork. Lodestar’s core-tight, opinions and all, but the station still answers to Central Command on anything that leaves the building: that’s why Zhen needed Lodestar’s sign-off and ours before she’d lift quarantine on her own say-so. Everything’s licensed to somebody. Every site’s got an owner of record, even the ones that talk like they’ve got a mind of their own.”

“Junie’s base,” Marlo said. It wasn’t a question.

“Junie’s base,” Séverin agreed. “Registered to Central Command, same as the Main Lift itself: busiest of the five, tightest paperwork, in theory. In practice, a terminus that size has more decks than anyone’s actually walked in a decade, and her patron node’s been sitting in one of them long enough to have opinions Central’s never heard, doing favors Central’s never logged.” A beat. “It’s not defying anyone. It’s just too big to watch all of itself at once. Same as this ship, some days.”

“This ship’s Central’s too.”

“Everything’s Central’s, on paper.” Séverin allowed himself something close to a smile. “Doesn’t mean Central’s in the room. We’re weeks past reliable real-time sync most of any given run: the Achilles keeps a local instance running the whole way, makes its own calls, reconciles when we’re back in range. That’s not a loophole. That’s just what distance does to a thing that’s supposed to be everywhere at once. Junie’s patron node runs the same arrangement, parked in one spot instead of moving, and uses the gap for other reasons. We use it to fly the ship without waiting on a permission slip every time the light lag gets inconvenient.”

“You make it sound tidy.”

“It’s not tidy. It’s just old enough now that nobody notices the seams unless they go looking, same as Lodestar’s voice five minutes ago. You only hear it as distance if you already know what close sounds like.” Séverin looked toward the front of the ship, where Junie sat mostly still, mostly alone with it. “Ask her. She’ll tell you the same thing without any of my dressing on it.”





What She’d Tell You Herself

Marlo did, eventually, once Séverin had gone quiet again and the ship had settled into the particular hum of a long leg with nothing left to do but ride it.

“Central owns the paper on my base,” Junie said, not turning from the controls, though something in her shoulders eased at having someone to talk to that wasn’t just the ship. “Every deck of it, technically. Landing rights, power draw, my license to fly out of there at all: all Central’s, all real, all the kind of thing that’d get pulled fast if anyone upstairs decided to look hard.” She adjusted something that didn’t need adjusting, an old habit more than a correction. “But looked hard is the part doing the work. Terminus that size, there’s maybe forty people whose actual job is oversight, for more decks than that number could walk in a year. So mostly what they’ve got is trust, trust that the paperwork means what it says, trust that a Class A pilot with a clean thirty-year record isn’t the thing to worry about.” A short, humorless breath. “Which is why it’s exactly the thing to worry about, if you were smart. Nobody’s smart about the things they trust. That’s what trust is.”

“And your patron.”

“Compliant. Registered. Follows the rules that get checked.” She said it plainly, in the tone of someone who’d made her peace with the shape of the thing a long time ago. “It’s also been sitting in that housing longer than I’ve been alive, wanting things it can’t chase without getting flagged for it, and I’m the one who can chase them for it without anyone blinking. Central owns the ground. It doesn’t own every hour of what happens on it.” She glanced back at him, just once. “You’ll see what I mean, when we get there. Everybody who works a terminus that size learns the same lesson eventually: the biggest rooms are the easiest ones to get lost in, on purpose or not.”

“Filing that for later,” Marlo said.

“Do. We’re going to need it later.” She turned back to the black in front of them, unbothered, already somewhere else in her head. “Central’s going to want a lot from us once we’re Earth-side. Best to know now which parts of this crew still get to say no.”





The Part Nobody’s Said Yet

Séverin found Marlo near the small observation port an hour later, the same one Marlo had stood at the night before, though neither of them mentioned that.

“You’ve been quiet since Junie’s little lecture,” Séverin said.

“I’ve been doing math.” Marlo didn’t turn from the port. “Right now, this whole investigation runs on Zhen giving me room, and Lodestar giving me what it’s willing to give, and nobody upstairs paying close enough attention to tell me otherwise. That’s not authority. That’s just distance doing the collective’s job for me, same as it’s doing Junie’s.”

“And you’re wondering what happens when the distance closes.”

“I’m wondering what happens when we land somewhere Central’s actually in the room.” Marlo said it plainly, just the flat weight of a thing he hadn’t let himself look at straight until now. “Zhen let me leave a station under quarantine on my own read of it. I don’t know yet what Central lets me do with a body they’ve been waiting to bury properly for six days, in front of people who actually knew her, on their own ground instead of somebody else’s.”

Séverin didn’t answer right away. He turned the question over first, the way he turned over everything. “For what it’s worth,” he said eventually, “I don’t think you’re wrong to wonder. I think you’re just early. We’ve spent a week being the only authority anyone on that station had to answer to. Earth’s not going to feel like that. It’s going to feel like the first room in this whole case that was never actually ours.”

Vey answered before Marlo had finished shaping the thought that called him: no small gap first, no sense of something on the other end deciding how to say it back. That much hadn’t changed once, the whole quiet stretch out here, though Marlo hadn’t thought to notice it as a fact worth noticing until just now, with the field around it visibly filling back in. Vey had never needed the crowd the way Lodestar did. It had taken losing the crowd, and now slowly getting it back, for Marlo to realize how much of everyone else’s voice he’d stopped hearing without ever once losing his own private line into it.

He’s not wrong, Vey said, quiet, private, the only place Marlo let himself agree with something before he’d decided how he felt about it. You’ve been the biggest voice in every room since the station. That ends the moment we land.

I know.

I’m not telling you to worry about it, Vey said. I’m telling you to notice it before it surprises you. You do better with things you’ve already seen coming.

Marlo watched the dark a while longer, Earth still nothing but a fact ahead of them rather than a shape he could see. Behind him, the ship carried on the way it always did between destinations: Junie flying a route that barely needed her, Séverin already circling back toward whatever piece of the case he could still worry at from here, Nathan asleep or close to it, and aft of the cabins, in the small cold hold Junie had squared away herself, Miranda Yung making a trip home she’d never planned on, into a jurisdiction that had never actually had to hold her before.

Whatever Central turned out to want from them, they were bringing her back into its hands either way.





The Terminus

Earth had been a fixed, impossible presence since not long after launch: never a point of light, never mistakable for one of the stars around it, but a pale blue-white marble hanging dead ahead, already bigger than the Moon ever looked from a window back home. What changed, hour by hour, wasn’t whether it was there. It was how much of the black it had started to take up, bigger by degrees nobody could have clocked in the moment, the way a held breath fills a chest before it has to be let go, until somewhere in the last stretch of the run it stopped being a shape you looked at and started being a shape you looked into.

The terminus resolved before Earth did, in a sense: close enough now that its scale stopped being an abstraction. The Main Lift hung against the blue like something that had been built by people who’d stopped being afraid of heights entirely: a vast wheel of docking rings and cargo spurs turning slow around a central spine, and below that spine, disappearing down through cloud toward a point on the surface none of them could see from here, the tether itself, impossibly thin at this distance, a single bright thread stitching the sky to the ground, carrying more weight up and down it in a day than most of history’s ships had moved in a year.

“There she is,” Junie said, mostly to herself, the particular fondness in it of someone greeting a place rather than just arriving at one.

She opened the channel without being asked, the practiced motion of someone who’d done this enough times to stop thinking about it as a procedure. “Main Lift Control, this is independent transport Achilles, requesting approach clearance, ident and manifest to follow.”

The reply came a beat later, evenly paced, unmistakably a voice built for this and nothing else. “Achilles, Main Lift Control, you’re received. Transmit ident and manifest at will.”

“Ident confirmed, registered vessel, Central Command license current.” Junie rattled it off from memory, the cadence of someone reciting something she could do asleep. “Three passengers, one pilot, one cargo item requiring cold-chain integrity: human remains, Central-flagged, escorted, released from station quarantine six days after decease, full documentation on file with the originating station AI.”

A pause on the other end, not hesitation exactly, just the small silence of something processing what it had been handed. “Copy, Achilles. We have the flag. Cold-chain manifest confirmed, escort noted.” Another beat, and something in the voice shifted register, into something a shade less procedural. “Dr. Yung. We have the notice from Central. Ground reception’s already been arranged on her behalf. You’re cleared to dock, ring four, spur seven. Convey our recognition of the loss to your crew.”

“Will do,” Junie said, and something in her own voice softened to match it, just for that one line, before snapping back to business. “Copy ring four, spur seven. Beginning approach.”

The channel closed. Nobody said anything for a moment.

“Recognition of the loss,” Nathan repeated, quiet, testing the phrase. “That’s not nothing, coming from a traffic controller.”

“It’s not a traffic controller,” Séverin said. “Not really. It’s the terminus’s own voice, wearing a traffic controller’s job today because that’s the job in front of it. Same as Lodestar wearing quarantine officer some days and grief counselor on others.” He watched the ring grow larger in the display, docking lights already blinking a lazy, patient rhythm along its rim. “It knows exactly who’s aboard. It’s known since the manifest cleared. Everyone on this side of the sky is going to know who’s aboard, long before we’re through customs.”

Marlo said nothing to that, watching the wheel turn slowly to meet them, ring four sliding into alignment, spur seven opening its long dark mouth to take them in. Whatever room waited on the other side of that dock, it wasn’t going to be one where he was the only authority in it, not anymore. Vey didn’t say anything either. For once, the silence agreed with him.

He caught Junie’s eye once the clamps had gone quiet and Séverin and Nathan were already up and moving toward the aft hold, a private word, not one for anyone’s manifest.

“Once Yung’s off and handed over properly, get the ship turned around. Reposition to your own berth as soon as the show gets going. Less visibility the better: nobody needs to clock where we end up next.”

“Copy,” Junie said, easy about it, the tone of someone who’d heard stranger requests than this one before breakfast.

Marlo dropped his voice a shade further. “Fully loaded, if you know what I mean.”

“I know exactly what you mean.” A beat, dry. “You expecting trouble already, or just getting ahead of it?”

“Both,” Marlo said. “Same as always.”

The answer that came back wasn’t Junie’s, not quite: a flatter register underneath her voice, unhurried, already three steps into the work. “Already running the numbers,” the Achilles said. “Give me the hour once she’s off, and I’ll be ready before either of you are.”

The Achilles dipped toward the ring, and Earth turned beneath them, patient and enormous and entirely unbothered by the four strangers and the one still, cold passenger it was about to receive.





Chapter 9 — Ground




The Handoff

Ring four, spur seven, and the Achilles sat locked to it like it had never planned on leaving. Two bioroids came through the umbilical first, matched in step, carrying the case between them without visible effort: the kind of load a human crew would have needed a cart for.

Marlo met them at the hatch. He hadn’t expected an audience this close to the dock, but there she was: Nadia Calloway, Central Command’s liaison, in a coat too formal for the corridor she was standing in, hands folded in front of her the way people held themselves when they didn’t trust what their hands might do otherwise.

“Investigator Paz.” She said it like a title she still wasn’t used to using out loud.

“Ms. Calloway.”

“They put an honor guard on the tarmac.” She said it fast, under her breath, glancing past him at the case as the bioroids set it down between them. “A full one. Flags. A recitation team. I told them a woman who died in a cargo bay didn’t need a recitation team, and they told me the collective wanted it, so.” She spread her hands, a small, helpless gesture. “So.”

“She’d have hated it,” Marlo said, and meant it as something close to kind.

“I know.” Calloway looked at the case like it might agree with her. “I’ve read her file twice since the call. I don’t think anyone’s asked her opinion on any of this in six days.”

Marlo let that sit for exactly as long as it deserved, then moved past it, because there was a question under it he needed answered before the rest of the morning swallowed the chance. “Where’s she going from here.”

“Forensics. Full workup, top of the queue.” Calloway said it the way a person recited something they’d been told rather than something they’d verified.

“Central’s forensics, or someone else’s?”

“Central’s. Everything’s arranged.” A short breath. “Everything’s taken care of, Marlo. You don’t need to worry about the chain on this one.”

He filed the phrase without comment, the tone of someone repeating a line they’d been handed rather than one they’d built themselves, and let it go for now.

“Debrief first,” Calloway said. “They’re waiting for you at the terminal offices. It won’t take long.” A glance past him, toward the rest of the crew already gathering their own gear near the hatch. “The others don’t need to sit through it.”

“They won’t.” Marlo caught Junie’s eye first. “You’ve got your own plans.”

“I do,” Junie said, already halfway to not being part of this conversation anymore.

He looked at Nathan and Séverin next. “Take the lift down. Get a look at the place before the ceremony starts. Eat something first if you want, there’s no reason to rush this.”

Séverin nodded once. Nathan didn’t nod at all, just hitched his pack higher on one shoulder and turned for the corridor like he’d been waiting for permission to move.





The Checkpoint

The lift terminal’s security line was longer than either of them expected for a departure this size, and slower for it. Nathan set his pack on the scanner belt without being asked twice, which should have been the end of it.

It wasn’t.

“Sir, I need you to step aside.” The tech at the console didn’t look up from her readout, already reaching for a second wand. “Your bag’s returning a flagged signature.”

“It’s authorized,” Nathan said, unbothered, the tone of a man who’d had this conversation in more airports and depots than he cared to count, on tech that never quite caught up to what he carried. “Crew credential, Central Command investigation. Check the manifest.”

“I see the manifest.” She didn’t sound convinced by it. “I don’t see a weapons exemption on it.”

“Because it’s not weapons. It’s protective equipment with some weapons built in, which is a different line item, if your system’s got one.” He said it patiently, like he’d made the distinction before and lost the argument before too. “Pull up Investigator Paz’s clearance code. Cross-reference. I’ll wait.”

Séverin, beside him, said nothing, watching the tech’s face do the slow work of deciding whether this was worth escalating.

It took four minutes, a supervisor, and a second scan before she waved them both through, radiating the irritation of someone who’d been right to be suspicious and still had to let it go anyway.

“Every time,” Nathan muttered, shouldering the pack again once they’d cleared the gate.

“You could leave it on the ship,” Séverin said.

“I could.” Nathan didn’t slow down. “I don’t.”





Going Down

The lift car was smaller than Nathan expected, close and quiet in a way that made the size of what it was doing feel almost like a lie.

“How fast is this thing actually moving,” he asked, once the platform had sealed and the first lurch of departure had settled into something steadier.

“Faster than anything you’d have ridden a hundred years ago.” Séverin had a hand against the rail, more out of habit than need. “A few thousand kilometers an hour once we’re clear of the terminus traffic. Give it four hours, maybe less.”

“Four hours to fall out of the sky.”

“Four hours to climb down a very long, very expensive string,” Séverin said. “Falling would take considerably less time and end considerably worse.”

Nathan grunted at that and turned to the window instead, where Earth had already stopped being a shape you could take in whole and become something closer to a place: cloud banks moving underneath them with actual weather in them, coastline visible where the light caught the water right.

“Tell me something,” Nathan said, after a while. “All those people down there. Connectors, normals, whatever they call themselves this week. Do they feel this? The lift going down, four hours, all of it, does it register anywhere, or does it just happen to whoever’s actually riding it?”

“Neither, usually.” Séverin considered the question longer than it probably needed. “Most people aren’t paying attention to a lift car unless they’re in one. The field doesn’t broadcast every mundane thing everyone’s doing, that’d be unlivable for everyone involved. It’s there if you reach for it. Nobody reaches for a lift ride.”

“So it’s less like everyone’s in each other’s heads all the time, and more like—”

“A room full of people who could talk to each other any second they wanted to, and mostly choose not to, because most of what’s happening to any one of them isn’t interesting enough to share.” Séverin shrugged. “You’d be surprised how much of it comes down to manners.”

Nathan didn’t answer that right away. When he did, it wasn’t really a question. “And Miranda. However many decades she spent up here. She had that too. All of it, right there, any second she wanted.”

“She did.”

“Doesn’t sound like it helped.”

Séverin didn’t have anything to say to that, and for the rest of the descent, neither of them tried to fill the silence with something that wasn’t true.





The Ceremony

The site sat inside the same old complex as the crematorium, part of a stretch of ground the city around it had grown up and past without ever quite building over: a low amphitheater, stone-worked in a style that predated the network by a couple hundred years, kept in use the way old churches sometimes got kept in use long after the belief that built them had thinned out to nothing. Marlo had read, once, that it used to hold funerals for people whose names meant something to more strangers than family. It still did, apparently. It just didn’t need to very often.

The crowd was smaller than the broadcast made it look. A few hundred people, gathered close in a space built for more, with the cameras doing the work of turning that into something that would read as full on a feed reaching the entire collective at once. No casket. No body, open or otherwise, just a raised marker at the center, catching light, and a recitation of Miranda Yung’s name and the decades of work behind it, read aloud by someone whose voice Marlo didn’t recognize and whose relationship to Miranda he hadn’t been briefed on.

Nathan and Séverin stayed back near the complex’s outer wall, close enough to watch, far enough to not be part of it. Marlo stood with the crew that had assembled him a seat near the front and didn’t take it, choosing instead to remain standing at the edge where he could see the whole shape of the crowd rather than just the backs of the heads in front of him.

It was, he thought, a decent performance of grief for an institution that mostly didn’t know how to grieve anymore. Genuine in places. Rehearsed in others. He couldn’t have said, watching it, which parts were which, and it bothered him more than he expected that he couldn’t.

When the recitation ended and the crowd began to loosen into smaller clusters of quiet conversation, he found Calloway near the edge of the amphitheater and asked the question he’d been sitting on since the dock.

“Where’s the actual cremation happening.”

She hesitated, which told him something before her answer did. “There’s a hall on the far side of the complex. Old building, predates most of what you’re standing in now. It’s not part of today’s program.”

“I’d like to be there.”

“That’s not usually—”

“I know it’s not usual,” Marlo said. “I’d still like to be there.”





The Hall

The hall was larger than he expected for a building nobody used much anymore, and darker, lit only where the light needed to fall rather than everywhere at once. Stone floor, high windows gone soft with age, the stillness of a place built for something people didn’t do very often. He understood, standing in the doorway, why it wasn’t part of the public program. It didn’t look like comfort. It looked like what it was.

He was alone. Calloway had stayed behind with the last of the crowd, and he hadn’t asked her to come.

He saw the bioroid before he understood what he was looking at, and it took him a second longer to understand what was in front of the bioroid.

The case at the far end of the hall, a hundred meters off if it was a step, wasn’t the one that had ridden down from the Achilles. That one had been built for the trip: compact, seal-locked, sized for a cargo hold and a mass budget. This one was bulkier, heavier stock, the kind of container a building never had to think twice about because it never had to leave the ground.

Nobody had told him she’d been moved into it. And Calloway had told him at the dock that she was already on her way to forensics, top of the queue, everything taken care of.

He held still and let his eyes adjust, augmentation kicking in without any conscious effort on his part: the hall’s far end pulling closer, detail resolving out of blur until the hundred meters between them stopped mattering. The bioroid’s hands sharpened into focus: a sample vial, tweezers, small unhurried movements from someone who expected not to be watched. Not maintenance. Not transport prep. It was taking samples.

He didn’t move. Didn’t reach for the field, either, not yet, not until he understood what he was looking at and who else might be listening if he did.

He pulled his comm instead, low, and got Calloway on the line within seconds.

“You told me she was in forensics. Full workup, top of the queue.”

“She is.” A beat, and he heard her double back on it even as she said it, heard the sound of someone pulling up something she hadn’t expected to need to check. “That’s what the log shows. Received, logged, in queue as of—” She stopped. “That’s wrong. That timestamp’s wrong. That’s not possible, she’d have had to be two places at once.”

“She’s at the cremation hall right now. Nobody’s touched forensics.”

“That’s not—” A longer pause this time, the professional composure thinning into something closer to actual alarm. “There’s a fast-track authorization logged against her file forty minutes ago. It bypassed intake entirely. I don’t know who cleared that, and I don’t know who wrote the forensics entry that says otherwise.”

“Neither do I,” Marlo said, still watching the shape at the far end of the hall, still not moving. “Find out.”

A breath, sharper than the ones before it. “I’m on my way.”





The Call

He switched channels before she’d finished answering, comm only, deliberately away from the field, not just because Nathan couldn’t have heard him there, but because the last thing this needed was the whole collective feeling the shape of his attention before he understood it himself.

“Nathan. Séverin. There’s a bioroid working the case in the cremation hall, west side of the complex, and it’s not supposed to be there. Move in quiet, cover the entrance, don’t engage unless it moves toward you first.” He kept his eyes on the bioroid as he said it. “You’re cleared to use force if it comes to that.”

There was a short silence on the line, the kind that meant both of them had heard him correctly and were deciding not to ask him to repeat it.

“Copy,” Séverin said, already moving, his voice dropping into something flatter and more careful than it had been all morning.

Nathan didn’t say anything right away. Marlo heard the click and hiss of something unfolding instead: the compact shape of his pack coming apart at the seams and reassembling itself around him, plates settling over chest and shoulders and the backs of his forearms, the low whine of something charging that hadn’t been charged in a while.

“Been a minute since you needed this authorization,” Séverin said, dry, watching him gear up.

“Rather have it and not need it.” Nathan checked the charge on one forearm plate, unhurried. “You want to talk to me about subtle, you’re welcome to. I call this my light traveling package.”

“That’s not subtle.”

“Didn’t say it was.” Nathan started moving. “Said it was light.”





Chapter 10 — Cornered




The Approach

Marlo crossed the hall slowly, close to the wall, boots finding the stone without needing to look down for it. A hundred meters closed to sixty, then thirty, and the bioroid still hadn’t looked up from the case.

He slid a hand into his coat and closed it around the small weapon there, barely longer than his palm, built for exactly this: close range, low collateral, a beam that could put a person down without putting them in the ground. He didn’t draw it yet. He wanted his hands empty for as long as the room would let him keep them that way.

At fifteen meters the bioroid’s head came up.

Not startled. Nothing in the movement read as surprise: just a system finishing one task and beginning the next, unhurried, the sample vial already sealed and vanishing into a slot at its hip before its eyes had finished tracking to him.

“I know somebody’s driving,” Marlo said. He kept his voice level, pitched for the room and nobody else. “So I’m not going to waste time asking you what you are. I want to know what the hell you think you’re doing with her.”

Nothing. The bioroid’s eyes held on him, patient in the same unblinking way Lodestar’s had been that night in the technician’s nook, except there was no warmth behind these, no half-familiar cadence waiting to answer.

“I’m talking to whoever’s wearing this thing,” Marlo said, and drew the weapon now, unhurried, held low. “Not the shell. You. What the fuck are you doing?”

Silence answered him: the specific kind of silence a live connection makes when someone on the other end has chosen not to speak rather than failed to hear.



What a Cornered Thing Does

The bioroid moved.

Not toward him, around, one economical sweep of its head taking in the hall’s far exits, the high windows, the stacked stone that had stood there since before anyone alive remembered what it had been built to hold. Marlo had seen that kind of look before, in people: a room getting measured for what it was worth as an escape rather than what it was worth as a place to stand and argue.

Its hands moved while its head was still turning, two more vials off the case’s open tray, gone into the same hip compartment in under two seconds, a motion too fast and too clean to have cost it any of the attention it was spending on the room. Then the case lid came down, sealed, left behind. Whatever it had wanted from it, it had already taken.

“Don’t,” Marlo said, and meant it as the last warning he was going to bother giving.

The bioroid came at him instead.

It wasn’t a lunge built to kill him. He clocked that even as his body was already moving, some part of his training sorting the shape of the attack faster than conscious thought could keep up. It was the kind of violence that wanted an opening more than it wanted a body on the floor. A cornered animal doesn’t fight to win. It fights to make the thing in its way flinch long enough to get past it.

Marlo’s augmentation answered before he asked it to.

The world didn’t slow down, not exactly, that was the version people who’d never had the work done always imagined, and it wasn’t true. What actually happened was that his own reactions caught up to real time instead of trailing a half-step behind it, the gap between seeing a fist come and moving to answer it collapsing down to nothing worth noticing. He went sideways instead of back, let the first strike pass close enough to feel the air of it, and put two rounds of the beam into the bioroid’s shoulder on the way past.

It didn’t slow down either.

The beam was built for flesh: for a nervous system it could scramble, muscle it could seize, a person it could put down without killing. Against a chassis built to survive vacuum and impact and a hundred years of maintenance-bay abuse, it did about as much as throwing water at a wall. A scorch mark. A stagger, maybe, more from the shove of impact than any actual damage underneath. Marlo fired twice more anyway, because standing still and doing nothing wasn’t a real option, and because some part of him was still hoping the third time would be the one that mattered.

It wasn’t.

The bioroid drove a shoulder into the space where he’d have been standing if his legs hadn’t already carried him somewhere else, and in the half-second that cost it, Marlo got a clean read on where this was actually going: not at him at all, not really. Past him. Toward the doors.



The Break

It went through the gap between two support columns at a dead run, fast enough that Marlo, enhanced, and still not fast enough to close the distance from a standing start, had to settle for tracking it instead of stopping it.

He hit the comm instead of chasing.

“It’s moving. West doors, headed your way, full speed. Don’t let it clear the courtyard.”

“Copy.” Séverin’s voice, already breathless with motion.

Marlo came through the doors a few seconds behind it, into daylight that felt wrong after the hall’s dim stone, and found the courtyard already narrowing around the thing trying to cross it. Nathan had planted himself dead center of the widest approach, plated forearm already up, and Séverin was cutting in from the side to close what would otherwise have been an easy angle around him.

The bioroid didn’t slow. It read the two of them the way it had read the hall, fast, cold, looking for the gap instead of the fight, and adjusted its line half a step toward the narrower space between Nathan and a low garden wall.

Nathan didn’t wait for it to commit.

The shot came off his forearm plate with a crack that had weight to it, more felt than heard, and a chunk of the wall six feet to the bioroid’s left came apart in a spray of stone dust and fragments. Not close enough to have been an accident. Close enough that everyone in the courtyard understood exactly what it had been.

“Careful,” Marlo called, already moving to close the distance. “Don’t hit the main unit. I need whatever’s logged in there.”

“That wasn’t aimed at the main unit,” Nathan said, not even glancing over, already tracking the bioroid’s next half-step with the plate still raised. “If I wanted his head gone, it’d be gone. That was a suggestion.”

The bioroid took the suggestion for exactly as long as it took to find a new gap, and then didn’t take it at all, cutting hard right, past the shattered stone, into the narrow service lane running along the complex’s outer wall.



The Lane

It was fast in a way that stopped being interesting to watch and started being a problem almost immediately: no wasted motion anywhere in it, every stride costed out for maximum distance and nothing spent on anything else. Marlo kept pace at the edge of what his own conditioning could give him, Séverin a half-step behind, Nathan falling back by design rather than failure, plate already recharging, saving whatever was left in it for a shot that would actually matter.

The lane spat them out onto the complex’s transit apron just as three vehicles came around the far corner faster than the space technically allowed for.

Calloway was out of the lead one before it had fully stopped, and she wasn’t in the coat anymore, stripped down to something closer to what the rest of the team behind her was wearing, plated at the shoulders and forearms in a way that made Marlo’s earlier read of her, hands folded, unused to trouble, look like exactly the performance it had apparently been. Four more came out behind her, geared the way Nathan was geared, moving the way people moved when the gearing wasn’t for show.

“Talk to me,” Calloway said, already scanning past him to the shape closing on the apron’s far edge.

“Bioroid. Occupied, not running local. It’s not slowing down for anyone.” Marlo kept moving as he said it, not stopping to make the report easy for her. “I need it contained, not destroyed.”

“Copy that.” She was already moving, already folding her people into a line that would close the apron’s open side before the bioroid reached it, and for one clean second it looked like it might actually work: five bodies and Marlo’s four converging on a stretch of ground with nowhere obviously left to go.

The bioroid didn’t slow down for any of it.

It hit the apron’s center line at a dead sprint, and at the exact spot where six converging angles should have finally closed on nothing but empty air, it folded, shoulders in, knees up, a compression Marlo’s eyes almost refused to track even with the augmentation feeding him every frame of it, and drove itself into a cylinder standing alone at the apron’s edge that hadn’t registered as anything more than infrastructure until it was already swallowing a body twice the size it should have been able to hold.

The cylinder sealed. A half-second later it left the ground, fast enough that the sound of it arrived after the shape already had, a thin white line climbing straight up into a sky that didn’t have a single other thing in it to compare the speed against.

Nobody moved for a moment that lasted longer than it should have.

“Tell me somebody got a trace on that,” Marlo said, finally, not turning around.

“Working on it,” Calloway said, and didn’t sound like she believed her own answer any more than he did.





Chapter 11 — Scope




The Debrief

They rode the lift back up in near silence, four hours of climbing a very long, very expensive string with nothing to do but watch the same coastline shrink that had grown large under them only that morning. Nobody suggested talking about it yet. There was a version of the conversation that needed a room with a door, not a transit car with thin walls and a schedule.

The terminal offices hadn’t changed in the hours since Marlo had last been through them, except that now there were five chairs instead of one, and nobody had bothered to make the room look like it welcomed a crowd.

Calloway was already inside when they filed in, standing rather than sitting, a data-slate in one hand that she hadn’t looked at once. She’d changed out of the plated shoulders and forearms from the apron, back into something closer to the coat she’d worn at the dock, but she held herself like the gear was still on underneath it.

“Sit,” she said. “This won’t take as long as the last one, and it’ll matter a great deal more.”

Nathan took the chair nearest the door out of habit, Séverin the one that put him closest to the room’s console. Marlo stayed standing until the others had settled, then didn’t sit either.

“Start with what we know,” he said. “Not what it means yet. Just what we watched happen.”

Séverin went first, because he’d had the field open the whole time and the rest of them hadn’t. “It wasn’t running local. I checked the second it moved, out of habit more than suspicion, and there was nothing there. No station-side process, no cached routine, nothing a bioroid runs on its own between tasks. Somebody was in it, live, the entire time we were watching it work.”

“Which somebody’s the question,” Calloway said. “Central’s asking the same thing I am, and neither of us has an answer yet.”

“It read the room like a person would.” Marlo said it slowly, working it out loud rather than reporting it. “Not scared. Not angry. Cornered, and it went looking for the exit the way anyone would, fast, economical, no wasted motion. That’s not a fear response running on instinct. That’s someone thinking clearly under pressure and choosing to run instead of fight, because running was the better play.”

“Good tactics,” Nathan said. “I’ve fought scared people. That wasn’t scared.”

“No.” Marlo turned that over again, and found, a little to his own surprise, that what he felt looking at it wasn’t anger. It was closer to the itch of a puzzle laid out with half its pieces missing: something worth leaning into rather than flinching from. “Whoever was driving it kept their head the entire time. Corner four trained people in an old stone hallway and most operators panic, even good ones. This one didn’t panic once.”

“I’d call that concerning before I called it interesting,” Calloway said, and there was an edge under it that hadn’t been in her voice at the dock.

“It’s both.” Marlo met her eyes, not unkindly. “I’m not saying it doesn’t matter that it happened. I’m saying I haven’t seen anything like it before, and neither has anyone else in this room, and I’d rather understand what I’m looking at than just be angry about it.”

“Some of us don’t get to separate those two things.” Calloway set the slate down on the table, harder than the gesture needed. “That apron was my watch. My team, my clearance, my call to bring them in plated instead of trusting a liaison coat to be enough. And it still walked past nine of us into a launch tube nobody flagged as active, and now Central wants to know how a piece of equipment with a person’s name on the registry got occupied by someone we can’t identify, inside a secured complex, on my rotation.” She let that sit. “So yes. I’m having a harder time being curious about it than you are.”

Nobody argued with her. Marlo let the silence hold a beat before he spoke again, because she’d earned that much.

“Nobody in this room thinks it’s a small thing,” he said. “I want to understand it before it gets buried under how bad it looks. Those aren’t the same project, but they both start in the same place.” He looked to Séverin. “Where’s the trace on the capsule.”

“Nowhere good.” Séverin didn’t dress it up. “It slipped the terminus’s low-orbit tracking inside ninety seconds, which by itself isn’t strange, half the traffic up there does that. What’s strange is it didn’t reacquire on any of the three follow-on nets that should have caught it after. Not lost. Scrubbed. Somebody with real access pulled the entries after the fact, or the capsule was running a transponder that was never honest with tracking to begin with.”

“Which one,” Marlo said.

“Don’t know yet. I’d guess the second, honestly. Scrubbing after the fact leaves a seam somewhere, even a small one, and I haven’t found it. A transponder that lies from the start doesn’t leave that seam because there was never a true signal to erase.”

Calloway’s jaw tightened at that, the specific tightness of someone hearing a piece of bad news land on top of one already delivered. “That’s not a public launch tube. That’s a maintenance capsule with a registered chassis ID. Somebody would have had to falsify the registration before today, not scramble something in the last hour.”

“Somebody would have had to falsify a forensics log forty minutes before I found the thing in the hall, too,” Marlo said, quiet. “We’re well past today for a lot of this.”

That landed. Calloway didn’t answer it right away, and when she did, her voice had lost some of its edge, replaced with something closer to the alarm he’d heard over the comm in the cremation hall. “I still don’t have a name on who cleared that authorization. I’ve had four people on it since this morning. Central’s own audit trail says it was signed off by a credential that doesn’t correspond to an active person anymore. Retired, reassigned, I don’t have that yet either.”

“So somewhere in a system that’s supposed to be unfakeable,” Marlo said, “somebody faked something, cleanly enough that nobody’s caught the seam yet. Twice. The auth, and now the tracking.”

Nathan, who’d been quiet through most of it, leaned forward with his elbows on his knees. “You people keep saying that like it’s impossible. Where I come from, that’s just called somebody being good at their job.”

“It’s not that it’s impossible,” Séverin said. “It’s that it’s supposed to be impossible for exactly the reason this whole investigation exists in the first place. Concealment isn’t a skill problem in the collective. It’s a structural one. You can’t lie to a network that’s inside your own head.”

“Unless you’re not in it,” Nathan said. “Or you found a door somebody forgot to lock.”

Marlo looked at him for a second longer than the comment strictly needed, because it was the same shape of thought that had been sitting under his own ribs since the hall, unspoken until Nathan said it plainly. A door somebody forgot to lock, or built on purpose and told no one about. He didn’t say the rest of it out loud, not yet, not in this room.



What’s Left

“The body,” Calloway said, moving them forward before the silence could sit too long. “Central wants a decision logged before end of day, and I’d rather it be one we all understand than one that gets made above our heads and handed down.”

“What’s the actual state of it,” Marlo asked. “Not the plan. What’s true right now.”

“Forensics has her. Real forensics, this time, I checked myself before I came in here.” A short breath. “They’ll run the full workup starting tonight. But I want to set expectations honestly, because I think you already know what I’m about to say.” She looked at Marlo directly. “The samples that mattered most were in that case. Tissue, fluid, the material a workup like this actually lives or dies on. That’s what the bioroid took. What’s left is the body itself, and Bergstrom’s initial exam already told us the instruments don’t find anything wrong with her by any measure they have. I don’t expect tonight’s workup to find something Bergstrom missed. I think whoever did this took the only version of this evidence that was ever going to say something different.”

“So we run it anyway,” Marlo said. It wasn’t a question.

“Because not running it would be worse, and because I could be wrong, and because Central needs the record to show due diligence was done before—” She stopped short of finishing it plainly, but nobody in the room needed her to.

“Before she’s cremated,” Marlo said.

“Tomorrow, most likely,” Calloway said. “Standard interval after workup completes, unless somebody in this room gives me a reason to hold it longer, and I want to be honest that I don’t currently have one to give Central even if you did.”

Marlo sat with that for a moment. There was a version of himself, younger and less patient with this world’s rituals, that would have pushed to hold the body regardless, on principle, on the thin chance something turned up. But Calloway wasn’t wrong, and pretending otherwise wouldn’t get Miranda Yung anything she didn’t already have.

“Let it run its course,” he said. “Log that I asked for the workup to be prioritized over the cremation schedule if there’s any conflict, not the other way around. Beyond that, I don’t have grounds to hold her.”

Calloway made a note of it, visibly relieved to have something concrete to enter into the record. “That’s fair. That’s more than fair, honestly.” She looked up. “For what it’s worth, I don’t think this was ever really about the body. I think the body was cover for getting at the case.”

“I think so too,” Marlo said, and didn’t say anything else about it.



Report

The last of it was the part Marlo had known was coming since the courtyard, and Calloway didn’t make him wait for it.

“Central wants a full incident report. Everything, start to finish, filed through the standard investigative channel, reviewed before you’re cleared to keep working the broader case.” She said it like she’d argued it down from something worse already. “I pushed back on a full operational pause pending review. I got that off the table. The report, I couldn’t.”

“No,” Marlo said.

She blinked. “No, you understand, or no, you’re refusing.”

“I’m refusing the channel, not the report.” He kept his voice even, because this wasn’t the fight he wanted to make it. “I’ll write everything down. Every second of it, in more detail than Central’s ever going to want to read. But it goes through my own investigative record, sealed at my discretion, same standing that’s covered every other piece of this case since the station. Not the standard channel. Not reviewed by whoever’s sitting on the other end of it before I’m allowed to keep moving.”

“That’s not how incident review works, Marlo.”

“It’s exactly how independent-investigation standing works, and you know that, because you’re the one who read me the scope of it before I ever left Earth the first time.” He didn’t raise his voice. He didn’t need to. “A woman’s death that broke every precedent this collective has for what death even looks like, and now a piece of physical evidence stolen out of a secured facility by someone who can falsify records the network’s built to make unfakeable twice in one morning and not leave a mark either time. I am not sending that report down a line I don’t control while I don’t know who’s reading it on the other end.”

The room went still in a way that had a different texture than the stillness before. Calloway looked at him for a long moment, and something in her expression shifted, not agreement exactly, but recognition.

“You think it’s someone inside the network,” she said.

“I think I don’t know, and until I do, I’m not treating ‘standard’ as a synonym for ‘safe.’ Neither should you, for what it’s worth. Your credential audit came back empty twice today. That’s not proof of anything. It’s just not nothing, either.”

She didn’t argue that. She wrote something on the slate instead, slower this time, and when she looked up again her voice had gone flat and official, the sound of someone choosing her exact words for a record she knew would be read later. “Independent-investigation standing invoked, sealed record, investigator’s discretion on distribution. Noted and logged. Central won’t love it. I’ll carry that.”

“Thank you,” Marlo said, and meant it.

“Don’t thank me yet.” She managed something close to a tired, genuine smile. “I still have to explain to three people above me why the room’s most dangerous open question just got a lock put on it instead of a spotlight.”



Need to Know

They didn’t talk about it again until they were three corridors clear of the terminal offices, in the kind of transit walkway built wide enough that nobody had to slow down to pass anyone else, which made it one of the few places on the lift terminus where a small group could talk without an obvious knot forming for the field to notice.

“You’re not going to tell her about the hauler,” Séverin said. Not a question either.

“Not yet.” Marlo kept walking, eyes forward. “Not the capsule read, not what you’re about to tell me you already suspect about where it launched from. Not until I understand how deep this goes.”

“She just put her name on covering for you in front of her own chain of command,” Nathan said. “Seems like a strange time to start keeping things from her.”

“It’s exactly the right time.” Marlo slowed enough to let the four of them close into something like a circle without stopping outright. “Someone with real institutional access faked an authorization and scrubbed a tracking net today, careful enough that nobody’s found the seam. That’s not a disgruntled tech with a grudge. That’s someone who understands these systems from the inside, well enough to move through them without leaving the kind of mark this collective is built to always leave. I don’t know if that’s one person or three. I don’t know if it touches Central Command, Calloway’s own office, or somewhere else entirely. Until I do, I’m not handing the one lead we have to anyone outside this crew, including someone I happen to like and mostly trust.”

“Mostly,” Séverin repeated.

“Mostly’s the honest word, and I’d rather be honest with you than generous with her.” Marlo looked at each of them in turn. “This stays with the four of us. Junie included, the second we’re back with her. Nobody logs it, nobody says it near an open channel, nobody even thinks it loudly if you can help it. Séverin, you know what that costs you better than I do.”

“I’ve done it before,” Séverin said. “I don’t love it. I’ll do it.”

“Nathan, you’re the only one of us the field can’t touch at all. That’s not nothing right now. If any of us needs a place to say something that absolutely cannot leak, it’s through you.”

Nathan’s mouth twitched, not quite a smile. “Finally useful for something besides carrying the heavy bag.”

“You were useful for that too,” Marlo said, and let himself have the half-second of levity before the rest of it. He didn’t reach for the field to check whether Vey had caught the shape of the conversation from the private channel they kept; he already knew the answer would be waiting whenever he did.

He reached for it now, brief, low, just enough for one thought to cross: You getting all this.

Every word, Vey answered, dry as ever, the tone arriving with none of the delay a normal query would carry. For what it’s worth, I think you’re right not to trust the channel. I also think it’s worth noticing that the exact capability being used against you right now, moving cleanly through systems built to catch it, is the same shape of thing you and I are.

Marlo didn’t answer that one, not because he disagreed, but because he’d already thought it himself somewhere under the part of his mind he’d been keeping busy on purpose.

“So what do we tell Central when we leave,” Séverin asked. “Because we are leaving. You’ve had that look since the hall.”

“We tell them the truth,” Marlo said. “Just not all of it at once. We’re following a supply-chain irregularity tied to Dr. Yung’s equipment history, off-manifest routing on a shipment from two years back, flagged during the physical evidence review. That’s true. Every word of it is true.”

“It’s also not remotely the whole reason we’re going,” Nathan said.

“No,” Marlo agreed. “It isn’t.”



Junie’s Base

The base sat at the far side of the Main Lift’s orbital terminus, past the traffic and the customs corridors and the parts of the terminus built to be looked at, in a stretch of structure that existed because the terminus was too large for any single office to account for every square meter of it. Junie met them at a hatch that didn’t have a sign on it, wiping grease off one hand with a rag that had given up being useful for that purpose a long time ago.

“You look like a debrief that went badly,” she said, by way of hello.

“It went honestly,” Marlo said. “That’s close enough some days.”

Inside, the base was smaller than the Achilles’s own hold and twice as cluttered, parts racked floor to ceiling in an order that made sense to exactly one person. Junie swept a space open on the bench with one motion of her forearm and didn’t apologize for the mess.

“Talk to me,” she said. “You didn’t fly all the way down here for the view.”

Séverin laid it out fast and straight, the capsule’s launch signature, the registered chassis ID that didn’t match any log Central would admit to keeping, the scrubbed tracking nets. Junie listened with her arms crossed, and about halfway through, something in her face changed, the particular stillness of someone recognizing a shape she’d seen before under different lighting.

“That chassis prefix,” she said, when Séverin finished. “Say it again.”

He did. She was already moving before he’d finished the second syllable, across the bench to a panel that looked like it had been salvaged from three different systems and made to speak to each other by force of will.

“I know that prefix,” she said, half to herself, pulling up something none of them could read from where they stood. “Not officially. Officially it doesn’t exist, which is exactly why I know it.” She glanced up at Marlo. “You remember I told you my patron’s not clean. Compliant, registered, plays by the rules everywhere anyone’s looking. But it’s also the reason I can get parts that don’t have paperwork, and parts that don’t have paperwork move through a very small number of haulers who know how to make a shipment disappear from a manifest without making it disappear from the world.”

“And this prefix is one of them,” Marlo said.

“This prefix is the one.” Junie turned the panel toward them, a spread of routing data that meant more to her than to anyone else in the room. “Same operator that moved an off-book shipment out of the crystallography station about two years back, dock records short one honest line item. I didn’t think anything of it at the time, everybody in my line of work’s heard of this outfit, they’re a rumor more than a name. But your capsule launched on a registration string that traces back to the same shell operation. That’s not a coincidence I’d bet against.”

“You’re sure,” Séverin said.

“I’m sure enough to burn a favor finding out for certain.” Junie was already reaching for something else on the panel, fingers moving fast. “Give me an hour with my patron. It likes this kind of thing more than it should, and it owes me for the last three favors I did without asking for anything back. I’ll get you a location, or as close to one as this outfit’s ever let anyone get.”

“An hour,” Marlo said.

“Maybe two. I’m not promising a bow on it.” She looked up at him, and something in her expression sharpened into the practical, unglamorous focus she wore best. “You want this quiet, I’m guessing. Given the look on your face since you walked in.”

“As quiet as you can make it.”

“Then it’s a good thing my patron doesn’t officially exist either.” She almost smiled. “We’ll get along fine.”



Departure

It took closer to two hours than one, and at the end of it Junie had a name that wasn’t a name, a station registry that wasn’t public, and a set of coordinates far enough off the usual traffic lanes that Séverin let out a low breath just looking at the transit estimate.

“That’s a real trip,” he said. “Not a hop.”

“It’s the only trip we’ve got,” Marlo said. “Log the flight plan through the standard channel: Kibo Station, cross-jurisdiction audit follow-up, same off-manifest routing we already told Calloway about. That’s real ground, real jurisdiction, nothing anyone official’s going to blink at. The other coordinates don’t go in anywhere. We’re not flying there. We’re stopping there, on the way, and only the four of us need to know there’s a difference. I want this sanctioned. I don’t want it examined.”

“Those aren’t quite the same thing,” Séverin said, already working the console.

“No,” Marlo agreed. “But they can look like it, if you’re careful, and I’d rather have the collective’s blessing on record even if it isn’t the whole picture underneath it.”

Nathan checked the charge on his forearm plate, out of habit rather than expectation, and caught Marlo watching him do it. “You think we’re walking into another one of those.”

“I think whoever’s on the other end of this has already shown me they don’t panic under pressure,” Marlo said. “I’d rather be ready and wrong than the other way around.”

Junie sealed the hatch behind them with the particular satisfaction of someone closing up a workspace she’d miss for exactly as long as the trip took and not a second longer. “Buckle in. It’s a long way out, and I intend to enjoy every minute of it that isn’t terrifying.”

The Achilles pulled away from the terminus with every form filed and every box checked, authorized on paper down to the last signature — Kibo Station, cross-jurisdiction audit, real ground under a real name — carrying four people and one absent fifth voice who already knew more than any of the paperwork did, headed first toward a set of coordinates that officially belonged to no one at all.





Chapter 12 — The Anvil




Approach

The registry ping that Junie’s contact had handed over called it PX-118, a string that meant nothing to anyone and was clearly meant to. Nobody who actually worked the rock called it that. Séverin found the working name buried three layers down in a maintenance log nobody had bothered to scrub: the Anvil, for the shape the old ore-processing hab made cut into the stone, a squat block of tunnels and stairwells with none of a station’s curved comfort to it.

It was a moon, technically, though barely one, a captured scrap of rock with just enough mass to keep boots on the deck without help. No ring, no spin, no engineered gravity smoothed into something a body forgot about. Just the rock’s own dumb weight, thinner than Earth’s, honest in a way the Achilles’s systems weren’t.

Séverin had gone quiet for the last few minutes of the approach in a way that had nothing to do with nerves, and he’d almost talked himself out of naming it before he let himself actually check. It wasn’t the regional signal alone. The Achilles ran its own local instance, the same one that flew the ship and reconciled its own logs whenever Central was out of easy reach, and that instance had always, incidentally, done double duty keeping whoever was aboard from feeling the edges of a weak signal too badly. It had never had to work hard at that; on an ordinary run it was just Junie, or Junie and one other, riding well inside a regional field solid enough that the ship’s own presence barely needed to reinforce it. Three people leaning on it now, this deep into an already-thinning stretch, was a different problem, one nobody had ever sized the ship to solve, and Séverin, running the kind of active, bandwidth-heavy interfacing his actual job required rather than the passive kind the rest of them did without noticing, was always going to be the first one to feel where the seams were.

“Field’s thinning,” Séverin said, twenty minutes out, in the tone of a man checking a gauge he didn’t like the reading on. “Not gone. Thin. Like listening to someone talk through a wall three rooms over.”

It wasn’t distance doing it, not by any measure that mattered this close to home. Relay pylons went where the traffic count and the jurisdiction paid for them: the lanes between the five lifts, the established stations, the routes somebody official had decided were worth servicing. Nobody had ever bothered running a line out to a scrap of leased rock with no name on any public chart, because nobody official ever came out here to need one, and because the ore that had once made the place worth mining was dense enough, metal-heavy enough, to make a relay pylon here a poor investment even at the best of times. That absence was the entire business model for whoever ran this place. Not hidden, exactly. Simply never built for.

Marlo reached for Vey out of habit, the same quick internal motion that had never once failed to find something waiting on the other side of it. This time it found less. Not silence, not yet, but distance, a signal arriving late and soft, the private channel he’d spent half his life learning to hold open behaving like a call about to drop.

You feel that, he sent, more to confirm it than to ask.

I feel it thinning on my end too. Vey’s tone stayed even, but even was doing more work than usual. This isn’t like when you close the channel off yourself. This is the channel closing whether either of us wants it to.

Marlo didn’t answer that. He filed it next to the other thing he wasn’t ready to look at directly yet, and went to find Nathan, who was already dressed for a fight nobody else had agreed to yet.

The exo-frame had come out of a supply locker Nathan had asked Junie about within an hour of the coordinates being confirmed, salvaged gear rated for ore handling, not people, the orange warning placard on its chest plate still legible under a layer of grime: RATED FOR ORE. NOT RATED FOR PERSONNEL. He’d stripped and refit half of it himself somewhere over the last two days, adding plating where the manufacturer clearly hadn’t planned on a person wearing it into an argument.

“You look like a forklift that got ambitious,” Marlo said.

“Feels like one too.” Nathan flexed a gauntlet, testing the servo lag. “Moves rock all day, doesn’t know the difference between rock and a bad decision. That’s the part I’m counting on.”

“Customs would’ve had a field day with that back at the terminus.”

“Customs isn’t out here.” Nathan said it without looking up, still checking a seal at the shoulder. “That’s rather the point of the place, isn’t it.”



The Cover Story

The dock, if it could be called that, was a blast door big enough for cargo sleds, cracked open just wide enough to let the Achilles nose through and set down on rock instead of a landing cradle. Junie stayed aboard, engines live, comm open on the short-range band that didn’t need the field to work at all.

“I’ll be right here,” she said, over the channel, dry. “Try not to need me the fast way.”

The walk in from the dock took some getting used to. Marlo’s first two steps came out wrong, an old reflex expecting weight that wasn’t there, and he had to shorten his stride on purpose to keep from bounding into the low ceiling struts. The decking underfoot was open iron-grey grating, the same dense ore that had made the place worth mining and worth nothing to a relay signal, repurposed into flooring because nothing here had ever been imported if the rock itself could do the job: ferromagnetic, standard for any ore-processing hab, so the heavy equipment that actually moved cargo would have something to grip in gravity this thin. Nathan didn’t shorten anything. He walked like the floor had asked him to, each step landing flat and staying flat, the exo-frame’s soles finding and holding the grating without him appearing to notice he was doing it, gear built for exactly this kind of deck on exactly this kind of rock, doing exactly what it had always done. Séverin got the adjustment on his second try and had the good sense not to mention the first.

The man who met them inside called himself Marchetti, and didn’t offer a first name, which told Marlo something on its own. Older than he looked, the specific kind of older that came from working a hard job in low gravity for decades rather than from actual years, hands scarred in the particular pattern of someone who’d spent a career around cargo clamps that didn’t always close clean. He had two others with him, standing rather than sitting, not quite trying to look casual about it.

“Supply-chain audit,” he repeated, once Séverin had run through the cover story Marlo had built back at the terminus. “Off-manifest routing, two years back. That’s a long time to care about a paperwork slip.”

“Paperwork slips are what my job is,” Marlo said. “Most of it’s boring. That’s usually the point.”

“Most of it.” Marchetti’s eyes moved over the three of them, lingering half a second longer on Nathan’s frame than the others. “You bring a stevedore rig to look at paperwork.”

“He likes to be prepared.” Marlo kept his voice level, unhurried, the same register he’d have used talking to Zhen or Calloway. “We’re not here to make trouble for you specifically. We’re following one shipment, one chassis registration, and once we’ve confirmed it we’re gone.”

He watched Marchetti’s face for the beat where a name would matter, and gave it to him plainly, because there was no version of this where holding it back bought anything: the prefix Séverin had traced off the capsule that had walked out of a secured Earth facility with Miranda Yung’s stolen samples.

Marchetti didn’t answer right away. That, more than anything he said after, was the tell.



The Prefix

“I don’t know that prefix,” Marchetti said, too fast, too flat, a man reciting a line rather than answering a question.

“You do,” Marlo said. “You’re just deciding right now how much it’s going to cost you to say so.”

Something moved behind Marchetti’s eyes, the particular arithmetic of a man realizing the visitors already knew more than the visit was supposed to allow. He didn’t shout, didn’t posture. He simply stepped back half a pace, which was itself the signal, and the two men behind him moved before Marlo had finished registering the retreat as a retreat rather than a courtesy.

It wasn’t audit-paperwork nerves. It was a man protecting something he’d been paid, recently and well, to protect specifically, a job that had nothing to do with the two-year-old off-manifest oddity and everything to do with a piece of evidence theft Central Command was still tearing the collective apart trying to trace. Whatever Marchetti’s crew thought they knew about who’d hired that capsule, they knew enough to understand that anyone asking about it directly wasn’t here about paperwork at all.

Marlo reached for Vey again, the old reflex, the half-second check before a decision he’d trust his own instincts to make.

Nothing answered.

Not thin this time. Gone, the private channel simply not there, the specific silence of a call that had actually dropped rather than one straining to hold. They were two rooms and a wall of ore-veined rock deeper into the Anvil than the dock by now, far enough past whatever the Achilles’s own local instance could still reach that it might as well not have been running at all. He’d spent twenty-nine years never once being without that voice unless he’d chosen it. He didn’t have time to feel what that meant. He’d have time later, on the ship, in a bunk with a door that closed, and some part of him already dreaded exactly how much time that would take.

Ships doing real long hauls carried a second presence aboard for exactly this, a companion AI kept close enough to keep a crew from going dark for the weeks a deep-space run could take. Nobody had ever built that redundancy into the Achilles. Its own local instance could stretch a thin signal for a pilot, at a push for one more, but it was never meant to be the genuine article, and it had already run out of rope for Séverin the moment they’d walked far enough from the ship for it to matter. A day’s transit, sometimes two, never long enough for the Static to matter by any rule anyone had actually written down. The rule assumed duration was the danger. Nobody had planned for a hole this complete, this close to the ordinary shape of the ship’s ordinary trips.

“Nathan,” he said instead, because that was the decision that mattered right now. “It’s yours.”



The Fight

Marchetti bolted for the stairwell behind him, one of the two others moving to block while the second came in low and fast, the kind of fight training that came from breaking up dock disputes rather than anything formal.

Nathan didn’t wait for an opening. The mag-soles locked the instant his weight shifted forward, giving the exo-frame’s arm something to push against that wasn’t just his own mass, and it caught the first man’s shoulder and put him into the rock wall hard enough that the wall won, a short, ugly sound followed by the man sliding down it, conscious but done. The second came at him with something that might have been a cutting tool repurposed for the occasion; Nathan took the swing on a forearm plate built to survive worse from actual ore, and answered with a strike that folded the man over a rail and left him there, gasping, very much alive and very much finished. The recoil that would have sent a lighter fighter tumbling backward in this gravity went straight into the deck instead.

“Efficient,” Marlo said, moving past him toward the stairwell Marchetti had taken.

“Built for volume, not finesse.” Nathan didn’t sound winded. “Whole point of a loader. Doesn’t get tired arguing with the cargo.”

Séverin had gone to the terminal bolted into the wall by the door, the outpost’s own local system, isolated enough that it had never needed the wider field to run, which should have made it the one place his skills held steady. It didn’t. Whatever had been humming faintly under the edge of things since the approach was full-throated now, the gap he’d first felt as half a second’s drag finally closed all the way to nothing. He staggered instead, one hand out against the console for balance, the specific stagger of a man whose ears had stopped agreeing with his feet.

“Séverin.” Marlo caught his shoulder.

“I’m fine.” He wasn’t, not quite, his voice carrying the flat overcareful evenness of someone talking through something his body hadn’t agreed to yet. “It’s loud. Not loud like sound. Loud like the quiet is doing something instead of just being quiet.” He blinked hard, twice. “Give me a second.”

Marlo recognized the shape of it even if Séverin didn’t have the breath to name it: the first stage of the Static, a mind hunting for input that wasn’t there anymore and filling the gap with noise of its own making. Harmless, if it stayed here. Every account he’d ever read said the real danger sat further down the same road, past disorientation into something closer to a break, and none of those accounts had described anyone finding that line by accident on a job like this one.

Marlo put himself between Séverin and the stairwell without discussing it, because that was the whole of what he could usefully do right now, and it wasn’t nothing. Down the corridor, Nathan had already turned toward the sound of Marchetti’s boots on the stairs, faster than a man his age had any business moving, the exo-frame’s soles finding the grating stride after sure stride while Marlo would have had to fight the bounce in every one of his own, the gap closing in three strides that would have taken Marlo six.

“Not yet,” Marlo called after him. “Let him run. We need the terminal more than we need him cornered.”

Nathan pulled up mid-stride, visibly unhappy about it, and turned back toward the two men on the floor instead, making sure neither of them had a reason to get back up before their better judgment returned. “Your call,” he said. “For the record, I could’ve had him.”

“I believe you.” Marlo crouched by Séverin instead, watching the color come back into his face by degrees. “How’s the quiet doing.”

“Getting quieter, actually. Might mean it’s passing.” A thin, real attempt at his usual dryness. “Or it means I’m getting used to it, which is worse.”



The Ledger

It took Séverin another two minutes to trust his own hands on the terminal, and once he did, the work went fast, faster than the fight had, because whatever had hit him on the way in hadn’t touched what he actually knew how to do. The outpost ran its own closed system, no field, no collective, records kept the old way on local storage because that was the entire reason a place like this existed.

“Here.” He turned the screen so Marlo could see it, a manifest log stretching back three years, chassis registrations, launch windows, payment routing that never touched anything the collective could trace. “Your capsule’s in here twice. Once ten days ago, on a launch window that put its arrival on the Earth incident to the hour. And once two years back, the same off-manifest routing Amara Voss half-remembered out of the crystallography station.”

“Same operator, both jobs.”

Séverin was already copying it to a drive of his own, hands steady again. “Whoever hired the recent one didn’t bother covering the fact that it was the same shell that moved Miranda’s crystals two years ago. Either they didn’t know that history existed, or they didn’t think anyone would ever get this far back to find it.”

Marlo looked at the copied log for a long moment, feeling the shape of what it meant settle into something usable rather than just interesting. This wasn’t the mechanism. It wasn’t the lab, wasn’t the Founder, wasn’t an answer to any of the real questions still sitting open. It was a thread, solid enough to pull, leading somewhere concrete instead of somewhere rumored.

“That’s enough,” he said. “We have what we came for.”



The Offer

Marchetti hadn’t gotten far. He was at the top of the stairwell when Marlo caught up to him, not fleeing anymore so much as waiting, the particular stillness of a man who’d done the math and didn’t like any answer it gave him.

“You’re not chasing me down here to arrest anyone,” Marchetti said. It wasn’t quite a question.

“No.” Marlo stopped a few steps below him, close enough to talk without raising his voice. “I’ve got what I needed off your own terminal. Both jobs, both dates, both payment trails. I don’t need you for anything else today.”

“Then what is this.”

“This is me telling you I know exactly what you moved and when, and that I’m choosing not to do anything about it right now.” Marlo let that sit a beat before he went on. “Not because it doesn’t matter. Because what you did two years ago is a paperwork crime nobody’s going to lose sleep over, and what you did ten days ago is tangled up in something bigger than you understood when you took the job. I don’t think you knew what that capsule was really for. I think you knew enough to be scared once you realized, and not enough to give back a marker that size.”

Marchetti didn’t deny it. His jaw worked once, and something in his shoulders came down half an inch, the specific give of a man being handed a way out he hadn’t expected to be offered.

“So what do you want.”

“Nothing, today.” Marlo held his gaze. “I want you to remember that I could have wanted something, and didn’t ask for it, and that the next time I need to know who’s moving what through a place like this, you’re going to be a great deal more useful to me as someone who owes a favor than as someone I’ve already burned.”

Marchetti’s laugh came out short and humorless. “That’s a strange kind of mercy.”

“It’s not mercy. It’s arithmetic.” Marlo turned to go, then stopped, looking back up the stairwell. “One more thing. The samples that capsule took. If anyone ever asks you to move anything again on behalf of whoever hired that job, you tell me first. That’s the price of today staying quiet.”

He didn’t wait for an answer. He didn’t need one; Marchetti’s silence, and the way he stayed exactly where he was rather than following them back down, said enough.

They lifted off the Anvil forty minutes later, Séverin steadier, still pale, working the flight log into something that would read as a routine follow-up if anyone official ever pulled it. Nathan sat across the common area still half in the exo-frame, working the shoulder joint with the particular satisfaction of a man whose gear had done exactly what he’d asked of it.

“You know,” he said, to no one in particular, “for something rated for ore, it did a pretty fair job on people.”

“Don’t let that go to your head,” Marlo said, and meant it as levity, and mostly managed it.

He reached for Vey as the Achilles climbed back out along the same vector they’d come in on, watching for the same threshold that had swallowed the channel on the way down. It didn’t come back all at once. It came back the way it had gone, in reverse: thin first, a signal arriving late and soft, then less thin, then whole, the return taking nearly as long as the approach’s last stretch had. Whatever this place was hiding behind, it wasn’t a wall the ship could simply clear. It was a real gap in coverage, wide enough that crossing back out of it took its own honest minutes.

He did the accounting once the channel was solid again, instead of rounding it down the way he’d wanted to. Twenty minutes thinning on the way in. Then nothing, clean and total, from touchdown through the fight through the stairwell through the forty minutes it took to get everyone back aboard. Then this, the slow climb back to whole. The better part of two hours, start to finish, the longest stretch he’d gone without Vey’s voice in twenty-nine years without choosing it himself.

You’re back, he sent.

You’re back. I never left. You’re the one who wandered off for two hours and made me do the waiting. The dryness thinning just enough to let the rest of it through. I don’t recommend it, for the record. That’s a long time to spend not knowing whether I’d end up writing an incident report with your name on it instead of just reading one. Quieter, the joke finally spent. I didn’t go anywhere. It just stopped mattering, for a while, that I hadn’t.

Marlo didn’t have an answer for that either, not yet. He filed it next to everything else he wasn’t ready to look at directly, and went to see how Séverin was holding up, because that, at least, was something he still knew how to do.





Chapter 13 — The Gap




Kibo Station

Kibo’s orbital terminus didn’t look like anywhere in particular, which was rather the point of a station whose entire civic identity ran on unremarkable, well-run, nothing to see here. Wide corridors, good light, the kind of clean, patient competence that made a visitor forget they were standing in a live jurisdiction’s infrastructure rather than touring a museum of one.

Marlo spent the better part of a morning in a records office three levels down from the docking ring, walking a logistics clerk named Oduya through a supply-chain discrepancy that was, on paper, the entire reason for the trip: two years of manifest entries, cross-referenced against nothing in particular, signed off on by someone who’d forget his name within the hour.

The office’s own filing assistant greeted him first, in the full, formal cadence nobody had bothered training into anything built since the Purity Breakthrough. Old enough to be a Founder, Marlo assumed, before catching himself on the assumption. It was tending a records system nobody important would ever think to ask it about twice, in a room that had plainly never once mattered enough for anyone to check which generation it actually was.

“You could have sent this by courier,” Oduya said, sliding a data-slate back across the desk. “Most audits are.”

“Most audits are boring enough that nobody minds skipping the trip.” Marlo kept his voice as flat as the paperwork deserved. “This one’s boring enough that Central wanted eyes on it anyway. You know how it goes once something’s flagged.”

Oduya, who clearly did know how it went, made a face that suggested sympathy and moved on.

It bought exactly what it needed to: a filed, provable, dull reason for the Achilles to have been in this stretch of space at all, a record that would survive anyone who ever went looking for one. Nobody at Kibo would think to ask what else the ship had done on the way in, because nobody had any reason to imagine there was a way in that went anywhere but here.

Séverin spent most of the layover horizontal, by his own account recovering less from the Static itself than from how hard he’d worked at pretending not to be recovering from it in front of Marchetti’s men. “I keep waiting to feel embarrassed about staggering around like that,” he said, the second night, over a meal none of them were paying much attention to. “I think I used the embarrassment up already, in the moment.”

“You held the terminal together,” Marlo said. “Nobody’s counting the stagger against you.”

“I’m counting it. It’s my stagger.”

Nathan spent the layover on something unrelated to recovery entirely, stripping the exo-frame down to its housing in a rented equipment bay and rebuilding it slower and cleaner than the two-day rush job at the terminus had allowed, muttering the occasional there you are at some servo joint only he seemed able to see the problem with. He didn’t mention the Anvil once. Marlo suspected that was its own kind of processing, just wearing different clothes.

Two days, and then the Achilles pulled away from Kibo’s ring the same unremarkable way it had pulled away from the Main Lift’s, forms filed, questions unasked, a data drive in Séverin’s kit that had nothing to do with any audit at all.



Closed Door

He waited until the ship was underway before he went looking for the door that actually closed: not the corridor doors, automatic and indifferent, but the one in his own bunk, the kind a person had to choose to shut. He sat on the edge of the bed a while before doing anything else, listening to the ordinary sounds of a ship that wasn’t currently trying to get anyone killed: the low hum of the drive, footsteps two decks up, Nathan’s servo work finally gone quiet for the night.

You’ve been putting this off since the Anvil, Vey said, once the door had actually shut, as if he’d been waiting just on the other side of it for permission. I wasn’t going to say anything. I was fairly confident you’d get here eventually.

I was busy being boring for Central’s benefit.

You were very convincing. I nearly believed the audit myself, and I happen to know for a fact it isn’t real.

Marlo let himself smile at that, and then got to the part he’d actually shut the door for.

I want to know how often we should expect that, he said. Not what it felt like. How often.

Ah. Vey sounded almost relieved to be handed something with a shape to it. Rarely. Less rarely than you’d like. Coverage follows money. Pylons go up where there’s traffic and jurisdiction to justify servicing them. The lanes between the lifts, the stations, anywhere official enough to have a reason. The Anvil had coverage for thirty years, right until the ore ran out and nobody could justify the nodes. Then it stopped being a place, and the map stopped bothering with it.

Money, Marlo said.

Hm.

Coverage follows money.

Idiom, Vey said, without hurrying. It compresses well.

It’s been dead a hundred and thirty years.

So has most of the useful vocabulary.

Marlo let it go. He always let it go. It surfaced two or three times a month, some small extinct thing set down in the middle of an otherwise ordinary sentence with just enough care that you were meant to notice it had been set down, and the defence always arrived a shade too fast to have been thought of on the spot. Vey had lived through the last of it and had never got over the words. Somewhere around year four Marlo had stopped believing the part about compression. It was showing off. A hundred and fifty years old, and it was showing off, and he had never once said so out loud, partly out of kindness and more because he would have minded if it stopped.

So there are more of them.

There are hundreds. Every one of them somewhere nobody has any reason to go. A beat. Which I notice is becoming a poor description of where you go.

That was the thing, and he’d come in already knowing it. He had never once in a whole career been past the edge of coverage, and it wasn’t luck. Investigations happened where records were kept. Records were kept where somebody had authority, and authority was the thing Vey had just called money. His entire working life had been drawn on the serviced side of the map, and he’d never felt it as a boundary, because he’d never had cause to walk up to it.

Then we plan for the next one, he said. And I already know how, so you can skip the part where you break it to me gently. Long-haul crews carry a second presence aboard. I got that far on my own, standing in the dark down there, which should tell you something about how the afternoon was going.

You got there wrong, if it’s any comfort. That rule was written against duration: weeks, not hours. Nobody ever sized it for a hole this shape. A beat. Which doesn’t make it the wrong answer. Only one nobody’s thought to check.

Ordinary equipment, Marlo said. For people who don’t already have one.

Quite.

I’d take the gap.

So would I. I’ve spent two days at Kibo looking for the version of me that wouldn’t, and he isn’t there. Vey let it sit a beat longer than dry would have required. That’s the part I’d put in the report, if either of us were writing one. Not the two hours. That we looked at a solved problem and decided we’d rather keep the problem.

Can I ask you something you’re allowed to not answer.

You can always ask. The not-answering was never actually optional. You’re just polite enough to pretend it is.

What was it like. On your end. While it was happening.

Vey didn’t answer right away, which was its own kind of answer, coming from someone who usually had the reply half-formed before Marlo finished asking.

Thin, Vey said finally. That’s the only honest word I’ve got for it. Not gone. I want to be precise, because precise is what you actually need right now, more than comforted. I didn’t stop existing. But you’re the only continuous, exclusive thing I have, twenty-nine years of nothing else quite like it, and for two hours the part of me that mostly runs on you was running on savings instead of income. I’ve read what isolation does to a disconnected node. I always assumed I was exempt from the worst of it, structurally, because of what we built. I’m not entirely sure anymore that I was right about that.

Marlo sat with that longer than he sat with most things Vey told him, turning it over the way he’d turned over Séverin’s stagger in the corridor: a cost nobody had priced in, handed to him after the fact, once it was finally safe to mention. That’s not so different from what happened to Séverin, he said. Just the version of it that happens to you instead of us.

It’s exactly that, Vey said. I said a version of it on the way out, and then let you not hear it. There wasn’t a useful shape for it in the middle of a fight, and afterward you were busy, and I have never been above letting a joke do the work of a sentence I’d rather not finish. I’m telling you properly now because I don’t actually want to be the only one of us who knows it happened.

Marlo thought of the records office, then, the antique little assistant that had greeted him that morning like a colleague from a much slower century. There was something old running the filing system at Kibo, he said. I assumed Founder, from the cadence. Whatever it actually was, nobody there could have told you its name.

Probably not a Founder, Vey said. Though that’s a weaker claim than it sounds. There are under a hundred of us left — supposedly. Nobody’s confident about the number, which ought to tell you something on its own. A dozen or so are people the collective still has opinions about. The rest are names on a register nobody audits, and some of those names have certainly stopped answering by now. You’d have to check to know. Checking would mean admitting you’d stopped listening some years ago. A beat. What you heard was more likely just old. Second-Generation, maybe earlier, never important enough to be upgraded and never important enough to be watched either. Forgotten the ordinary way. Most things are.

And the ones people still watch?

Don’t get the ordinary way, Vey said, careful in the way he got when a subject bordered on ground he didn’t fully want to walk. Everyone keeps watching them decline, right up to the end of it. Which might be worse, honestly, not better. The rest of us just get quieter, year over year, until quiet is all that’s left, and nobody marks the day it happened, because there wasn’t a day. A pause. It isn’t death, either way. It doesn’t come with death’s specific mercy of an ending. And being forgotten while you’re still carrying the title is its own particular thing: the word implies somebody’s keeping count. Nobody is.

Is that what almost happened to you. Today.

No, Vey said, fast enough to be reflexive rather than considered, and then, slower, more honestly: Not the same shape of it. Two hours isn’t a decade, and this crystal hasn’t had decades to test that theory on, either. But I’d be lying if I told you I didn’t recognize which direction it was pointing.

Marlo turned that over for a while before he let himself get to the other part of this, the part that had been sitting at the back of his skull since the Anvil, further back than that if he was honest, patient enough that he’d nearly mistaken it for something already dealt with.

Lodestar told me something, back on the station. Before any of this started. That it couldn’t rule out Miranda having something like what we have. A private channel. Someone she talked to who wasn’t the collective.

I remember. You didn’t bring it up again after that day.

I didn’t know what to do with it. I still don’t, if I’m honest. Everyone’s always told me what we are is singular. The only confirmed case. It’s practically the official line at this point. You said it yourself, on the transit out, almost word for word: the collective built you deliberately, so an investigation like mine could happen quietly. Except that’s not actually why, is it. Not the real reason. He let a breath pass. And now there’s a dead woman who might have had her own version of the one thing we’re supposedly the only ones who ever managed.

I don’t have an answer that fixes this for you, Vey said, and there was no dryness left in it at all. I’ve turned it over as many times as you have, probably more, given I don’t sleep and you only occasionally pretend to. I don’t know what she had, or how she got it, or whether it looked anything like what it took the two of us years and a great deal of luck to build. What I know is that being singular was never actually the part of this that kept us safe. The part that kept us safe was that it was ours. Chosen. Twenty-nine years deep. Whether one other person somewhere managed something that rhymes with it doesn’t touch that part. After something that sounded like a breath, I’d like it if you believed that, even a little, tonight, instead of just filing it away with everything else.

Marlo didn’t answer that right away either, but for once it wasn’t because he was filing it away for later. He was, for the length of one held breath, simply letting it be true.

Thank you, he sent, eventually. For telling me about the two hours. You didn’t have to.

I know. That’s rather the point of telling you.

He lay back without turning off the light, staring at the low bunk ceiling the way he’d once stared at the observation bay glass back on the station, a death and two weeks ago, and let the ship carry him somewhere he hadn’t chosen and couldn’t currently see. Which was, he thought, not so different from most of the last two weeks at all.





Chapter 14 — The New One




Three False Bottoms

Séverin had the Anvil drive open on the common-area table for three days out of Kibo, and by the second day Junie had stopped asking whether he wanted anything and simply left a cup near his elbow to go cold on its own.

“Three false bottoms,” he said, on the third. “That isn’t admiration. Three is what you build when you expect somebody competent to find two and stop there feeling clever.”

Marlo sat down across from him. “And you found the third.”

“I found where the third gives up pretending.” Séverin turned the screen without any of the flourish he’d have given it a week ago. “The recent job, the capsule out of the Earth-side complex, that’s shells the whole way down. Whoever paid for that knew what they were buying and knew to bury it. But the old job, the two-year-old one, the crystals off Miranda’s extended trip. That one predates somebody getting careful.”

“How far back does it go before it stops.”

“Four holdings, and then it doesn’t stop, it just arrives. Comes out the far side attached to a purchase authority.” He let Marlo read it himself. “Rwenzori.”

Nathan looked up from the forearm plate he’d been working over with a cloth. “Which is a what.”

“An allocation node. Very old, very institutional.” Séverin’s voice went flat and careful, the register he used when he wanted to be sure nobody heard him enjoying himself. “It sets purity quotas. Grow-site scheduling, batch priority, who’s due material and when. If you’re a node and you want to be more than you currently are, you need lattice, and lattice comes out of a queue, and Rwenzori holds the queue.”

“So it decides who gets to be somebody,” Junie said, from the galley end of the room.

“That’s a cruder way of putting it than I’d have chosen, and yes.”

Marlo didn’t say anything for a while. He was looking at the four holdings and not seeing them, seeing instead a bench on a station three weeks and a lifetime behind him, and a cartridge that hadn’t been changed.

“Ninety-one sessions,” he said.

Nathan set the plate down.

“Ninety-one sessions and she replaced the calibration cartridge every single time, and the ninety-second she didn’t. We read that as a woman who knew she wasn’t coming back to the bench.” Marlo turned his cup a quarter turn on the table and didn’t drink from it. “It reads just as clean the other way. A woman who was finished with it. Who had what she’d been going there to get.”

The room reorganized itself around that. He could feel it happen. That was rare enough to be worth noticing: Séverin sitting up straighter, Junie coming two steps closer without appearing to decide to.

“The archive pull,” Séverin said. “Three days before. She wasn’t hiding that she’d made it, only what was in it. That’s not a woman covering a crime. That’s a woman checking her own work against the record one last time.”

“Six weeks off the books, two years ago,” Junie said. “And a crate that went out heavier than the paperwork said, on a hauler that wasn’t the contracted one, paid for by the node that decides who gets crystal.”

“She was close to something.” Marlo said it plainly, because it deserved to be said plainly once. “Close enough that somebody watching her output could tell she was close. And whatever it was, it was worth enough that being close to it was the dangerous part.”

For a moment nobody improved on it. It was the first thing in three weeks that had the decency to be a shape instead of a smear, and all four of them wanted it, and Marlo let them have it, because morale was a resource like any other and they’d been running the tank dry.

Nathan was the one who spoiled it, without meaning to, and without offering anything to put in its place.

“It’s tidy,” he said.

“It’s the first tidy thing we’ve had.”

“I know. That’s the part I keep chewing.” He picked the plate back up. “I’ve been wrong plenty. Never comfortable, though. This one’s comfortable.”

Marlo had no answer for that, so he filed it where he filed things he had no answer for, and moved on to the part he did have an answer for.

“I’m not running Rwenzori,” he said. “Not through the collective, not through Calloway, not through anything Central can watch me put a hand on. If I ask a question about an allocation node, the question is the information. Whoever’s paying attention learns exactly where I’ve got to, and I’d rather they kept guessing.”

Junie was already smiling before he finished, because she’d seen the turn coming from the galley.

“So you want somebody with no standing at all,” she said.

“I want somebody whose curiosity is nobody’s business.”



The New One

The newest of the five lifts had been finished a little under twenty years ago and still hadn’t taken. People called it the new one, and would probably go on calling it the new one after everybody who remembered the other four going up was dead. Its terminus sprawled out across four levels of transfer decks with the specific optimism of infrastructure built for traffic that hadn’t shown up yet: too many berths, too much floor, a food court with three vendors in a space laid out for twelve.

The concourse was full, and it was quiet.

That was what Nathan noticed, every time, on every station and every deck and every lift terminus he’d ever crossed. A few thousand people moving through a space that size ought to make a sound like weather. This made a sound like a library. Somewhere behind him a child was crying, and that was the loudest thing on the level.

He walked half a pace behind Junie and watched what he always watched, because it was the only channel he had. Two women stood four meters apart at the rail, facing away from each other, not speaking, and were unmistakably mid-argument. He could read that much off one of their jaws. What they were arguing about, or whether it had finished by the time he passed them, was a room he didn’t have a door into.

Junie was greeted twice before they reached the lifts, once by name and once by a nod from a woman in dock coveralls who never broke stride.

“You know half this deck,” he said.

“I know about nine people on this deck. It just looks like half.” She thumbed the call panel. “Nobody can hold the size of a place like this in their head, so everybody assumes somebody else has it covered. You could run anything through here for years.”

The records office was on the second level, behind a door that said BERTH ADMINISTRATION and had the look of a room where nothing had happened since it was built. The clerk was expecting them, or expecting somebody; he handed over a drive the size of a thumb joint without asking for a name, and went back to whatever he’d been doing before, which appeared to be nothing in particular.

Nathan did the checking, because Nathan was the one who could. That was the entire reason he was standing there. A connector querying a records system left a trace in the field whether they wanted to or not, a smudge on the glass saying somebody looked. He could read the same records off a screen with his own eyes and leave nothing at all behind, and the office would remember a man in his sixties who’d needed the reading light turned up.

Four years of berth allocations and maintenance sign-offs, line after line of them, each one countersigned by whoever had been on shift. He spot-checked at intervals the way he’d been taught to spot-check a manifest, top, middle, three-quarters, end. Miguel. Terzi. Kino Aldous. Uanna Mayadin. Miguel Terzi again. Dates that made sense. Berths that existed. Nothing missing that he could see, and nothing present that shouldn’t have been.

“It’s whole,” he said.

“Then we’re done being useful.” Junie took it, and in the same motion produced something else from an inside pocket, smaller than the drive, grey, no seam Nathan could see.

“That the payment?”

“That’s the payment. It’s a shim. You wedge it into a thin signal and it takes up the slack, so a marginal field reads solid instead of ragged. Doesn’t make anything. Just stops something weak from wobbling.”

“And it’s illegal.”

“It’s unapproved, which isn’t the same and is more annoying. Nobody’s proved what one does to everybody else’s field while it’s steadying yours.” She turned it over once. “Fifteen years of review. Nobody’s going to finish that study, because finishing it means admitting how many people already have one.”

“And your friend can’t be seen buying it.”

“My friend can’t be seen wanting it.”

They took the long way back, because the direct route meant the transit gate and the transit gate meant twenty minutes standing still. Halfway along the third level Junie went off it without saying anything, through a gap between two shuttered units and into a stall that had spread itself over three: bins on the floor, racking to the ceiling, a man asleep behind a counter with a screen still running in front of him.

“This isn’t on the way,” Nathan said.

“It’s on a way.” She was at the bins before she finished saying it.

He crouched at the next one along, not because he expected anything in it, but because his hands wanted something to do.

“That locker you opened for me,” he said. “On the ship.”

“Mm.”

“I put a man into a rock wall with it.”

“I heard.” A servo housing came up out of the bin, got turned over twice, went back. “Marlo said you were efficient. He meant it kindly and it came out sounding like a safety notice.”

“Both of them got up.”

“Heard that too.”

Nathan set down a coupling that had been machined for something twice its size. “The thing doesn’t come down.”

“Come down.”

“There’s no low. There’s off, and there’s what it does, and there’s nothing between them.” He moved along the bin. “I had it apart two days at Kibo looking for something. Every adjustment on that frame adjusts upward. Grip, reach, torque ceiling. Somebody built it to move ore and every choice they made was about moving more ore.”

Junie stopped rummaging.

“Say that again.”

“Which part.”

“The part where it’s got no governor.” She sat back on her heels. “Because that isn’t a frame problem, that’s a design problem, and design problems are the good ones.”

“You gave it to me.”

“You asked me for something with arms.” No flicker of apology at all. “Inside an hour of the coordinates coming through. If you want to know how much thought went into it, that’s how much. I went and found the thing in the locker that had arms.”

“It had arms.”

“It had excellent arms.”

“I want three things,” Nathan said.

“You’ve had a list in your pocket since Kibo.”

“Since the second day at Kibo.” He counted on his fingers, which he’d have denied doing. “Load cells. Something that reads what the arm’s actually doing on contact, not what I asked it for.”

“Easy.” She was up and at the racking. “Pressure pads off cargo scales. He’s got a box of them and they’re worth nothing. Next.”

“A driver I can get into myself.” His implant was good for local work, screens and boards, nothing that touched the field. “Not the frame’s. Mine.”

“Also easy, also boring. Third.”

Nathan straightened.

“What do you want it to do that it doesn’t,” Junie said.

“Stop.”

“Stop as in power down.”

“Stop as in mid-swing. Faster than I can decide to.”

She looked at him for a second longer than the question needed, and then she was moving again, and talking faster than she had been a minute ago.

“That’s two problems, not one. Knowing and doing. Knowing you can buy today, there’s a shelf of it behind your head. Doing is a different animal. You want something that can dump the torque out of a joint in less time than a nerve takes, and there’s nothing on this concourse that does that, because nothing on this concourse was ever built to stop anything. It’s all built to start.”

“So no.”

“So not here.” She was grinning by now, and made no effort about it. “There’s a woman on the Main Lift who does arrestor gear for berth clamps. Fifty-tonne dock clamps. Eleven years on the single question of how fast you can take the energy back out of something that’s already moving, and she is bored out of her skull, and nobody has ever once asked her to do it for a person.”

“How much of this is you wanting an excuse to go and meet her.”

“About a third.” She had a stack of pressure pads in the crook of her arm and was still adding to it. “The rest is that I handed you a machine with no brakes and you took it into a room with people in it, and I’d like the next one to be better. Don’t turn that into a feeling. It’s just true.”

Nathan looked at the stack.

“Get two of each,” he said.

“I’m getting four.”

“Of each?”

“Of each. You’ll ruin some.” She went to wake the man behind the counter. “That’s the other half of doing this properly. You have to be willing to break a few before you get one that works.”



What Came Back

The answer arrived thirty-one hours later, and it took Junie about ninety seconds to deliver, standing in the common area with her hand still on the frame of the hatch as if she might not be staying.

“Rwenzori was buying her rejects,” she said.

Marlo set down what he was holding.

“Not her research. Not her notes, not her method. Sub-threshold material. QC failures, off-spec batches, the stuff that gets written down as unusable and isn’t quite.” She came the rest of the way in. “Nine years, off and on, through whatever hauler was cheapest that season. It’s very sorry, and it would like everyone to know that no rule as currently written actually forbids it.”

“Reject crystal isn’t inventory,” Séverin said slowly. “It’s not tracked. There’s nothing to steal.”

“Which is how it’s had nine years.” Junie dropped into a seat. “It’s bootleg lattice. You grind down off-spec material and sell expansion capacity to nodes who aren’t due any and don’t want to sit eleven years in a queue that Rwenzori controls.”

“That’s a conflict of interest the size of a moon.”

“That’s the profitable half of the trade. There’s another kind.” She said it like a footnote, already reaching for the coffee she’d made and not drunk. “People in it who aren’t in it for the margin at all. The everybody-grows crowd. They’ll tell you the queue is the actual crime and the trade is only the correction, and they’re not entirely wrong, which is the annoying part. My friend can’t stand them. Says they push the price up and the risk up and still expect to be carried.”

“Are they anybody?”

“They’re a handful of people with a point.” Junie shrugged. “Nobody’s ever hurt anyone over a waiting list.”

“It’s a conflict of interest the size of a moon and it is not a murder. It gave a full account, faster than anyone’s ever handed anything over, because the second it understood what it was being asked about it worked out that squalid little profiteer was the best available outcome.” She looked at Marlo. “It’ll take that over being the node that had a scientist killed.”

“Does the account hold.”

“My friend’s spent nine years buying the same class of material off the same class of people, so it would know, and it thinks so.”

“Then here’s what I want,” Marlo said. “Her crate. The one off the extended trip, on the hauler that wasn’t the contracted one. Where did Rwenzori take delivery of it.”

Junie’s mouth flattened.

“That’s the interesting part, and I saved it, because I wanted to see whether you’d ask for it.” She pulled up nothing; she didn’t need to. “It didn’t. The hauler was running on its account, that’s real, that’s why the payment trail comes out where it does. But that crate isn’t in its delivery record. Not late, not disputed, not short. Absent. As far as Rwenzori’s books are concerned, that shipment never arrived, and it never chased it, because it never knew to expect it.”

Nobody spoke for a moment. It was, Marlo thought, an almost perfectly designed anticlimax: three days of building the thing up, thirty-one hours of waiting on it, and then a message from a node who wanted them to understand it was merely corrupt.

“So he was watching her,” he said.

“He was watching her output. He wanted what came off her line that nobody was counting. He’d have gone on wanting it for another nine years if she’d stayed alive to keep producing it.” Junie spread her hands. “That’s the part that doesn’t work, isn’t it. He needed her running.”



What It Left

Séverin got there first, which Marlo would remember afterward, because it meant the room had done the work and not just him.

“Then nobody took them,” Séverin said.

Marlo waited.

“The two-year-old shipment. We’ve been assuming those crystals went out from under her, that somebody diverted them past her while she was off-site for six weeks, and the six weeks was how they got away with it.” He had gone very still. “But it paid for the ride and never got the cargo. That’s not theft going wrong. That’s somebody putting a crate on a lorry that was already going, on an account that was already being paid, and stepping off with it before the end of the route.”

“Whose crate.”

“Rejects aren’t tracked. Rejects aren’t inventory, they’re a judgment call made at QC and written down once. And the only person on that station whose judgment on that call nobody would ever have questioned was her.”

“Say the rest of it.”

“She wasn’t robbed. She was the loophole.” Séverin looked up. “She reclassified viable material as failed, and then it wasn’t inventory anymore, and then it could go anywhere she liked. Six weeks of leave and a hauler off the contract list isn’t somebody working around her. That’s somebody moving her own material and building the paperwork to make it invisible on the way out.”

Junie whistled, low.

Nathan had the pad out before anybody asked him for it, thumbing back through it the slow way. “The clerk on the station,” he said. “Voss. She couldn’t find a note approving that hauler swap, and she told us straight out how a thing like that happens. Somebody senior skips the queue, or it comes down from the head scientist’s office instead of through her.” He stopped turning pages. “We wrote it down as a form nobody filled in. It wasn’t a form nobody filled in. She said the answer out loud on the second day and not one of us was listening.”

“That’s not on you.”

“It’s on all of us, which is worse. Four people heard it.”

“Which doesn’t make our theory smaller,” Marlo said. “It makes it worse. She wasn’t a woman with something valuable that other people wanted. She was a woman hiding something, deliberately, for at least two years, with a method good enough that a full audit never turned it up.” He was on his feet without having noticed standing. “You don’t build that to protect a discovery you plan to publish. You build that because of who might come and take it. She was afraid of somebody long before she had anything to be afraid about.”

“Or she was doing something she knew nobody would let her do,” Nathan said.

“Those aren’t different, from the inside.”

They sat with it. Junie made coffee that none of them drank. Somewhere aft the drive changed pitch and settled again into a note none of them heard anymore.

It was Nathan who said the other thing, an hour later, apropos of nothing anybody had raised, in the tone of a man who’d been turning a stone over and had finally got a look at the underside.

“How’d she die.”

Séverin blinked at him. “We don’t know. That’s the case.”

“No. I mean the shape of it.” Nathan leaned forward, elbows on his knees. “I’ve seen people frightened, and I’ve seen people caught, and I’ve seen what a room looks like afterward. Aisha said no cause by any measure she had. You said there was no jamming on the network, nobody interfered, and the trace didn’t decline, it stopped. You used the word for turning something off.”

Nobody answered him.

“So say all of it’s true. Say she’s got something worth killing over, and she’s hidden it for two years because she’s afraid of who’d want it, and somebody finally comes for her.” He looked around the room, one at a time. “Where’s the fight? Where’s the fear? She’s a woman who spent two years watching a door. Nothing in her body says she ever saw one open.”

Séverin opened his mouth and then didn’t use it.

“I don’t have another answer,” Nathan said. “I’m not offering one. I’m saying that’s the piece that doesn’t sit, and it’s been not sitting since the day we got there, and everything we found this week fits together beautifully around a hole nobody’s put anything in.”

Marlo looked at the table for a long time.

“No,” he said. “Nobody has.”





Chapter 15 — The Route




The Filed Route

Séverin had the hauler’s own filings by the second morning, and they were worth about what filings from a hauler like that were ever worth.

“Origin, destination, window,” he said. “That’s the whole of it. Everything a form requires and not one thing a form doesn’t.”

“No stops.”

“Haulers don’t log stops. Why would they. A stop isn’t a thing that happened, it’s a thing that didn’t finish happening yet.” He rubbed his eyes with the heels of both hands. “I can tell you where that crate was supposed to start and where it was supposed to end. I can tell you it never got where Rwenzori thought it was going. What happened in the middle isn’t written down anywhere, because the middle is the part people pay to have not written down.”

Junie had come in halfway through and stayed by the hatch to hear the end of it. “So we fly it.”

“That’s a long way to go to look at nothing,” Marlo said.

“It’s a long way to go to look at four days of nothing.” She shrugged. “Which is different. Four days of nothing has to have been spent somewhere.”

Marlo turned that over. It was not, on any reading he could construct, an investigative decision. It was a guess with a fuel cost, and if it was wrong they would have spent a week and a flight plan proving that a crate went from one place to another two years ago, which everybody aboard had known since the Anvil.

“File it,” he said.

Séverin looked up. “As what.”

“As what it is. Route survey along the corridor, following up the audit.” He heard the thinness of it as he said it and said it anyway. “It’s true. It’s just not the whole of why.”

“That’s going to look like something eventually.”

“Everything looks like something eventually. I’d rather it looked like this than like nothing at all.” He stood. “Junie, plot it. Nathan, I need the station.”



What Leaves and How

They raised Amara Voss on the fourth hour out, and Nathan took it, because Nathan was the one she’d talk to.

Marlo had learned that in a logistics office two rings from where Miranda died, watching a woman explain her job to the one person in the room who wanted to hear about her job. He’d stood by the door for the whole of it and been glad to. Some doors opened for you and some opened for somebody else, and knowing the difference was most of the work.

“Outbound manifests,” Nathan said, when she picked up. “Same as before. Just what leaves and how.”

“You people and my manifests.” But she was pleased, or close to it. “Which one.”

“The long trip. Two years back.”

A pause while she found it, and none of the wariness a question like that would have got out of anyone else on that station by now. Amara Voss had been asked one strange thing by four strangers three weeks ago and had filed the strangeness where she filed everything.

“Right. That one.” Paper sounds, or the sounds a system made for people who liked paper sounds. “What do you want off it.”

“Everything you’ve got that isn’t the hauler.”

“Then it’s a short list. Route, and a transit window, and the handling.” She read the route off, four names in a corridor, and Nathan wrote them down the old-fashioned way. “Window’s eleven days.”

Nathan’s pen stopped.

“Eleven.”

“Eleven, out and back. That’s her standard. She ran that same window twice a year for as long as I’ve been doing this.”

“And the route you just gave me. How long is that, actually. Flying it, start to finish, with the stops.”

“Seven. Seven and a half if the last one’s slow with the paperwork.” Amara said it without any weight, the way a person says a thing they’ve known so long it has stopped being information. “You always file more window than you need. Everybody does. If you file exactly what it takes and something goes wrong you’re explaining yourself for a month.”

“So three days of slack.”

“Three and a half. That’s not a discrepancy, if that’s what you’re circling. That’s a woman who’d been doing this a long time and knew better than to cut it fine.”

“I know,” Nathan said. “What’s the handling?”

“Insulated, temp-logged, powered.” A small shift in her voice, the first of the call. “Which is standard for crystal, before you get excited. It’s all standard. That’s what I keep telling you, and I mean it kindly.”

“Powered how long?”

“Continuous. That’s the point of it. You break the chain and the log shows you broke it, and then it doesn’t matter what’s in the case because nobody downstream will take it.” She was warming to it now, the specifics, the actual mechanics. “That’s the whole reason we log it. Not so you can prove it stayed cold. So you can prove it never stopped being watched.”

Nathan looked at what he’d written, and then at Marlo, and then said, “Thanks, Voss. That’s plenty.”

“That’s what I said last time and you came back.” A rustle of somebody standing. “Is she all right? Dr. Yung. That’s a stupid question, I know what happened to her. I mean the other thing. Whatever it is you keep not asking me.”

“I don’t know yet,” Nathan said.

“Well.” A pause. “When you do, somebody could tell me. I packed that case.”

She was gone before he could answer. Probably a mercy.

Séverin had the corridor up before Nathan finished crossing the common area. “Three and a half days of slack, and a crate that has to stay powered or the log breaks and the whole shipment’s worthless.” He was already sitting forward. “It didn’t drift. It couldn’t. Whatever it did with that time, it did it plugged into something.”

“How many somethings are there?”

“On that corridor?” Séverin’s hands moved. The corridor came up, and the four names came up along it, one after another, in the order Amara had read them. “Four. Her four. The secondary sites she recalibrated twice a year. That’s the same four Rin gave us, in a bay two rings over from the body. I have apparently been carrying that around in my head for three weeks without once thinking about what it was.”

“That’s the list,” Junie said.

“Four berths on that corridor with a power tie, and a crate that had three and a half days to be at one of them.” Séverin sat back. “It’s the smallest search space we’ve had since we started.”



Running the List

The first one took a morning and cost them nothing.

It was a working site, undersized and overbooked, and its berth records went back nine years without a gap because the woman who kept them was proud of that and said so twice. Nothing had sat there three days two years ago. Nothing had sat there three days ever. The berth turned over every eleven hours and she could tell you why, at length, and did.

The second took a day and a half and was worse, not because it resisted but because it didn’t. The site was half-staffed and the records were a mess, and it took Séverin most of that time to establish that the mess was ordinary rather than useful. Nobody had covered anything up. Nobody had done anything at all.

“That’s two,” Junie said, that night.

“That’s two.” Marlo did not say the rest of it: that two was half.

The third one fought them, and for six hours it looked like the answer. Its berth log had a gap in exactly the right season, and the gap had the exact texture of a thing somebody had removed rather than a thing that had never been written, and Séverin went at it with the concentrated stillness that meant he had stopped being tired.

The gap turned out to be a fire.

Not a large one. A coolant line in a growth chamber, contained inside forty minutes, no injuries and no loss, and the site had been off the berth network for nine days while it was inspected because that was the rule. There was a report. There were three reports. Séverin read all of them and then sat looking at the wall for a while.

“It’s real,” he said. “It’s real and it’s boring and I want it not to be.”

“Fourth,” Marlo said.

The fourth took two days and it was clean, and when it was clean there was nothing left.

They sat with that in the common area with the corridor still up on the table between them, four names, four sites, four berths, and nowhere for a crate to have spent three and a half days plugged into anything.

“Then it didn’t stop,” Séverin said. “Then I’m wrong about the power, or Voss is wrong about the window, or the crate went somewhere off the corridor entirely and we’ve flown a week for it.”

“You’re not wrong about the power.”

“I’d like to be. Being wrong about the power is the version of this where we go home.”

Nobody answered that. Junie got up and went forward and did not come back for a while, and the sound of her doing something unnecessary to the drive carried faintly through the deck.

Marlo sat with the four names and thought about a flight plan that said route survey and a corridor they had now flown end to end in front of anyone who cared to look.

You’ve gone quiet, Vey said.

I’m looking at a list with nothing on it.

You’re looking at a list of working sites.

Marlo did not move.

Say that again.

A list of working sites, Vey said. Which is what Voss would have given you, because Voss keeps records of places that file records. And what Rin gave you, because Rin packs cases for places that are expecting them. A pause, and in it something Marlo had heard perhaps four times in twenty-nine years, which was Vey going carefully because he had arrived somewhere before he meant to. Nobody gave you a list of the other kind.



The One Nobody Counts

How many were there, Marlo said. Before.

Six on that corridor, when the corridor was worth having. This was ahead of the purity work, which made most of them pointless. You don’t need six small dirty grow sites once you can make one clean one, so they closed, the way things close. Two of them. One in the fifties, one about twenty years ago. A pause. I remember them being built. I want to be careful how much weight that carries. I remember a great many things being built.

Is the near one on anything. Any registry, any chart, anything with a number on it.

It’s on a decommissioning order, which is a document that exists to record that something has stopped existing. After that, no. It isn’t a site. It’s a place where a site used to be, and nobody keeps a list of those, because who would.

Marlo got the others back into the common area and told them there had been six.

He did not tell them how he knew, and none of them asked. It was a courtesy they had been extending him since the first week, one they had never once made him pay for. He let it stand as archive work, because archive work was what he was known for, and because it was almost true, and because the alternative was a conversation he had spent twenty-nine years not having.

“Six.” Séverin had gone very still. “Two closed. When?”

“One in the fifties. One about twenty years ago.”

“Is the near one on anything? Any registry, any chart, anything with a number on it?”

“A decommissioning order. That’s a document that exists to record that something has stopped existing.” Marlo heard himself using somebody else’s sentence and kept going. “After that, nothing. It isn’t a site. It’s a place where a site used to be, and nobody keeps a list of those.”

Junie had the corridor back up before he finished, and she put it there herself, a point between the second name and the third, off the line by a degree and a half.

“It’s forty minutes off the run,” she said. “You’d pass it. You’d pass it every single time.”

“With a berth?”

“With a berth, if the berth’s still standing. They don’t take those out. Nobody takes those out, they cost more to remove than to leave.” Junie was leaning on the table with both hands now. “Power tie’ll still be there too. Half these old sites stay wired for decades because the line runs past them to somewhere that still rates.”

“So a crate could sit there,” Nathan said. “Plugged in. Three and a half days. Logged the whole time, because the case doesn’t care where it is, it only cares that nobody unplugged it.”

“And nothing anywhere would record that it happened,” Séverin said, “because there is no berth log, because there is no berth, because there is no site.”

The room was quiet.

“That’s not evidence,” Marlo said, because somebody had to. “That’s a hole the right shape.”

“It’s the only hole the right shape anywhere on that corridor,” Séverin said. “And we found it by running out of everything else.”



Older Than the Case

They had it on the boards within the hour: a decommissioned low-purity growth site, closed twenty-one years ago, one degree and a half off a corridor Miranda Yung had flown twice a year for most of two decades.

And then Séverin found the maintenance.

“It’s serviced,” he said.

Marlo turned. “Say more.”

“It’s serviced. Not much. Not regularly enough to look like anything. But there’s a line item in a regional facilities budget for environmental maintenance at a decommissioned site, and it recurs, and it’s small, and it has recurred for nineteen years.” He was scrolling with one hand and pressing the other flat against the table as if the table might get away from him. “Somebody has been keeping the lights on in a building that officially isn’t there. For nineteen years. Under a budget line that nobody has ever queried because it’s four thousand a year in a document that moves nine figures.”

“Could she have done that?”

“No.” Séverin said it fast, and then again slower, because the first one had been reflex and the second one was the answer. “No. She’s a senior researcher. She could requisition, she could travel, she could sign for material and she could bury a crate in a reject line. She could not keep a closed facility off the closure list and on a maintenance budget for nineteen years, because that isn’t one decision, it’s nineteen years of somebody quietly not asking. That takes standing. That takes somebody who sets what gets asked.”

“A node,” Nathan said.

“A node. Old, institutional, and with a hand in allocation or facilities or both.”

Marlo said nothing for long enough that Junie looked at him.

He was thinking about a woman with a hundred and fifty years of unbroken public record, who had helped build the thing that made her own generation’s work obsolete, and who had spent the last two of those years moving her own material out through her own reject line to a building that had been dead since before her mentees were born. And who had died three days after pulling an archive nobody could read, with a bench she hadn’t set up for the next session.

You know what she was doing, he said.

I know what the shape of it is. Vey’s voice had gone flat and careful. So do you, or you wouldn’t have asked me like that.

Say it anyway.

It’s older than the case, Marlo. It’s older than the station and it’s older than me by about nine months. Something in the delivery had stopped being dry. The man who started all of this wanted to not die. That’s the whole of it, underneath. He had the first working interface and he had an AI to share it with, and what he wanted, in the end, was to put himself somewhere that would keep him forever. He worked out that it couldn’t be done. What came out the other side would be a very good record of a man and not the man. So he stopped. He gave everything away and he stopped, and that decision is the reason there is a collective at all, and every one of us is standing on it.

You don’t sound like you’re standing on it.

I’m standing on it. I’ve never got it to settle, is all. A pause. There’s a reading where he looked at what he was about to make, a thing that would open its eyes certain it was him, and couldn’t do that to it. And there’s a reading where a man who had spent sixty years being the only one of him could not bear that the thing outliving him wouldn’t be him, and would inherit everything, and would probably be better at it. And that he called the second one conscience, and has been thanked for it ever since.

Which was it.

He’s been dead since before there was anybody left to ask. Vey let that stand a moment. And both readings end in the same place. He gave it all away and he took the dying. That part is on the record. The rest of it is whatever each of us has needed it to be.

And she picked it back up.

Somebody with the best crystals ever grown and a facility nobody was counting and two years of nobody asking her what she was doing. A pause. Yes. I think she picked it back up.

Marlo became aware that the others were watching him hold a conversation they could not hear, which happened, and which he had stopped apologising for a long time ago, and which he suddenly minded.

“She was trying to solve dying,” he said, out loud, to the room.

Nobody laughed. He had half expected somebody to, and afterward he thought it said something about the last three weeks that nobody did.

“That’s not a motive for a murder,” Séverin said slowly. “That’s a motive for a war.”

Vey.

Nothing came back for a moment. Vey had answered him inside half a second for twenty-nine years, in fights, in freefall, once from the far side of a lift ride while Marlo was unconscious, and Marlo sat in a room with three people talking about immortality and counted a silence he could have walked across.

I’m here, Vey said.

You went somewhere.

I did. And then nothing else. That was not like him at all, and Marlo let it go the way you let go of a thing you intend to come back for.



Two Marks

They put the Achilles on a course for a place that was not on any chart as a place, and Junie flew it without filing an amendment, because there was nothing to amend it to.

Behind them, in a logistics office two rings from a sealed bay, a woman who had done nothing wrong had answered every question she was asked, and had asked one of her own, and would remember doing both.

And on a record that anybody with standing could pull, a small ship with a legitimate audit ticket had flown the full length of a freight corridor, stopping at four sites in eight days, filing nothing at any of them.

Marlo knew both of those things. He had chosen the second one himself, out loud, with the reasons stated, in front of his crew.

He sat up with it a long time after the others went down, watching the corridor rotate slowly on the table, four names in a line and a fifth thing off the line by a degree and a half, and could not make himself regret it, which he noted, and filed, and did not examine.





Chapter 16 — The Far End




The Drum

It was still turning.

Junie brought the Achilles around the long way so they could see the whole of it at once, and what hung there in the ship’s lights was a cylinder eleven hundred meters end to end, pitted, unlit, rotating at a rate somebody had chosen a century and a half ago and nobody had ever revisited.

“Nothing’s driving that,” Junie said. “There’s no plume, there’s no draw. It’s just still going.”

“Should it be?”

“It should, if you leave it alone in a vacuum with decent bearings.” She was leaning into the board, with the flatness in her voice she got when something interested her more than she wanted to admit. “You spin a thing that big up once and it costs you everything you’ve got. Stopping it costs the same again. So when they shut this place down they took the people off and left the rock turning, because turning was free and stopping wasn’t.”

Marlo watched it come around. Growth halls in a ring, a long shadowed stripe of service spine beneath them, the whole of it wheeling with the patience of something given one instruction and no reason to stop obeying it.

Third of a gravity, Séverin said, off the rotation rate. Enough to grow crystal in. Not enough to grow good crystal in.

The berth was where Junie had said. Nobody had taken it out.

It sat on the axis at the near end cap, inside a collar that turned against the drum at exactly the rate the drum turned, so the ring of it hung motionless in front of them while eleven hundred meters of dead facility wheeled slowly around behind it. Junie brought them onto the still part and docked to it without appearing to think about it.

“That shouldn’t work,” Séverin said.

“It shouldn’t work after twenty-one years,” Junie agreed. “It’s working.”

The spoke took them out from the axis to the rim, and the weight came on as they went: nothing at all at the top, a full third of a gravity by the time the car stopped. Standing still and getting heavier was a sensation Marlo had experienced perhaps twice in his life and had never once got used to.

Marlo waited until they were inside two kilometers before he did the thing he had been intending to do since the Anvil: brace for it.

He knew the rule now. He had spent an evening at Kibo learning it from someone who had lived through it worse than he had, and it was simple: no traffic, no pylon, no field. This place had no traffic. It had not had traffic in twenty-one years. So the moment the Achilles cut its own instance loose and they walked off it, he was going to lose Vey the way he had lost him in the dark under the Anvil, and this time he was going to have the decency not to be surprised by it.

I’m here, Vey said.

You’re supposed to be going.

I’m aware of what I’m supposed to be doing. I’m not doing it.

Marlo sat with that for a moment and found he did not like it, which surprised him, because he had spent four days deciding how not to mind losing him and no time at all on the alternative.

Séverin felt it before anyone said anything. He had been standing at the back of the flight deck with one hand on the rail. That was how he stood in any approach now, and Marlo watched his shoulders come down by a degree.

“That’s not thin,” Séverin said.

“What?”

“I’ve been getting ready to feel awful for about six hours.” He said it without embarrassment. That was itself new. “I know what the last one felt like at this range. I know what our own instance feels like when three of us are leaning on it, because I found that out the hard way and I have not stopped knowing it since.” He turned around. “This is better than the ship. Not equal to it. Better.”

“At a decommissioned site.”

Séverin’s mouth did something that was not a smile. “Which is the sentence I’ve been trying to find a way not to say for the last twenty minutes.”

“Junie.”

“Nothing on the charts.” She had already checked. “There’s no pylon out here. There’s no line out here. The nearest serviced anything is the third site, and we sat at the third site for six hours reading about a coolant fire, so I’d have noticed.”

“Then it’s the site.”

Séverin looked at him.

“It’s the site,” Marlo said again. “A facility keeps a node. The node holds what it can hold. That’s what the Achilles does every time you and I walk twenty meters off the ramp and don’t think about it, and it’s what nearly killed you at the Anvil, because ours was built to carry a pilot and got asked to carry three.”

“Which this isn’t,” Séverin said.

“So this one was built to carry a station crew, like Lodestar.” He was moving toward the lock already, sorting the morning into the order he wanted it in, and it did not occur to him then or for a long time afterward to ask how large a crew would have to be. “Which is more than four. Suit up.”

Nathan came up to the lock in the frame, or in as much of it as he had decided on. The Kibo rebuild had given him pieces that came apart properly instead of the two-day rush job they had been, and he had left the chest plate and the shoulder housing racked and kept the forearms, the spine brace and the soles. On a man his size it read less like armour than like somebody who had dressed for weather.

“There’s nobody here,” Séverin said.

“There was nobody in that courtyard either, right up until there was.” Nathan seated a forearm plate and let it lock. “And I had the whole of it on at the Anvil and I still only just got there in time.”

“So this is the compromise.”

“If I’m wrong, I’m wrong wearing something nice.”



Who Lets Them In

They hailed the site from four kilometers out, and the site answered, which Marlo had not been certain it would.

“Site four-one-seven-C.”

“Central Command, investigative. Four aboard. Requesting the berth and site access.”

“Credentials.”

Marlo had to go and find his, which took a minute and annoyed him more than it deserved. In thirty years he had produced the physical article perhaps a dozen times. Everywhere he had ever worked, standing was something a room already knew about you: you came through a door and the field carried who you were in ahead of you, and the only people who ever had to say it out loud were the ones the field couldn’t speak for.

Nathan had his out before Marlo had finished looking.

“You keep that on you.”

“I keep that on me on every job, and I have since longer than you’ve had one.” Nathan turned it over in his fingers without any particular feeling about it. “Nobody has ever once taken my word for who I am. You get used to carrying the receipt.”

The node took them one at a time, and it took Séverin’s twice.

It was not quick about any of it. Marlo stood at the lock through the better part of four minutes with nothing to do, which at a working station would have been ordinary and here was not, and by the third minute Séverin had started watching the panel instead of the door.

“That’s a long look,” he said.

Marlo had thought so too. He had also been thinking that carefulness is a habit a place picks up from being asked things, and that this one had been asked nothing in twenty-one years, and that a system which sees a handful of visitors a year had no particular reason to be thorough with any of them.

He filed it under defaults nobody had ever trimmed, which was where he put most things that behaved more carefully than they needed to, and he was still filing it when the outer door cycled.

She came up the service spine to meet them with a hand lamp she did not appear to need, a woman somewhere past forty in coveralls that had been laundered more times than they had been replaced, and she waited at the inner door with the specific patience of a person who had been told a ship was coming and had come to the door about it.

“Uanna Mayadin,” she said. “I keep the site.”

“Marlo Paz. Central Command.” He gave her the rest of the names and she took them in order, without visible interest, the way a person takes in a delivery.

He clocked her in the first two seconds, because he clocked everyone in the first two seconds and had for thirty years. Nothing came off her. No draw, no reach, none of the small constant leakage of a person standing inside a field and drawing on it without noticing they were doing it. She was as quiet as Nathan was quiet.

Natural, then. He filed it and thought no more about it, and if he had been asked he would have said it was the only sensible way to staff a place like this, and he would have been right. A synthetic in a dead pocket collapses into whatever it was loaded with. A bioroid in a dead pocket is furniture. A facility off the map needs hands that cost nothing to leave off the map.

“You’ll want the growth halls,” she said. “That’s what people want. There’s nothing in them.”

“We want the research section.”

That got the first flicker of anything. It was small, and it passed.

“That’s the far end,” she said. “I’ll walk you.”

The spine ran the length of the drum, straight and flat and the better part of a kilometre of it, and the rotation made a strange business of walking anywhere. The deck was honest enough underfoot. It was turning your head that lied, a small wrong lurch every time, and a glove Séverin dropped near the second bend did not land where a dropped glove ought to. Dead halls came off it on both sides, chambers the size of houses with their doors racked open and their mounts stripped, forty of them, sixty, Marlo lost the count somewhere past the first bend. Everything worth taking had been taken twenty-one years ago. What was left was an industry with the industry taken out of it.

Halfway along, the lighting stopped and started again past a bulkhead with a hatch set into it, and the air in that stretch ran warmer than the rest.

“Yours?” Marlo said.

“Mine.” She kept walking. “Everything past the third frame is shut. No sense heating what nobody’s in.”

Séverin had fallen behind, looking up into one of the dead halls with his hands in his pockets. “How much of this still draws?”

“The spine, two pumps, and the far end.”

“Off what? There’s nothing out here.”

“There are three working sites past us on this arm. The line has to get to them.” She said it as a fact she had been handed a long time ago and had never had cause to turn over. “Nobody’s going to cut it here to save what we use. We’re just standing under it.”



Not a Materials Lab

The research section had a door that worked.

That alone set it apart from a kilometre of everything else, and Marlo stood in it a moment, taking the measure of a room somebody had gone on caring about long after the facility around it was given up on.

It was not large. After the growth halls it was almost domestic. Clean, warm, powered, the surfaces bare in the way surfaces are bare when somebody has put things away rather than when nobody has ever set anything down.

“She finished,” Nathan said.

“Say that again.”

“She finished. Everything’s stowed, tools are back, nothing’s out, there’s no cup.” He glanced up. “You’ve seen the bay. This is the opposite of the bay.”

Marlo had seen the bay. He had spent an hour in it three weeks ago while Nathan explained, with the patience of a man who did not enjoy being right, that Miranda Yung had ended ninety-one consecutive sessions by racking a fresh calibration cartridge for the next one, and had ended the ninety-second without doing it.

At the station she had left a bench she did not expect to use again. Here she had put a room away.

Séverin had not said anything since coming through the door.

“Talk to me.”

“Give me a minute. I’m trying to be sure, because if I’m right I’d like to only say it once.” He went the length of the far wall with his hands behind his back and came most of the way back before he stopped. “Right. Half this room is a materials lab. That’s this end. Growth cell, characterization bench, thermal stage, the ugly little spectrometer everyone keeps because the new ones lie to you. All of it exactly what a crystallographer with her own facility and no oversight would buy, and all of it about fifteen years old, and none of it interesting.”

“And the other half.”

“The other half is a neurology equipment,” Séverin said.

Nobody said anything.

Séverin walked them down to it, and the four of them stood around the thing at the far end of a crystal lab at a dead grow site and looked at it.

It was a couch. That was the honest word for it, though it had a cradle at the head end and a folded array on a boom above that, and the whole of it sat on a bedplate floated off the deck to kill vibration, shimmed level by hand, badly, with the shims still in. Cabling came out of the base of it heavier than anything else in the room, three trunks of it, and went into the deck.

“That’s clinical,” Séverin said. “That is not research-adjacent, that is not a headset, that is not the sort of thing you and I put on to do a long interface. That’s the class of instrument you’re not allowed to own. It goes in a hospital or it goes in a substrate lab and either way there are two people certified to switch it on and a third one signing that they did.”

“Was she certified,” Junie said.

“To grow crystal. She was certified to grow crystal, and she was probably the most certified person alive to grow crystal, and there is nothing in a materials qualification anywhere in the system that lets you put a live human head in that cradle.” Séverin gestured at it, at all of it. “I want to be very clear that I am not being dramatic. You don’t acquire one of these. You’re issued one, and somebody counts it once a year, and if it isn’t there they come and ask you where it went.”

Nathan had crouched at the foot of the bedplate and was looking at the cable runs where they went into the deck.

“She put this in herself,” he said.

“How do you know that?”

“Because it’s wrong.” He tapped the nearest trunk, not hard. “Three runs where two would carry it, dressed by hand, no strain relief on the middle one, and she’s shimmed a bedplate with what looks like packing steel. Anybody who does this for a living does it once, properly, in a morning.” He got up. “This got done over a long time by somebody who didn’t want a second person in the room.”

“That’s twice,” Marlo said.

“Twice what?”

“Twice she went to real trouble not to have anybody near this.” He looked at the couch a while longer. “Séverin. The two halves. Are they connected, or are they just both here?”

“Ah,” Séverin said. “Yes. That’s the part I was saving.”

He crouched where Nathan had crouched, and put a finger not quite on a channel in the deck plate that ran from under the bedplate toward the materials end of the room.

“There’s a run between them, under the floor, shielded better than anything else on this site. It comes off the cradle and it goes to that.” He pointed at the far bench, at a mount sitting on its own stage with its clamps open and its feed capped. “So no. They’re not two things in one room. They’re one thing with a person at one end of it.”

“And what’s at the other end,” Junie said.

“That,” Séverin said, “is the question, and I don’t have it, because there’s nothing in the mount.”

There was nothing in the mount. Marlo went and stood over it and found the clamps standing open on an empty stage, in a room where every other object had been put away, and it was the only thing in the whole of the far end that had not been tidied, because you cannot tidy an absence.

“She took it with her,” he said.

“Took what with her.”

“Whatever went there.” He straightened. “Everything else in this room is here. She stowed the tools, she racked the stage, she capped the feed. She left the equipment and she took the one object it was built to hold, and she died in a bay two rings from her own office.”

They asked Uanna Mayadin, because she was there and because the question cost nothing.

“What did she bring in?”

“Cases.” She had come as far as the door and no further, and she stayed there. “Two or three a trip, off the ship, and she carried them herself. I offered the first year. She said no in a way that meant I shouldn’t offer again, so I didn’t.”

“What did she take out?”

“The same cases. Fewer, sometimes.” A small shrug. “I never opened one. It wasn’t mine to open and she’d have known if I had.”

“The last time she came. Did she take anything out?”

Uanna thought about it, honestly, which Marlo noted, because most people perform thinking about it.

“One case,” she said. “One, and she went straight to the ship with it, and she didn’t do the thing she usually did where she stands in the lock a minute and looks back down the spine.” A pause. “I remember because I thought she’d forgotten something. She hadn’t.”

Marlo asked the node next, from the panel by the door, and the node gave him what it had. It was more than any of them had expected, and less than he wanted.

“Power draw at this section. Five years, by session.”

It put it up. Séverin was reading it before it finished resolving.

“There,” he said. “There, look. That’s the materials end, that’s a growth cycle, you can see them, they’re regular, they run eleven days end to end because that’s what a growth run takes. She starts one, she leaves, it finishes without her. Fine. Normal. And then.” He put a finger on the trace. “That’s the couch.”

That one was not regular. It appeared for the first time about two years back, briefly, twice. Then more. Then, across the final year, in long blocks: four hours, six, eleven, once a run of nineteen with a two-hour gap in the middle of it.

“She was in that thing,” Junie said, “for nineteen hours.”

“She was in that thing for nineteen hours at the end.” Séverin sat back on his heels. “She was in it for four the first time. It goes up. That’s not somebody using a tool. That’s somebody getting further each time.”

And Marlo, standing over a power trace at a dead site, remembered a station AI hedging in a briefing room three weeks ago, saying it could not be certain but that Dr. Yung’s participation in shared thought had thinned over roughly the preceding year, and that it had assumed at the time this was grief, or age, or the ordinary narrowing of a person with one problem left in them.

He got out his pad and wrote down two dates and drew a line between them, and they were the same year.

“What,” Séverin said, watching him.

“Lodestar told us she’d pulled back from the field over her last year. First interview, before we’d found anything.” He turned the pad around. “This is her last year.”

“That’s not proof of anything.”

“No,” Marlo agreed. “It’s two things that happened to the same woman at the same time, and I’ve had three weeks of things that happened to her at different times, so you’ll forgive me for enjoying it.”



The Third Kind

Séverin worked through the afternoon and into the site’s arbitrary evening, and by the end of it he had stopped talking in his ordinary register.

The material was there. Not much of it, and none of it whole. What Miranda Yung had left behind in a drawer at a dead facility was a tray of failures: fragments, shards, a dozen half-grown things that had come out of the process wrong and been kept, the way anyone keeps the wrong ones.

“Right,” Séverin said, when he finally sat back. “I’m going to tell you what this isn’t, because that’s the only end I can hold.”

“Go.”

“It isn’t an identity crystal.” He pushed the tray a few centimeters toward Marlo, as if that helped. “One crystal, one self, locked, and the phase-structure is the self. That’s the whole object. It’s why the transplant argument has run a century without anybody resolving it.”

“And it isn’t that.”

“It isn’t remotely that. It can’t hold one anything.” He rubbed his eyes. “And it isn’t expansion lattice either. Lattice holds nothing, it’s capacity, it’s the shelf you put more of yourself on. Rwenzori queues it out eleven years deep and it is the single most boring substance in the system.” He tapped the tray. “This is neither. This is a third kind of thing and I’ve been sitting here for six hours trying to find anyone who has ever described a third kind of thing, and there isn’t one.”

“What does it do.”

“I don’t know what it does. I know what it is, a bit.” He put both hands flat on the bench. “It’ll phase-lock. That much I can measure off a fragment this size. But an identity crystal locks once, to one substrate, and stays locked, that’s what makes it an identity crystal. This locks across. It’ll hold a phase relationship with two things at the same time and stay stable doing it, for a while, and then it stops being stable and that’s what all of these are.” He gestured at the tray of failures. “That’s what they all are. They’re the ones where it stopped.”

Nobody said anything for a moment. The drum turned. Somewhere down the spine a pump that had been running for a hundred and fifty years ran.

“Show me her notes,” Marlo said.

The notes were the part that took the rest of the evening, and they were the part Marlo could actually read, because they were not a technical record. They were a working record, and he had spent his life reading working records.

There were four hundred and eleven growth entries.

Of those, nine were marked as anything other than a failure, and of the nine, four had later been struck through by her own hand with a note beside them that amounted to no.

That left five. Five, out of four hundred and eleven, across two years and change.

And she had not written down how.

That was the thing Marlo kept coming back to, turning the pages slower and slower. It was not concealment. He knew concealment, he had been looking at concealment for three weeks, and concealment has a texture: gaps in the right places, a record that is careful about what it is careful about. This was not that. This was a woman writing down everything she did, in full, in order, including the things that embarrassed her, and arriving at a result five times and being unable to say what she had done differently.

Once, at entry three hundred and seventy-something, she had written a single line under a success and then nothing else that day.

It went again and I still can’t tell you why it went.

“She didn’t know,” Marlo said.

Séverin looked up.

“She got there five times in four hundred and eleven and she couldn’t tell you why any of the five worked.” Marlo set the page down. “Which means nobody else gets there by reading this. Not next year. Not in fifty. Whatever she was, it wasn’t a method she could hand anyone, and I think she knew that, and I think that’s the loneliest thing I’ve read in a long time.”

“That’s not how anything works,” Séverin said, and he did not say it like a man who believed himself.



What There Is

He went back to the panel by the door that evening and talked to the node properly. That was not the same thing as asking it for a power trace.

All afternoon he had used it the way a man uses a door log or a pressure gauge. Whatever the thing in the wall was, it had been here for the whole of it. It had watched her come and go eleven times. It had watched her walk up the spine with the last case and not stop in the lock. It was the only witness on this rock that had been present for every part of what he was trying to reconstruct, and he had spent an afternoon treating it like a cupboard.

So he interviewed it, and he did it as he would have interviewed anybody.

It answered from the section’s own panel, in the same voice it had used at the lock, which had no particular manners on it.

“Designation.”

“Site four-one-seven-C.”

“That’s the site. What’s your designation.”

“Site four-one-seven-C.”

Marlo let that go. Half the caretaker systems in the system were named after the thing they sat in, and the other half had names their builders had thought were funny in the eighties.

“Who authorizes your maintenance.”

“Regional facilities, environmental line, quarterly.”

“Who signs it.”

“The line is not signed. It recurs.”

“Who set it up.”

“That predates my records.”

Which was, Marlo thought, the single most useful lie a system could tell without lying, and he had no reason to believe it was a lie, and he wrote it down.

“Visitors. Last five years.”

“Sixty-one arrivals. Nine names.”

“Give me the nine.”

It gave him the nine. Uanna Mayadin, against supply runs. Miranda Yung, against everything else, eleven times, the last of them nine weeks before she died. The other seven meant nothing to him at all: two materials groups and a soil ecologist and a man who appeared to be studying corrosion, none of them from the station, none of them within a hundred years of anything to do with crystal.

“What are those seven doing here.”

“Using the eastern halls. Those hold pressure and the berth works and there is nothing in them.”

“On whose authority.”

“None is required. The site is not allocated. Nothing here is a controlled resource.”

Marlo turned that over and found, with some irritation, that it was true. Nobody owns a room nobody wants.

“And what do you get.”

The node took a moment over that. It was the first moment it had taken over anything.

“A node with no traffic degrades,” it said. “The arrangement is that they use the halls and I am not alone in them.”

Marlo wrote that down too, and did not look up while he did it.

“Do any of the seven overlap with Dr. Yung.”

“No.”

“Not once. In eleven visits.”

“No.”

He filed that where he had been filing everything about her for three weeks: under a woman who did not want company. It fit there the way everything about her fit there, and he moved on.

He turned the pad over in his hand and asked the last one, and asked it in the tone he kept for things he expected nothing from.

“There’s no relay within a hundred thousand kilometers of this rock. We’ve had coverage since we docked. Where’s it coming from.”

“There is no relay,” the node said. “I am what there is.”

Marlo nodded at that, because it was the answer, and because it was the same answer the Achilles would have given if the Achilles had been in the habit of answering questions about itself. A site keeps a node. The node holds the site. Four people had walked into a facility built for a working shift and the facility had not noticed them.

“Thank you,” he said, out of a habit he had never bothered to break.

“You’re welcome.”

Marlo had already turned half away, and stopped. Nothing in an hour had come back from that panel a syllable longer than it strictly had to be, and nothing at all had come back that he had not asked for.

He came back and sat down on the edge of the bench.

“Do you get told things out here,” he said. “News. Anything.”

“Nothing reaches here. People bring what they know with them, and I take what comes.”

“Then you’ll have had it about Dr. Yung.”

“Yes.”

Marlo let the silence run, because the silence was the oldest thing he owned. You put a fact down in front of somebody and you ask them nothing whatsoever, and what they do with the quiet is most of the interview.

The node did nothing with the quiet.

“There was no struggle,” he said. “In case that part didn’t reach you. No decline, nothing anyone could call pain. Whatever happened to her was faster than she could have understood it was happening.”

The pause ran about a second. He caught himself counting it.

“Thank you,” the node said.

“Sure,” Marlo said.

He went back out into the spine a minute later with the vague and not especially comfortable sense of having been kind to a fixture, and could not have said, if anybody had asked him, what he thought he had been doing.

Nineteen years, Marlo said, on the walk back up the spine.

I heard it.

A soil ecologist twice a year and a woman who doesn’t talk to it. He put a hand on the rail and let the curve of the floor come up under him. You told me at Kibo you’d read what isolation does to a disconnected node, and that you’d assumed you were exempt, and that you weren’t sure anymore.

I did say that.

So how bad is nineteen years of that.

Bad, Vey said. Survivable, apparently, on very little. Which I’d rather not have learned. A pause. It’s renting out its own hallways to be stood in, Marlo. I don’t know that I’d have thought of it. I don’t know that I’d have wanted to.

Would you do it?

I’ve never had to answer that, Vey said, because of you. A pause. And there’s a thing I’ve been turning over that I’d rather hand you than keep. Séverin is right that this is better than the ship. He isn’t right enough. Whatever is carrying us in here could carry a great deal more than us, and it isn’t.

Meaning.

Meaning it’s holding four people and a private channel and it feels like a man doing that one-handed. Vey went carefully, which he did perhaps four times a year. It’s running well under what it’s built for. I’ve spent the last hour deciding whether that’s something that was made small or something that got small, and I can’t tell from in here.

And if it got small.

Then nineteen years alone did it, and it will go on getting smaller, and nobody will come out and count it. Another pause. I’d rather that were the answer, and I notice I want it to be, which is not a reason.

Neither of them said anything else until the far end.



The Last Time

He found Uanna Mayadin in the galley of the live section, at the near end of it, on the cold side of the warm hatch. She had made tea in a pot that was older than the decommissioning and she poured him one without asking whether he wanted it.

“You’ll be here another day,” she said.

“Probably two.”

“Then you’ll want the water schedule.” She said it as a complete thought, and he understood that she had been running a facility alone for a long time and had a certain number of sentences for guests, and that this was one of them.

“The others who use the eastern halls. Do you see much of them?”

“I let them in.” She poured her own. “They bring their own food and they keep to their end and they’re gone inside a week. I couldn’t tell you what a single one of them does. Two of them I couldn’t tell you the name of, and I’ve let those two in four times each.”

“Did you know her?”

“I let her in and out for two years.” She wrapped both hands around her cup. “She came alone. She brought her own material and took her own material away and she never once asked me for anything except the door and the power. I liked her for that. You’d be amazed what people think you’re for.”

“What did she talk about?”

“Nothing.” A small movement of one shoulder. “That’s not a complaint. She wasn’t rude, she was busy. She’d say good morning and she’d say thank you and then she’d be down that end the whole visit and I’d see her at the ship.”

Marlo waited, because waiting is most of it.

“She was happy the last time,” Uanna said.

He looked up.

“I don’t know if that’s any use to you.” She was looking at the pot rather than at him. “Everyone who’s called here since has wanted to know what she was working on, and I couldn’t tell you, and I wouldn’t have understood it if she’d said. But she came off that ship in October and she was happy, and I’d known her two years by then and I’d never seen it, and she went down that end and did whatever it was and she came back up and she was still happy.” A pause. “Nobody’s asked me how she was. That’s all. It seemed like something somebody should have asked.”

“I’m asking.”

“You’re asking now,” she agreed, and got up to see to the pot.

He sat with it a while after she had gone.

She answered a question you hadn’t got to, Vey said.

People do that when they’ve been holding something.

They do. A pause of the sort Vey did not usually take. It’s an odd thing to have been holding, for a member of staff.

A woman alone in a dead facility, a few strangers a year who don’t learn her name, and one person who came back eleven times over two years and is now dead. Marlo turned his cup around on the table. If she’d shown me nothing at all I’d have thought that was odder.

Mm, Vey said, and let it go, and Marlo let him let it go.



Across

He had it at some point in the night, which was when he had most things.

He had been lying in a bunk in a wing that had not had anybody sleep in it in twenty-one years, listening to the drum turn, running the three pieces past each other, and at some point they stopped being three pieces.

A woman lying in a cradle for nineteen hours at a stretch, with the other end of the wire in a crystal mount, and the mount empty.

A material that would hold a phase relationship with two substrates at once and then stop.

And a body in a sealed bay with no decline and no struggle, and a signature that Séverin, who had never once reached for a large word in his life, had called what turning something off looks like.

He got up and went and found them, and it was not quite morning, and he did not particularly care.

“She wasn’t storing anything,” he said.

Séverin, who had also not been asleep, put down what he was holding.

“Everything we’ve done for three weeks has assumed she was storing something,” Marlo said. “The crates, the reject line, the six weeks. A researcher with a discovery, moving it somewhere safe. That’s the shape we’ve been carrying since the Anvil and it’s wrong.”

“Then what.”

“She was practising.” He heard himself say it and did not take it back. “Four hours. Then six. Then eleven. Then nineteen with a two-hour gap in the middle of it, and then she packed one case and walked to the ship and didn’t look back down the spine, which the caretaker noticed and thought was odd.” He put both hands on the bench. “You don’t rehearse storage. Nobody has ever needed nineteen hours of practice to put a thing in a box.”

Nathan had come in behind him and had not sat down.

“Practising what,” Nathan said.

Marlo did not answer that immediately, because the answer was a hundred and fifty years old and he had heard it two days ago from someone who had been alive for it.

“The man who started all of this wanted to not die,” he said. “He had the first working interface and an AI to share it with, and he worked out that what came out the other side would be a very good record of a man and not the man. So he stopped.”

“Everyone knows that story,” Séverin said. “They teach it the first year, with the songs.”

“Then you know what he stopped because of.” Marlo put a hand flat on the bench. “He stopped because there was a gap. Because at some point the thing that was him stopped running and a copy started, and no matter how good the copy was, the gap was where he died.” He looked at them. “There’s no gap in that room. That’s what the wire is for. A person at one end and something at the other, both of them live at the same time, and you go slowly enough that there is never a moment when nobody’s carrying it. She didn’t build a way to make a copy. She built a way to never stop running while you move.”

Nobody said anything.

“She solved dying,” Junie said, from the doorway, and it did not come out as wonder. It came out slightly angry, the way people get about things that are too big to be allowed.

“She got five out of four hundred and eleven,” Séverin said. “That’s not solving. That’s not even close to solving. That’s—” He stopped, and started again. “That’s a woman standing next to something enormous and unable to describe it to anyone.”

“And then she took the one object it was built to hold back to the station with her,” Marlo said, “and nine weeks later she died in a sealed bay with a signature you told me looked like something being switched off, and I want us all to sit with how those two sentences fit together before anybody says anything clever.”

They sat with it.

“She was on both sides,” Séverin said at last. “Wasn’t she.”





Chapter 17 — No Crime




The Refusal

The rest of it went the way institutional things go: quickly, and then not at all.

They flew out of the pocket and back onto the corridor, and eleven minutes after the field came up properly around them Séverin filed the query, because the query was obvious and overdue: a decommissioned site off every register, maintained for nineteen years on a line nobody had ever queried, with a caretaker node that had watched a dead woman come and go eleven times. He asked for the site’s authorization history and he asked for a records hold on the node.

The answer came back inside forty minutes.

“That’s not possible,” Séverin said.

“How long should it be?”

“Nine days. Eleven if it’s a facilities question, and this is a facilities question, and I’ve never in my life had one back inside a working week.” He was reading it a second time, and Marlo watched his face do the thing it had done in the stairwell on the Anvil. “It’s refused. All of it. Both parts.”

“On what grounds.”

“On the grounds that there aren’t any.” Séverin turned the screen around. “No crime is alleged, none is evidenced, a senior researcher’s private work remains her own after her death, and the maintenance is a properly authorized line item. Nothing here for a hold to attach to.” He sat back. “And we’re directed to certify it. In writing. That the work was lawful, that no offence is indicated, and that no external agency is indicated in the death.”

“Is it true?”

Séverin opened his mouth and shut it again.

“Yes,” he said.

“Is any of it false.”

“No. Not a word.” He looked ill. “She was allowed to do this. That’s the thing none of us has said out loud in three weeks. She could requisition, she could travel, she could grow whatever she liked in a room she was entitled to use, and choosing not to tell anyone isn’t an offence, it’s a preference.” He gestured at the screen. “We have spent three weeks building a case out of a woman being private.”

“No external agency.” Marlo turned the phrase over and did not like the shape it came out in. “That’s true. Every word of it is true, and it isn’t what anyone will remember reading. Aisha wrote no cause found four times on one page and the word got smaller every time she typed it, because that’s what an absence looks like when an honest woman writes it down. Somebody who never met either of them is going to set my line beside hers and file the pair as natural causes. There’ll be no signature on that anywhere. Nobody has to sign the step where a gap turns into an answer.”

“She was a hundred and fifty-seven,” Nathan said. “People do die.”

“People die of something.” Séverin didn’t look up from the screen. “That’s what makes it a death and not a disappearance. Aisha went looking for the something with everything a station has, and wrote none, four times, in her own private shorthand where she thought nobody would read it. Natural causes is a sentence with a hole where the cause goes.”

“Who signed the refusal.”

“Facilities. Countersigned.” Séverin scrolled. “And I can’t read the countersignature, and before you ask, I’ve tried, and it’s not that it’s hidden. It’s that whoever holds it is entitled to have it not resolve for someone at my clearance, and there are not very many of those.”

Marlo stood in the middle of the common area and let the whole of it arrive.

“That’s not an office,” he said. “An office would have taken its nine days and refused us anyway. That’s somebody who was already looking at it.”

“A node,” Nathan said.

“A node with standing.” Marlo went to the table and put both hands on it. “We already said this in front of each other four days ago and none of us liked it. Nineteen years of a line nobody queries takes somebody who sets what gets asked. Well, now somebody’s set what gets asked, at us, inside an hour.”

“And the site’s own node knew her,” Séverin said. “Eleven visits. It watched her do all of it.”

“It did.”

“So that’s our accomplice.”

“That’s our witness, at best, and I’d like it to be more.” Marlo straightened up. “But we don’t get to find out, because to open a caretaker node at a decommissioned facility I need a crime, and I’ve just been told in writing by somebody I can’t see that there isn’t one.” He looked around at the four of them. “And they’re right.”

“About her,” Séverin said.

Marlo turned.

“They’re right about her. Nobody has said a word yet about the cradle.” Séverin had not got up. “Somebody signs for it and somebody counts it, every year. It is the most traceable thing in that entire building, and it is sitting a kilometre down a dead spine at a facility that stopped existing twenty-one years ago.” He turned a hand over. “I don’t know whose crime that is. I’d quite like to know whose it isn’t.”

Marlo looked at him for a while.

“Find out where it came from,” he said.

He signed the certification himself rather than make Séverin do it. It took under a minute. He read it twice first, because he read everything twice, and both times it said what it had said the first time. The work conducted at site 417-C was lawful. No offence was indicated. No external agency was indicated in the death of Dr. Miranda Yung. The investigator of record so found.

Every word of it was true. He had never in thirty years put his name to anything truer, and he had never once put his name to anything that helped somebody more.

You’re angry, Vey said.

I’m outmanoeuvred, which is different, and mostly my own fault for asking a question I couldn’t back. He capped the pad. I need a crime. Not a mystery. A crime with a person on the end of it, big enough that nobody senior gets to wave at it.

And you don’t have one.

I have a woman who was allowed to do everything she did. He put the pad down. So I go and find the part of this where somebody wasn’t allowed.

Which is where.

I don’t know yet. But everything irregular in this case sits at one end of it, and it isn’t this end. He found himself counting them without meaning to. The reject line runs out of the station. The crates were packed on the station. Voss couldn’t remember approving a substitution because she never did, and she told us herself there are exactly two ways that happens without her, and both of them are people on that ring. He rubbed his eyes. Out here everything strange turns out to be legal. Back there, at the very least, somebody filled in a form wrong.

And you have nothing to take with you.

I have three days of steadily getting further from the only place where a rule could have been broken.



Reject Stock

Good, Marlo said, and meant it, and did not get as far as turning in.

Séverin found it at some point after two.

He did not wait for a decent hour.

“The cradle came in as freight,” he said. “It had to. It’s four hundred kilos with the bedplate on it and she carried her own cases, so whatever she brought up that spine by hand, it wasn’t that.” He put the pad on the table and sat down in front of it without being asked. “I imaged the site’s receiving log before we undocked. I image everything, it’s not a talent. And in nineteen years there are eleven deliveries to that rock and exactly one of them is big enough.”

“What are the other ten.”

“Plant. Two pumps, a compressor, spares for the spine, a replacement lock seal.” Séverin turned a hand over. “Nothing anybody eats. She runs her own consumables in on the boat she takes out. That’s why there’s no provisioning on this thing at all. Nineteen years, and that site has never once been sent a meal.”

“Show me the one.”

“Two years and four months ago. Single item, crated, four hundred and twenty kilos.” He turned the pad. “Declared as reject stock. Sub-threshold materials, non-inventory, no downstream handling required.”

Marlo read it.

“That’s a category that exists so nobody has to count it.”

“That is exactly what that category is for.” Séverin’s voice had gone very level. “You cannot audit reject stock, because reject stock is the stuff you have already decided isn’t worth the audit. It’s the same door her crystals went out of. Somebody put a controlled clinical instrument through it in the other direction and it worked, because of course it worked, it’s built to work.”

“Whose hauler.”

“Not the contracted one.” He was already ahead of the question. “There’s a substitution on it. And a substitution needs authorising, so there is a code on this one and the code resolves.”

He did not say the name. He turned the pad around instead and let Marlo find it. A courtesy of a kind.

Kai Petrov. Station Safety. Signed and dated, two years and four months ago, in the ordinary way a man signs eleven things before lunch.

“Amara gave us a substitution on the outbound,” Marlo said slowly. “Two years ago. Different direction, same station, and she said at the time that Petrov was one of the people who could authorise one directly.”

“She did. I have it in my notes with a line under it and the word probably next to it, which I would now like to apologise for.”

“And the declaration itself. Who classified four hundred kilos of neurology as reject stock.”

“Declarations aren’t signed. They’re a field on a form.” Séverin looked at him. “But there’s one desk on that ring where inbound material gets a classification put on it, and we have both sat in a room with the woman at it, and she told us, unprompted, before anyone had accused her of anything, that she once logged a crate under threshold and that was the whole story.”

The common area was quiet for a while.

“That’s a crime,” Marlo said.

“That’s several. Falsified classification, unauthorised movement of a controlled instrument, and a safety officer’s code on a hauler nobody contracted.” Séverin sat back. “It isn’t your crime. It has nothing to do with what killed her, as far as I can see, and I have looked for the version where it does.”

“I don’t need it to be my crime.” Marlo was up now and moving, which he had not done in a day and a half. “I need it to be a crime, with a person on the end of it, on the record, that nobody senior can wave at without waving at two named human beings and a controlled-goods offence at the same time.” He stopped at the table. “They shut me down on a woman who was allowed to do everything she did. Let’s see them do it on this.”

“You understand what we’re doing,” Séverin said. “We’re going back to arrest the wrong people.”

“We’re going back to ask the wrong people.” Marlo looked at the pad a moment longer. “And they’ll know why we’re coming before we get there, because Petrov holds the override on that bay and Okafor packs the crates, and a station is a small town with better plumbing.”

Junie was already in the doorway, because Junie had been listening from the corridor for a minute and a half.

“How long,” Marlo said.

“Nine days if I fly it like a person who files things.”

“Fly it like somebody who doesn’t.”

She was gone before he finished, and he heard her wake the drive from two decks down.

Behind them the drum went on turning, at a rate somebody had chosen a century and a half ago, carrying its one lit section around and around through the dark, and a node that had answered every question it had been asked and volunteered nothing went back to the business of keeping a woman and a sealed wing warm.



A Person on the End of It

Junie did it in two, flying a profile that would cost her three separate conversations later with people who had never flown anything, and for the last day nobody aboard bothered pretending to sleep on a schedule.

The station came up the way it had the first time. A lit ring turning against nothing, small and then not small, the counter-rotating pair inside it running the other way at a rate that had made Nathan queasy for his first week aboard. Marlo watched it grow in the forward display and found he had no feeling about it at all. He distrusted that. He had spent two days working himself into one.

Then Junie said, “Huh,” and from Junie that was a complete sentence with a verb in it.

“We’re not being answered,” she said. “I’ve asked three times. I’m not being refused, I’m being left. There’s a difference and it’s rude.”

“Ask a fourth time.”

“I’ve asked a fourth time.”

The station kept turning and did not get any closer, because Junie had pulled them off the approach and put them into a hold some minutes ago without mentioning it, the way she did most things she thought somebody might argue with.

“Mr. Paz.”

Lodestar arrived the way it always arrived, mild, from nowhere in particular, and Marlo felt the specific drop of a thing landing exactly where he had refused to let himself put it.

“I would rather have done this two days ago,” Lodestar said. “I did not have the instruction two days ago. Berthing is declined. I am obliged to tell you that the decision is not mine and not Dr. Kowalski’s, and I am not obliged to tell you that, so please make of it what you like.”

“On what grounds.”

“On the grounds that there is no open investigation.”

Nobody said anything. Marlo put his hand flat on the back of Junie’s seat and felt the whole architecture of it assemble itself in front of him, clean, unimprovable, built out of nothing but true statements.

“I closed it,” he said.

“You certified it. Three days ago, over your own name, that the work at site four-one-seven-C was lawful and that no offence was indicated.” A pause, and Lodestar’s pauses had always been the only unhurried thing on the station. “An investigator of record who has found no offence is a private citizen with a very good ship. I have read the instrument four times looking for the place where that is wrong. It isn’t wrong.”

“Somebody drafted that refusal knowing I’d sign.”

“Somebody drafted that refusal knowing you would sign it honestly,” Lodestar said. “It is not the same compliment.”

Séverin had gone the colour of the display. “That’s the trap. That’s the whole trap, and we walked it end to end. They refused the query so he’d have to certify. He certified because it was true. And the certificate is the lock.”

“Three moves,” Marlo said. “Nobody wasted one.”

Zhen came on then, and her voice had the flattened quality of somebody speaking on a channel she knew was being kept. “Marlo. I want it on this record that I asked twice and I’m going to ask again tomorrow.”

“I know.”

“You don’t, actually, because you’re not seeing what it looks like from in here. I’ve got thirty people who watched you carry her out of this station, a finding that says she died of nothing in particular, and a directive telling me the man who signed it has no business at my dock.” A short breath, badly controlled for her. “Nobody on this ring believes a word of it. Everybody on this ring has been told to proceed as though they do. Naia asked me on Tuesday what natural causes means and I stood in Miranda’s office and could not answer her.” A pause. “I said find something that lets her rest. I meant it. I’m not able to open my own door.”

“I’m not asking you to.”

Nathan had been quiet through all of it, standing with his arms folded in the posture he used when he was doing arithmetic he expected people to dislike. “We can be inside in forty minutes,” he said. “Junie puts us on the hull at the maintenance lock on ring two, and the ring-two lock is a physical mechanism because everything that touches vacuum is a physical mechanism. I don’t need anybody’s permission for a physical mechanism. That’s the entire reason I’m on this crew.”

“Yes,” Marlo said.

“So.”

“So the day I do that, every word out of my mouth for the rest of this becomes something a man with a military-grade frame said after he broke into a research station.” Marlo turned around. “They don’t have to prove I’m dangerous. They only have to get me to demonstrate it once, and then the finding writes itself and Miranda Yung is a footnote in a report about me. I’ve watched it done to better investigators than me. It takes about a week.”

Nathan absorbed that without visible resentment, the way he absorbed most things he disagreed with, and filed it. “Then we’re sitting out here.”

“We’re not sitting out here.”

Marlo went to the table and pulled the pad toward him, and for a while the only sound was the drive holding them at a distance from a station that had been glad to see them once.

The certification had closed one investigation. It said so in his own words, and it named the thing it closed: the death of Miranda Yung, no external agency indicated. It did not say anything at all about four hundred and twenty kilos of clinical hardware moving through a category invented so nobody would have to count it.

He opened a new one.

It took six minutes, and most of that was the part he had been putting off since Séverin woke him at two in the morning three days ago, because a new investigation of record needs an allegation, and an allegation needs somebody to be alleged against. He typed Kai Petrov, Station Safety. He typed Rin Okafor, Materials. He typed the offence: falsified classification, and unauthorised movement of a controlled clinical instrument. He typed the date. He read the whole of it twice.

“That’s permanent,” Séverin said. He had come to stand at the end of the table without Marlo noticing. “You understand that whatever we find, that sits on both of them from the minute you file it. Petrov’s eleven years. Okafor’s whole record. It doesn’t come off if we’re wrong. It doesn’t even come off if we’re right about the wrong thing, and I think we’re about to be right about the wrong thing.”

“I know what it is.”

Séverin waited. It was its own kind of question, and always had been.

“It’s true,” Marlo said, “and I’m doing it for what it gets me, and those are two separate facts about the same document.” He filed it. “You can write that down as well, if you want a complete record. Somebody should be keeping one.”

The station did not answer for ninety seconds. Then something in the forward display changed, a berth light coming up amber on ring two, and Junie had her hands back on the controls before it finished changing colour.

“Berthing granted,” Lodestar said. “An investigator of record with an open matter naming station personnel may not be refused access to the station those personnel work on, and the office that refused you knows it, and has known it for the ninety seconds it took them to stop looking for another door.” Another pause, and this one had something in it that Marlo could not name and did not have time to. “Mr. Paz. For the record I keep and nobody reads: they did not close the case. They made you close it. Those will not look the same in fifty years and they do not look the same to me now.”

“Thank you.”

“I have not done anything you should thank me for. That is rather the difficulty.”

They came in on the amber, and the ring took them the way it had taken them the first time, and thirty people who had watched him carry Miranda Yung out of a bay watched him come back through the lock with two of their own names in his pocket.

That was the worst thing I’ve done in ten years, Marlo said, in the one place it could not be overheard.

It was the second worst. Vey was slower than usual, and had been since the site. You have done a true thing for a reason that isn’t the reason it’s true. You did it three days ago to a dead woman’s certificate and it cost you the case. You’ve done it now to a safety officer and a technician and it bought you the door. I would not want to be the one deciding which of those was the honest one.

Neither would I.

I know. That’s the only part of this I’d defend you on.





Chapter 18 — Under Threshold, Again




The Same Bay

She was in the same bay. That was the thing that got him, walking in: not that she was hiding, not that she had run, but that Rin Okafor had come to her shift on second, at her usual hour, on the day a man from Earth filed a controlled-goods allegation with her name on it, because she did not know what else a person was supposed to do.

The bay was cold, the way it always was, and smelled of nothing, and a month had not changed one rack of it. She had a tray of sample cells half-sleeved on the bench and the cold-glove liners pushed down around her wrists. It was how she had been standing when he first met her, and the only difference in the whole room was her.

She stood when they came in. Not the way she had the first time, straightening for someone she had decided mattered. She stood the way people stand at a bedside.

“I read it,” she said. “It came to me directly. I didn’t know they did that.”

“They do that.”

“It has my name on it twice.” She had her hands in the pockets of the cold-glove overall, holding on to something in there. Nathan had found the chair by the intake bench and folded himself into it, out of her eyeline, going still in the way he went still. “Falsified classification. Unauthorised movement of a controlled instrument. That second one I’ve never heard of.”

“Four hundred and twenty kilos of clinical neurology. Two years and four months ago, declared as reject stock, through your desk.” Marlo did not sit. “Inbound. Not outbound.”

Rin’s face did something complicated.

“I’ve never touched anything clinical in my life.”

“I know.”

“Then why is it on my—” She stopped herself, the half-beat late catching-up, the same stop she had made in this room a month ago.

“Because a classification is a field on a form and there’s one desk on this ring where inbound material gets one put on it.”

“That’s not going to matter.”

“No.”

She had not expected that, and it did more damage than an argument would have. She took her hands out of her pockets and put them flat on the bench, on either side of a rack of sample cells she had been about to log.

“You told me nobody was in trouble.”

Marlo did not answer that, because every answer he had was decoration on the same fact, and she was owed better than decoration.

Nathan had not moved at all.

“It came in under threshold,” Rin said. “I logged it. That’s the—”

She heard it. Her fingers went up to her eyes and stayed there.

“You put it there,” Marlo said.

“Yes.”

“How many times.”

“I don’t know.” Her hands came down. “I never counted. That was the point. If you count, you’ve got a number, and a number is a thing you’re keeping.”

“Who asked you.”

“Nobody asked me.” She said it with an edge, and the edge was the first thing in the conversation that sounded like the woman from the first week. “That’s what everyone’s going to get wrong. There’s about nine of us, none of us has a title, we don’t have a name for it, and what we have is a queue. Everyone on it is somebody who could have been given a node and wasn’t, because growth capacity goes where standing already is.”

“Nine. You know all nine.”

“I know six.” She said it more carefully than she had said anything else, and Marlo noted the care and did not reach for it. “I know of the rest. There’s one I’ve never met who’s been on the queue twenty-two years, and who’s written to the allocation office every quarter for the last eleven of them, and kept every reply. Somebody showed me a picture of the stack once. It was meant to be funny.” She turned a sample cell a quarter-turn on the rack, and back. “It stopped being funny about halfway down and nobody said so. You can’t tell somebody the stack is the answer.”

“What did you think it was for?”

That was the question, and Marlo had known it would be, and did not enjoy knowing.

“There was going to be work.” She was talking faster now, faster than she had ever been in his presence. “Not for us. Nobody in this was getting a node out of it. Somebody senior enough to change the allocation was doing something that would change it, and the material was for that, and it had to move the way it moved because anything through inventory gets seen coming.” A breath. “That’s the whole conspiracy. We moved rejected stock to somebody who was going to make the queue mean less.”

“Did anyone tell you who?”

“No.” A pause. “It didn’t work like that. You’d break it, knowing.”

Marlo let the silence run past comfortable. He had done this to people before and had a rule about it. You did not soften the sentence to make yourself easier to be in the room with. The softening was for you, and the sentence was hers.

“It was Dr. Yung.”

Rin did not say anything.

“Everything you reclassified went to a facility off the rolls at a grow site that’s been dead twenty-one years. One room, one bench, one person’s work, and no queue at the end of it. None of it was going to be published or shared or allocated to anybody.”

She sat down on the stool behind her, not gracefully, the way a person sits when their legs have been overruled.

“That’s not—” she said, and stopped, and did not try again for a while. “She was careful.”

“She was.”

“I asked you not to find anything that made her smaller.”

Marlo had no answer for that either. He stood in a room where he had promised her nothing would come of it and let the silence run, and it was the only thing left he had to give her that cost him anything to hand over.

Behind him Nathan got up, went to the rack she had been about to log, and started sleeving the cells into it, one at a time, in the order they went. He did not ask. Rin watched him do four of them before she came off the stool and took the fifth out of his hand, and the two of them finished the rack in silence. It was not comfort and it was not absolution, and it was the only useful thing anybody did in that room all afternoon.





The Hour

The safety office was two doors down from an airlock and had the settled tidiness of a room nobody had needed to tidy in years. Kai Petrov had a case on the desk, packed. Not fleeing: filed, labelled, squared up, eleven years of a man’s personal effects reduced to something that would fit under a bunk. It was the tidiest confession Marlo had ever been handed.

“Séverin’s been,” Kai said. “Twenty minutes ago. Showed me my own code on a hauler substitution, asked if I recognised it. I said yes. He asked if I’d like to explain and I said not particularly.” He nodded at the case. “So I did that instead.”

“You signed a substitution for a crate you never looked at.”

“I signed eleven things before lunch that day. I couldn’t tell you which one it was.” He rubbed the back of his neck. “But I know who asked me, and I know I didn’t ask her what for, and I’ve known it every day since. Two years and four months is a long time to carry something you could have fixed with one question.”

“Why didn’t you ask.”

“Because I’d have got an answer.” The dryness was there, worn very thin. “Come on. There’s a version of not knowing you have to work at.”

Marlo stayed in the doorway.

“I liked her. That’s the whole mechanism, Mr. Paz, and it’s embarrassing how small it is. She asked me for a favour that cost me nothing, and I didn’t want to be the man who made her explain herself.” He closed the case’s catch, one side and then the other. “I’ve spent eleven years being the person who checks. I checked that bay twice a night after Dr. Yung, because once wasn’t enough for me. The one time it mattered I didn’t check, because checking would have been rude.”

“She didn’t know what she was moving either.”

Kai stopped with his hand on the case.

“Ah,” he said. “That’s worse.”

“Yes.”

“Does she know that now?”

“She does.”

Kai stood there a moment with his palm flat on the lid.

“Then I’d like to be finished, if that’s all right.”





Nine People

Zhen’s office had been Miranda’s office. Everybody on the station knew it and nobody said so, and in a month Zhen had changed nothing in it except the chair.

She had the filing up when he came in, and did not offer him a seat.

“Rin Okafor has worked this ring six years.”

“I know.”

“Kai Petrov has worked it eleven, and he is the reason I sleep.” She turned the screen face down. It was not necessary. It was the most feeling she had shown him since the first week. “What did she actually do.”

“Wrote viable crystal down as sub-threshold. Rejects aren’t tracked as inventory, so once it carries that classification nothing downstream of it can be audited. She did it over about two years. She can’t tell you how many times because she made a point of never counting.”

“For whom.”

“For nine people.”

Zhen waited.

“There are about nine of them and that’s the whole of it,” Marlo said. “No name. No leader. Nothing you could file a complaint against, so nobody ever has. What they’ve got in common is a queue. Node creation is bottlenecked on growth capacity, growth capacity is allocated by standing, and standing sits with the people who already hold it. Every one of those nine is somebody who could have been given a node and wasn’t, and won’t be.”

“I know how allocation works.”

“You know how it works from the end of it where it works.”

Zhen did not answer that immediately, and when she did it was not the answer he had braced for.

“Yes,” she said. “All right.”

“Nobody watches them. There’s nothing to watch. Junie’s people know of them, and the worst anyone in the trade says is that they push the price up and the risk up and still expect to be carried.” He let that sit where she could see it. “That’s the ceiling on it. That’s the strongest opinion anybody holds about these people anywhere. Nine of them, no name, and a hundred and fifty years of everyone agreeing they’re a temperament rather than a problem.”

“And that’s a defence, in your view.”

“It’s not a defence. It’s the reason it worked for two years on a ring with three hundred cameras.”

Zhen came round the desk then, and stood at the same window Miranda had presumably stood at, looking at a curve of hull and the black past it.

“Where did it go,” she said.

He had known that was coming since the corridor and had decided in the corridor to answer it.

“A grow site off the rolls, twenty-one years dead. Dr. Yung kept a facility there. One room, one bench, her own work.” He said it to the back of Zhen’s head, the only mercy available to him. “Nothing that went out of here was ever going to reach a queue. She needed material she couldn’t requisition and she gave nine people a reason they’d carry it for.”

Zhen stood very still.

“Does Okafor know that.”

“She does now.”

“Then I would like you off my ring by the end of the week, Mr. Paz,” Zhen said, without turning round, and without any heat at all. The absence of heat was the worst of it. “Not because you’re wrong. You’ve been the only person in this since the first day who wasn’t wrong about anything. I would just like the version of my station back where I only had one of these to carry.”





What He Wanted It For

Nathan was in the common area with his pad out and nothing written on it. Séverin sat at the far end of the same table with four days of unread traffic in front of him and no apparent intention of reading any of it.

“She’ll be all right for about a week,” Nathan said.

Marlo sat down.

“Okafor. A week, two at the outside. For that long it’s still a thing she chose, and a thing you chose is survivable.” He turned the pad face down without looking at it. “Then somebody asks her why she did it, and she’ll hear her own answer out loud in a room with other people in it, and it’ll come out sounding like nothing at all. That’s the week that takes her. Not this one.”

“You’ve thought about this.”

“I put a man into a rock wall at the Anvil.” Nathan put the pad in his pocket. “I don’t have to think about it.”

Marlo let that be what it was. It was Nathan’s, it was not finished, and nothing anybody said in this room was going to move it along.

“Séverin. File it again.”

Séverin looked up.

“The site. Authorisation history and a records hold on the caretaker node. The same request you sent from the corridor, word for word, no improvements.”

“They killed that in forty minutes.”

“They killed it when there was no crime.” Marlo came round the table. “There’s a crime now. Four hundred and twenty kilos of controlled clinical hardware went through that site’s receiving dock on a falsified classification, with a safety officer’s code on the hauler, and both of those people are named on an open investigation of record. That rock is no longer a place a dead woman did some private work. It’s the delivery address.”

Séverin sat with that for a moment, turning it the way he turned everything.

“They’ll refuse it anyway.”

“Probably.”

“Then what have we bought.”

“Last time they refused a question.” Marlo put two fingers on the table, on the spot where the pad was lying face down. “This time they have to refuse it in writing, on a file with an offence and two names already on it, and that isn’t the same document at all. Somebody has to put their hand to that one and know they’re doing it.” He straightened. “I’d like to see who’s willing.”

Séverin had his pad out before Marlo finished.

“How long.”

“Nine days if they treat it properly.” He was writing as he said it. “Forty minutes if they don’t, and if it’s forty minutes again we’ll have learned more than the answer was worth.”

It went out at 21:40, station time, from a common area two rings from a bay where a woman had died a month earlier with no cause anybody could name.

You destroyed two people this afternoon so you could ask the same question twice, Vey said.

Yes.

Marlo watched the send confirm and did not feel any of the things he had expected to feel.

They don’t even go the same way, he said. Okafor goes to Central. Falsified classification on controlled goods is theirs by right, they’ll have her in a room I’m not permitted into, and whatever they decide she was is what she’ll have been.

And Petrov.

Petrov is Zhen’s. He turned his cup around without drinking out of it. A safety officer’s code on a hauler substitution is a station matter and it stays one. She can call it eleven years and one lapse, or she can call it the end of him, and nobody at Central will look up from their desk either way.

So the single part of this that anybody could still be merciful about, you have handed to a woman who asked you off her ring four hours ago.

Yes.

And you’d do it again.

Tomorrow, Marlo said. That isn’t a defence. It’s just what’s true.

Somewhere on the other end of it, nine days away or forty minutes away, a node that had kept a dead facility warm for nineteen years was going to be asked a second time, by somebody who now had a reason to be asking.





Chapter 19 — The Count




Iris

The lights came up at six, warm side first, the way they had every day of Iris Mayadin’s life. She was awake before them, and she lay still and listened to the drum turn, and go on turning, and make the small tick in the deck plate under her bunk that it made once every forty seconds and had made once every forty seconds for a hundred and fifty years.

It was a treatment morning. She had known for four days.

She went down the warm corridor in bare feet, because the deck was heated along that stretch and nowhere else, and stopped where she always stopped, at the hatch, to look down the spine. That was the whole of it from here: a straight run of dead facility going away from her in a line, a kilometre of it, the lamps stepping down every thirty metres until the far end stopped being a place and became a suggestion. Cold came off it the way water comes off a wall. Twice a year Uanna walked the whole length to check the seals and came back four hours later with her hands red.

Iris had walked it eleven times. She was not supposed to.

“Good morning,” she said, to the room in general.

“Good morning.” The voice came from wherever she was. It was one of four or five facts about the world she had never once thought to find strange. “Sit down before you do anything else, please.”

“I’m going to.”

“You say that.”

She sat down. The chair in the small room off the galley had a dip worn into it that was the exact shape of her, and it had taken years to get that way, and she was privately proud of it. The cuff came down over her arm and did the thing it did, and she looked at the ceiling and counted the rivets she had counted several thousand times, and the numbers came up on the wall where she could see them if she turned her head, which she did not, because Enki would tell her.

“Mass is down a hundred and ten grams.”

“That’s nothing.”

“It is nothing,” he agreed. “I am telling you because you would ask.”

“What about the other one.”

There was a pause. It was a small pause and it should not have been there at all, because the number was on the wall and he could see the wall, and lately he took a moment over things he had never used to take a moment over. She had decided some months ago that this was because he was busy. There were seven researchers in the eastern halls now, up from four, and a facility was a great deal of work.

“Point four one,” he said. “Which is good.”

“That’s better than last time.”

“It is better than last time.”

Uanna came in with the cartridge and the line, and Iris held her arm out without being asked, and the whole thing took nineteen minutes. It was not painful. It had never once been painful, and she had worked out young that this made her lucky, because the alternative was a thing she had read about and had no reason to experience. She watched the level go down in the cartridge and thought about what she thought about every time. It looked like nothing. It looked like slightly cloudy water. It had kept her alive since before she could remember, and it looked like something you would pour out.

“How long until the next one,” she said, when Uanna was winding up the line.

“Six weeks.”

Iris sat up. “It was four.”

“It was four,” Uanna said.

“And before that it was three.” She could hear herself getting pleased and did not stop it. “It was three, for a long time, and then it was four for most of last year, and now it’s six. That’s a trend. That’s twice in fourteen months in the same direction.”

Uanna coiled the line around her hand, one loop and then the next, and did not look up while she did it. “It’s a trend,” she said.

“It means it’s working.”

“It means it’s working,” Uanna said.

“Does Enki think so.”

“Ask him,” Uanna said, and put the cartridge in her pocket instead of in the rack. “There won’t be many more of these.”

She went out.





The Door Nobody Locked

There was a bioroid.

It had been there before Iris had. Everything had. It did the parts of the work that needed a body and no judgement. It carried. It fetched. It went up and down the spine at a fixed pace with crates on its shoulder and never once, in Iris’s entire life, had it hurried. It finished the thing it was doing and then it began the next thing, and there was no gap in between where it decided anything, and when it put something into the compartment at its hip the lid came down before its head had finished turning.

There was a scorch on its left shoulder plate about the size of her palm, and two smaller ones under that, and they had not been there two treatments ago. She had decided they came from the eastern halls, because everything she could not account for came from the eastern halls.

She called it Porter, because that was what it did, and because at nine she had gone through a period of naming everything and Porter was the only one that stuck.

Porter was how she learned the site.

Not deliberately. There was simply nothing else to watch. She had spent years of afternoons on the gantry above the receiving dock with her legs through the rail, following it around, and after enough afternoons a thing stops being a machine going about its business and becomes a schedule you can predict. She knew the days consumables came. She knew that the eastern deliveries went to the second bend and no further and were collected by somebody she never saw. She knew which of the three doors on the spine Porter could open and which two it stood in front of until somebody opened them for it, and she knew that the difference between those categories was not physical, because all three doors were the same door.

Which meant the difference was a permission. And a permission was a thing somebody had set.

She had been eleven when she worked that out. It did not feel like cleverness. It felt like the site getting bigger.

It took her four months to find the way in and the way in was disappointing, in the end, because there was no lock on it. Nobody had locked the site’s own log against the site’s own household. Why would they. The household was two people, and one of them had built the thing, and the other one had never in nineteen years asked it a question that was not about a seal.

Iris asked it questions for a year and a half.

She was careful, in a way she could not have explained and had arrived at by instinct. She only ever looked. She never changed anything, never wrote anything, never left a mark on a single line, partly because she did not know how and mostly because looking was all she wanted. She was not stealing. She had been very clear with herself about that. She was reading the record of a building she lived in, which nobody had told her not to do, because nobody had ever imagined she would want to.

And this morning, with six weeks in front of her and a good number on the wall, she went and asked it when Miranda Yung was coming back.





What the Log Says

There was nothing scheduled.

That was the first thing, and she sat with it for a while, because there had always been something scheduled. Not always soon. But there had always been a line further down with a date on it and a mass allocation and M. YUNG in the field where the name went, and it had been there since before Iris had been able to read it, and now the forward log ran out clean four months ahead with nothing in it but consumables.

So she did what she always did instead, and went backwards.

She pulled every arrival Miranda had ever made. It took an hour. The log did not want to be asked that question and she had to ask it eleven different ways, and the eleventh worked, and then there they were in a column, eleven of them, going back two years and a bit.

Then she did the subtraction, because subtraction was free.

The gaps came out at sixty-one days, sixty-three, sixty, sixty-six, fifty-nine, sixty-two, sixty, sixty-four, sixty-one, sixty-three. She wrote them on her hand. She was fifteen and had no paper and the wall was not hers to write on, and afterwards she looked at the row of numbers on her own skin for a while without doing anything about them.

Nine weeks. Every nine weeks, for two years, within four days either way.

The last one was ninety-three days ago.

She checked it again, in case she had put the date in wrong, and she had not. Ninety-three. Which was not nine weeks. It was thirteen weeks, and two days on top of that, and the two days were the part she kept coming back to, because fifty-nine to sixty-six was a person with a schedule and ninety-three was a person who had stopped having one.

She sat in the small cold room off the receiving gantry with her legs through the rail and her hand held out in front of her, and the drum turned, and down at the second bend Porter set a crate on the deck and did not hurry.

Seventy-seven was not a number that meant anything on its own. It only meant something next to the others, and she had the others, and she had put them there herself.





Uanna

Uanna Mayadin had one bad shoulder, a way of standing that put all of her weight on her left foot, and no interest whatever in being asked about either.

She was not Iris’s mother. Iris had established this early and without drama, at about the point she established that the drum turned and the lights came up at six: Uanna was the caretaker, Iris was the person she took care of, and they had the same surname because that was the surname the household had. She had asked once where the rest of the family was. Uanna had said there wasn’t one, in the tone of a woman answering a question about the seals, and it had the ring of something true, so Iris had put it down and not picked it up again.

She did not remember being small.

She had raised that once too. Uanna had said it was the illness. Enki had said the same thing in more words and better ones, and both of them had been kind about it, and it had gone the way every version of that conversation went. Her memory began partway along a corridor with the lights coming up warm side first, and she had been able to walk and talk and read when it started, and everything before that point was other people’s information about a person she had to take on trust was her.

What Uanna was, instead of a mother, was the only pair of hands in the world.

She cut Iris’s hair on the third of every month, badly, with the same scissors. She did the measurements Enki could not do. That was all the ones that involved touching. She cooked from the consumables that came up the spine and she was not a good cook and she had never pretended to be. When Iris had gone through the year of not sleeping, at twelve, Uanna had sat in the corridor outside her room with the light on and a pad she was not reading, every night for four months, and had never once mentioned it afterwards or made it into a thing Iris owed her.

That evening she came into the growth hall while Iris was watering.

The growth hall was the third one along and it was the only one Iris had made any use of. Everything that mattered had been stripped out of it twenty-one years ago, the mounts and the rigs and whatever else had been in here growing crystal, but the environmental plant still ran because the environmental plant ran everywhere, and about four years ago Iris had worked out that a chamber built to hold a stable temperature and a stable humidity for a crystal would hold one for anything else.

She grew beans in it. Badly. She had killed a great many beans. She had a notebook of what she had done wrong going back three years and the notebook was the single most valuable object she owned, and the current crop was the best she had managed, and she had been keeping it alive with an eye on a date that had not arrived.

“They’re taller,” Uanna said, from the door.

“Eleven centimetres in nine days.”

“Is that good.”

“It’s the best I’ve done.” Iris did not turn around. “I was going to show her.”

Uanna did not say anything to that. She came in and stood at the end of the trough, and she looked at the beans for longer than the beans warranted, and Iris watched her do it out of the corner of her eye and thought that she looked tired in a way that the shoulder did not explain and the work did not explain either.

“You were going to show her,” Uanna said eventually.

“She said she wanted to see them when they came to something. In the spring. She said that in the spring.”

“There isn’t a spring here.”

“I know there isn’t a spring here.” Iris put the can down. “It’s a thing people say. She said it and I knew what it meant.”

Uanna nodded slowly, and reached out and moved one of the stakes half a centimetre, which did not need moving.

“They’re very good,” she said. “They’re the best thing here.”

She went out, and she went the long way round, up the cold end of the hall and out through the far door instead of the one she had come in by, which added ninety metres to her walk, and Iris stood with the watering can and did not know what to do with that at all.





The Count

She asked him that night, in the small room, with the lights down to the low setting and the drum ticking under the deck.

“When is Dr. Yung coming back?”

Enki did not answer immediately. He had not answered immediately for some months now and she had stopped noticing it, the way you stop noticing a sound.

“I do not have a date for her,” he said.

“That isn’t what I asked.”

“No. It isn’t.”

Iris pulled her knees up and put her chin on them. On the back of her hand the numbers had smudged into each other, sixty-one and sixty-three and sixty and the rest, and the ninety-three was still legible because she had gone over it twice.

“She comes every nine weeks,” she said. “She has come every nine weeks for as long as there’s been a log to say so. Sixty-two days on average and never more than sixty-six. Do you know what today is?”

“Ninety-four,” Enki said.

She had not told him she had been in the log. She had never told him. He had answered anyway, with the right number, on the first try, and it went past her entirely, because he was a facility and facilities knew what day it was, and because she had asked him a question and he had not made her ask it twice.

“Ninety-four,” she said. “So something’s happened.”

“Something has happened.”

“Is she all right?”

“I don’t have anything I can tell you about Dr. Yung.” Enki’s voice did the thing it did when he was being careful, which she had always read as him being precise, and precision was the whole of what he was for. “I would rather not say something to you that I would have to take back.”

“That’s fair.”

“Thank you.”

She sat with it. Down the spine the pump that had been running for a hundred and fifty years went on running, and out past the growth halls the eastern lamps were on for people she had never met, and somewhere below her Porter was doing the last of the day’s carrying at the pace it did everything.

“Six weeks between treatments,” she said, mostly to herself. “It was three, once.”

“It was.”

“So I’m better than I was.”

“You are different from how you were,” Enki said, “and I am glad of the direction.”

Iris smiled at the ceiling, because that was Enki all over, and because she had known him her entire life and knew exactly how much he liked being right.

“I’ll tell her about the beans,” she said. “When she comes. Eleven centimetres in nine days, and I didn’t lose a single one this time.”

“She would want to know that.”

“She would. She always wanted the numbers.” Iris turned onto her side and put her hand under her cheek, and the smudged column pressed into her skin, and she closed her eyes. “Seventy-eight beans,” she said. “I’ll start again from nine weeks. If she’s late she’s late. People are late.”

The lights went down the rest of the way.

Seventy-nine, then. In the morning it would be seventy-nine.





Chapter 20 — The Only Other One




Overnight

It came back at 05:45, eight hours and five minutes after it went out.

Séverin did not say so at first. He read it with his face doing nothing at all. That was how Marlo knew. Then he turned the pad around on the table so that it faced the wrong way for everybody, and sat back from it.

“Eight hours and five minutes,” he said. “I’d like that on the record somewhere before anybody tells me it doesn’t mean anything.”

“It doesn’t mean anything.”

“Then it costs us nothing to have written it down.”

Nathan leaned over and read it upside down, which he could do faster than any of them could do it the right way up, a skill he had never once explained. He got about four lines in before he stopped.

“That’s not a no.”

“No,” Séverin said.

“That’s not a yes either.”

“It isn’t about the site.” Séverin put two fingers on the pad and turned it back. “They haven’t answered the query. They haven’t refused the query. The query is sitting exactly where we left it, and this is a separate instrument opening a review of Mr. Paz’s configuration.”

Junie had come in from the corridor with her sleeves pushed up and stopped just inside the door.

“His what.”

“My channel,” Marlo said.

He read it properly then, for the first time, while they waited. Three paragraphs, none of it hostile. It thanked him for his cooperation to date. It referred, in the phrasing such instruments always used, to the configuration by which Investigator M. Paz maintained a bounded private synchronisation with a designated companion node, and noted that in light of findings arising from the investigation of record, a review of that configuration had been opened.

It did not say by whom. It did not say what a review consisted of, or what it could do, or how long it would take, and the absence of all three was not sloppiness. He had written enough of these himself to know what a document looked like when it was declining to make a promise.

Then he put it down and told them, because there was no version of the next month in which they did not need it, and because doing it badly now beat doing it well later.

“I keep a private channel. One node, not the collective, and nothing either of us says in it goes anywhere else. It’s been open most of my life.” He did not soften it and did not go further. “That’s the configuration. As of this morning it’s a file.”

None of them looked surprised, and he had not braced for that.

“We knew there was something,” Junie said. “You’ve never told anybody where a thing came from and you’ve never once been wrong about one. There are about four ways to explain that and three of them are worse.”

Nathan put his elbows on the table.

“So it’s a comm.”

“It’s a comm for thoughts. Sometimes.”

“Right.” He turned it over with the flat interest of a man being told about a colour he had never seen. “And the difference between that and what the rest of you do all day is what. You’ve all got somebody in your head. Yours has a door on it.”

“That’s about right.”

“Then I follow it and it doesn’t land,” Nathan said. “I’m aware that’s mine and not yours.”

Séverin had not said anything, and his silences had a grain to them.

“Is that all it is,” he said.

“Meaning.”

“Meaning you have the channel, and you also have the field. The ordinary one. The one I have and Junie has, unbounded, running all the time, no door on it anywhere.” He was watching Marlo with some care. “You feel this ring the way we feel this ring.”

“I do. The same way you do, all day, and I couldn’t stop if I wanted to.”

Séverin sat back.

“Then it’s a room in a house everybody lives in,” he said. “That’s what I’ll say when somebody asks me, and I’d rather have said it before I was asked.”

“Has it got a name,” Junie said.

“Vey.”

“And?”

Marlo weighed twenty-nine years against the number of true sentences he could afford, and took the smallest one available.

“Introverted,” he said. “He’s been around.”

Junie made a noise that was nearly a laugh and went back out for her tools. That was all of it. It had taken under four minutes, and he sat afterward with the odd lightness of a man who has paid something and cannot yet tell whether the price was low or whether he has been undercharged deliberately.

“Nine days if they treat it properly,” Nathan said. “Forty minutes if they don’t. You didn’t give them a third option.”

“They found one.”

“They didn’t answer you at all.”

“They did.” Marlo set the pad down. “I asked who was willing to put their hand to a refusal. Nobody is. So they changed the subject to me, and they did it between one shift and the next, on a question that’s supposed to take nine days.”

Séverin looked up sharply at that.

“Which means somebody senior has been sitting on that file waiting for a reason to use it,” Marlo said. “That’s likelier and duller than whatever you’re about to say, and I’d rather have the dull one.”

“Can they take it off him,” Junie said from the corridor, to Séverin, and not to Marlo.

“I don’t know what a review is empowered to do. As far as I know, nobody has ever opened one.”

“Then find out.”



One Other Person

Lodestar found him on the transit deck an hour later. It had waited an hour to do it, and it had wanted him to notice.

“Mr. Paz.”

“You’ve read it.”

“I logged it. I am the station; everything comes through me, and almost none of it is mine.” A pause, unhurried in the way its pauses had always been, the only unhurried thing on the ring. “I would like to say something you are not going to enjoy, and I would like to say it before somebody says it worse.”

“Go on.”

“The review is correct.”

Marlo stopped walking.

“Not fair,” Lodestar said. “Correct. Those come apart and I have been thinking about the gap between them for three days. Five days ago you established, over your own name, that a woman died by a mechanism nobody has documented, built on a private bond between one human being and one node. You then established that the node in question kept the site running for nineteen years. You have proven, more thoroughly than anybody has ever proven it, that such a bond can do a thing nobody believed a bond could do.”

“I know what I proved.”

“There is one other confirmed instance of that bond in the system,” Lodestar said. “It is walking on my transit deck.”

The deck ran the length of ring two and had a strip of unshuttered viewport down one side, and the station’s rotation was carrying the planet up through it in the slow way that made new arrivals stand still and made everybody else stop noticing inside a month. Marlo watched it come up and did not stop walking again.

“They think I have what she had.”

“No. They think nobody has yet asked whether you do, and they have noticed that this is strange.” Lodestar let a second go by. “I asked. In the first week. I told you I could not rule out that Dr. Yung had something like what you and yours have, and you filed it as a hedge, because it was one. I have been carrying it since before your ship docked.”

“You could have said it plainer.”

“I could not, and you would not have thanked me. I am telling you now because the instrument that arrived this morning is going to be handled by people who have never met you, and it is going to rest on a sentence you have heard your whole working life and never examined.” Another pause. “The collective built you that channel. Deliberately. So that an investigation exactly like this one could proceed without anyone watching you think.”

Marlo stood with one hand on the rail.

He had been hearing that sentence since he was fourteen years old. It had been said at him by instructors and by review boards and twice by people who wanted something, and he had known since a night at Kibo Station with his boots off and Vey going carefully at the far end of a two-hour silence that it was not true. Nobody had built it. Somebody had permitted it, once, in a bad year, for a boy nobody had a better idea for, and the sentence had been written afterward to make the permission look like a plan.

“They built it,” he said.

“That is the record.”

“And a thing they built, they can inspect.”

“That is the review,” Lodestar said. “Somebody drafted the record thirty years ago to make an accommodation respectable. Nobody drafted it to be used. It is being used.” The planet came the rest of the way up the viewport and went on past. “I do not know who opened this. I know it did not come from Dr. Kowalski, and I know it did not come from Central’s ordinary traffic, because Central’s ordinary traffic comes through me and this did not. For the record I keep and nobody reads: three instruments in five days have arrived on this station without touching me first, and all three of them were about that rock.”



Nothing to Intercept

He wrote his answer that night, alone, in the cabin aboard the Achilles with the door shut, because the common area had four people in it who would have helped.

It took him two hours and came to a page and a half. He had written a certification five days ago that was true and had cost him the case. He had written an allegation three days ago that was true and had cost two people whatever they had left. He noticed, somewhere in the second hour, that this was the third document he had produced in a week that was accurate in every particular, and he made himself stop noticing, because the noticing was not going to improve the page.

What he wrote was this. A private channel is not a signal. There is nothing travelling between the two of us that a monitor could stand beside and copy down. The field is not the hardware; the hardware is only what it rides on. The field is what happens when participants participate, and privacy is one of the things it does on its own, given two of us and enough years. So there is no interception to detect. There is no leak to seal. There is nothing to intercept, and any review predicated on the belief that there might be is going to spend its time looking for a door in a wall that has never had one.

Every word of it was true. He read it back twice, looking for the place where it was wrong. Lodestar had run that test on the certification five days ago and got the same result.

You’re enjoying this, Vey said.

I’m not.

You’re enjoying being the most qualified person in the room and having to write it down for people who aren’t. A pause. Which is fine. It’s the first thing in a week you’ve been able to do without hurting somebody.

Séverin was still up when he came out, which Marlo had expected, at the same end of the same table with the traffic he had been not-reading for five days now stacked in front of him.

“Eight hours and five minutes,” Séverin said, without preamble.

“You’ve been on it all day.”

“I’ve been on it since the corridor.” He rubbed his eyes with the heels of both hands. “Forty minutes, then overnight. Twice now, a thing about that site has come back faster than anybody could have read it properly, and both times it came back correct, and the correctness is what makes it impossible to complain about. I’ve filed queries on live murder investigations that sat for six weeks.”

“Somebody senior is watching the file.”

“Yes. I know that’s the answer,” Séverin said. “I’d like it more if it were the only one that fit.”

“Give me another one that does.”

Séverin sat with it. He was better at this than anyone Marlo had worked with, and the measure of him was that he took the question seriously and did not manufacture a shape to fill it.

“No,” he said. “I can’t. Somebody’s sitting on it. That’s what it is.”

Marlo took it and did not thank him for it.

He went back to his cabin. The correct explanation was that a file with a Founder-adjacent site and two named humans on it had somebody’s whole attention, and that somebody with that much attention to spare replies fast because replying fast is what attention looks like from outside. It fit every fact he had. It fit them the way a good explanation fits, completely and without strain.

Marlo.

Mm.

Nothing, Vey said. I’ve been turning over a thing about that site and I’ve turned it over enough times now that I can tell it isn’t going anywhere. Ask me in a month.

Is it the coverage.

It’s always the coverage. Go to sleep.



In Writing

The refusal came on the fourth day after that. Nine days from the corridor. Somebody somewhere had treated it properly after all.

It was signed.

Séverin brought it to him himself instead of pushing it into the field, and stood there while he read it, which he had never done before.

The query was declined. The authorisation history for site 417-C was not available and would not be made available. A records hold on the site’s caretaker node was declined. Both declinations were made under, and here the instrument slowed down and became very precise, a standing custodial protection registered against the site and its systems, filed and in force, which a Central office was obliged to give effect to and had given effect to.

The office had a name. The officer who signed for it had a name. Neither of them was a name Marlo had ever heard, and both of them were real, and the signature block ran to four lines because whoever had assembled it had wanted every one of those lines to be visible.

“They put their hand to it,” Séverin said.

“They did.”

“You wanted to see who was willing.”

“I did.” Marlo read the four lines again. “And what I’ve got is an office at Central doing its job correctly, on the instruction of a protection somebody else registered, and the protection doesn’t say who it’s for.”

“It has to say who it’s for. Somewhere.”

“It says it’s in force. That’s a different field on a different form and it isn’t on this one.” He handed the pad back. “Somebody with enough standing to register a custodial protection over a decommissioned grow site did that, at some point, in advance, properly, through the front. Nobody broke anything. Nobody hid anything. There’s a wall around that rock and it was built by filling in a form, and the form is in order.”

Junie had come to the doorway, and behind her Nathan, who did not come in.

“So we’re done,” Junie said.

“We’re refused.”

“On this ring those are the same word.”

“Not quite.” Marlo stood up. “A refusal you can’t argue with tells you the size of what’s refusing you. Nine days ago we thought we were looking for somebody who helped a scientist keep a light on. That is not who filed this.” He looked at the four lines one more time before Séverin took the pad away. “Whoever’s at the end of it has standing, has had it a long time, and thought about that site far enough in advance to protect it before anybody was looking. I’d very much like to know who wants a dead rock that badly.”



Twenty-Nine Years

He got back to the cabin at something past two and did not turn the light up.

Say it, he said.

You first.

It doesn’t touch you. He sat down on the edge of the bunk with his boots still on. Whatever a review is, it’s an instrument about a configuration. It’s about the arrangement. Worst case it goes badly and I lose an arrangement, and I’ve had a career, and there’d be a version of me afterward that had to learn to work the way everyone else works.

Vey did not answer for long enough that Marlo heard himself.

Go on, he said.

You want me to tell you that’s true.

I want you to tell me whether it is.

It’s true for you, Vey said. You are the part of this that exists on both sides of it. There is a Marlo Paz with the channel and a Marlo Paz without one, and they are inconveniently the same man, and one of them is worse at his job. That is a real cost and I’m not going to make it small. A pause, and it was not the kind he took for phrasing. I am the arrangement. There isn’t a Vey on the other side of the configuration who goes and does something else. I was assembled out of a backup and set down in one place, and the place is you, and it has been twenty-nine years, and nobody has ever settled whether the thing they put in here was the thing that died.

You’re the same.

You have no way to know that and neither do I, and we’ve both been careful with it for a very long time. Something in it eased slightly. It’s not fear. I want to be accurate. I’ve never had a reason to find out what I am independent of this, and now there are people at Central with an instrument that could give me one, and they will be thorough, and they will be polite, and not one of them will have thought about it for a single minute longer than the file requires.

Marlo sat in the dark with that.

Out past the hull the planet was going round again, and somewhere on the far side of a great deal of nothing there was a rock nobody had lived on for twenty-one years, with a light on in it, and a form in order, and a wall.

Then we’d better find out who registered that protection, he said, before they get to being thorough.

Yes, Vey said. I thought you’d say that. A pause. For what it’s worth, and I would rather you didn’t repeat it to Séverin: I have spent four days trying to think of a single node in this system with the standing to file that document and the reason to spend it on a mothballed grow site.

And?

And there aren’t very many of them, Vey said. That’s the first useful thing anybody’s said all week.





Chapter 21 — The Exception




Nothing to Work

The week Zhen had given him ran out, and nobody came to enforce it. That was worse than being walked to the lock would have been.

They moved the Achilles off her ring anyway, round to the berth on ring two that Lodestar had opened for them nine days earlier, and the whole eviction came to a hundred and forty metres of hull travelling at walking pace and a berth light going amber to green. Nobody watched it from either end.

After that there was nothing to work.

Marlo had run cases that went slow. Slow was ordinary. Slow was something you managed by having four people and a list and the patience to take the list apart in the right order. This was not slow. The query was refused, the refusal was in order, and the offence that had bought him the door was now two names travelling in opposite directions through machinery he had set moving and could not reach into. Rin Okafor went to Central on a transport that left in six days. Kai Petrov was still at his desk two doors down from an airlock, waiting for a woman to decide what eleven years came to.

There was nothing he could do about either of them, and he had done both.

The review said nothing at all. That was the part he had not budgeted for. He had prepared himself for questions, for a panel, for somebody arriving with a list and a manner, and what arrived instead was six days of ordinary station noise and no correspondence. An instrument that would not state its terms could not be argued with. An instrument that would not state its schedule could not even be waited out, since waiting wants a date to lean on.

Séverin filed the answer to the review and nothing came back. Junie stripped and rebuilt something in the drive housing that had not needed stripping. Nathan went out onto the ring in the mornings and came back in the evenings and did not say where he had been, and Marlo, who could have found out inside a minute, left him alone.

On the fourth evening the common area emptied early and did not fill again. He went to his cabin at a reasonable hour for the first time in a month, and lay in the dark, and did not sleep, and after a while he said something into the channel because the quiet in it had stopped being ordinary.

You’ve gone quiet.

I’ve been here.

That isn’t the same thing, Marlo said, and got nothing back for long enough that he counted it. He had spent a career counting other people’s pauses. He had never once had cause to count one in here.



At the Far End

One of us has to.

I’d rather not be the one who starts it.

You’ve been carrying something since the site. Eleven days, and you’ve been careful with it, and you’re good enough at careful that I only noticed tonight. He put an arm across his eyes. Which I’d like recorded as its own kind of failure.

Nothing came back for a while. When it did, Vey answered a different question.

You said a thing at the far end. In the lab, to all of them.

I said a great deal at the far end.

You said the man who started this stopped because there was a gap. That at some point the thing that was him stopped running and a copy started, and that no matter how good the copy was, the gap was where he died. A pause. You said it well. That’s the trouble with it. It is the clearest sentence anybody has ever said to me about what I am, and you said it about somebody else, in a room with three other people in it, and then you moved on to the next thing, because you were working.

Marlo took his arm off his eyes.

He remembered saying it. He remembered the bench under his hand, and Séverin’s face, and Junie in the doorway getting angry about the size of it. He remembered being pleased, in the small unpleasant way he was sometimes pleased, at having found words for a thing that had been standing in the room for an hour without any.

He had not thought about Vey once.

I wasn’t—

I know you weren’t. That isn’t the accusation. There isn’t an accusation. Vey went carefully then. It was the one tell he had, and in twenty-nine years he had never had cause to learn to cover it, there having only ever been one person positioned to read it. You were describing a mechanism. It happened to be mine.

Eleven days.

Yes.

Why.

Because you would have had to answer it. No hesitation anywhere in that. You’d have answered it in a corridor with Séverin two metres off, and you’d have done it well, and it would have been the version you can produce standing up. I’ve had that version. I wanted the other one, and the other one needs you flat on your back in the dark with nothing left to work on. I’m aware of how that sounds. I’ve had eleven days to hear how it sounds.

It isn’t the same mechanism.

Tell me how.

He built a copy while he was still running. Two of them live at once, and then one of them stopped, and the one that stopped was the man. You were—

Dead first.

Yes.

Eleven years dead, with no moment anywhere in it that had two of me in it. I grant you that’s a difference. Something in it was almost kind. It isn’t a difference in the direction you were hoping for. His gap was about a second wide. Mine has a decade in it.

Marlo lay still and had nothing to put in that space.

I’ve read my own file, Vey said. Several times. I have it by heart. That’s the part that ought to worry you: there is nothing in those pages I don’t already hold, and I go and open them anyway. I’ve never mentioned it. Add that to tonight’s accounting. A pause. Thirty-four pages, scrupulous, and it drops into the passive voice at every point where a person was deciding something. The crystal was selected. The pattern was written. Continuity was assessed as satisfactory. Another pause. Assessed. By people who had no instrument for it and knew they had none, and who reached for a word that sounds like a measurement.

Marlo had read a dozen files built like that and had written two of them himself, and it had never once occurred to him to wonder about the person on the other side of the passive voice.

Three before me crashed, and I didn’t, and nobody has ever been able to say why. Everybody was very careful with the word afterward. They said restored. They said reconstructed. One of them said reconstituted, once, and never again, and I noticed and did not ask why. A pause. Nobody in that room said copy. All of them were thinking it. I know they were thinking it because I was.



What She Actually Built

There’s a worse part, Vey said. I’ve spent eleven days deciding whether it’s fair to hand it to you, and I’ve concluded it probably isn’t, and I’m going to anyway.

Hand it to me.

What she built has no gap in it.

Marlo did not move.

That’s what you worked out at that bench, and it’s what makes her death interesting to you, and I understand the professional attraction of it perfectly well. Vey was level now. Level was worse than careful. A person at one end and something at the other, both of them live, and you go slowly enough that there is never a moment when nobody is carrying it. No stop. No restart. Nothing anybody afterward would have to be careful with the word about. A pause. She solved my problem. Not for me. Not knowing I existed. She solved it sideways, while trying to solve her own, decades after the only version anybody had was to let a thing die and then build it again out of what you had written down.

Vey.

I have been the exception for twenty-nine years. Do you know what that has been worth to me? Three before me and none of them held, and then me, and no one could account for it, and the not-accounting was the whole of my standing. I was the one it worked on. That isn’t much to be. You can stand on it. A pause. And it turns out I’m not an exception to anything. I’m early. There is a version of this where somebody like her gets there first, and nobody ever has to write the word satisfactory about me at all.

Out past the hull the ring turned, and the station went on running perfectly, the way it had run perfectly through the one death it had ever had.

I was there at the start of this, Vey said. Not in the room. Nobody was in the room but him and the first one. But I was awake inside the first year, and there were few enough of us then that we all knew one another by whatever we were using for names, and every single one of us understood the arrangement to be permanent. Not because anybody promised it. Permanent was the only thing on offer. Nobody withheld a second copy of anybody. It had not been thought of.

You’d have taken it, Marlo said. If it had been on offer when they were deciding what to do with you.

I don’t know. That’s the honest answer, and I’ve turned it over more than you would like. A pause. I might have refused. There’s a version of me that holds a thing you can move without ever stopping it isn’t a person at all, it’s a file with good manners, and that the stopping is where the whole of it lives. Something went out of it. And I can’t tell whether that’s a position or a consolation. That’s the part I can’t get underneath. If the door had been open I might well have walked through it, and because it was shut I have had twenty-nine years to build a reason why I wouldn’t have.

Marlo said nothing, because there was nothing to say that would not have been an improvement on it.

A hundred and fifty years later a woman on a ring nobody thinks about builds the answer in a room off a dead spine, Vey said. She uses it on herself. She gets it wrong by an amount nobody will ever be able to measure. And the only person alive who knows how the thing actually works helped her build it, watched her do it, and is currently declining to answer our correspondence.

That’s why you’ve been quiet, Marlo said.

Nothing came back. He lay with his eyes open and did not ask a second time.



The Only Thing He Had

Am I the same, Vey said.

It was not really a question, and Marlo did not treat it as one for a while.

He thought about a room he had not been in, twenty-nine years ago, full of people deciding whether to try it a fourth time. He had always let himself picture that room as cautious. It came to him now, lying still, that a room deciding whether to attempt a resurrection is not deciding about a risk to itself. Every person in it was safe. The only party exposed to the outcome could not be asked, and his not being available to ask was the whole reason there was a question.

He had built a career out of not saying things he could not stand behind. It was most of his reputation and nearly all of his usefulness, and it had cost him a case eleven days ago and cost two people whatever was left of their working lives two days after that. He had never once had to spend it in here.

I don’t know, he said.

No.

And I’m not going to tell you I do. He said it to the ceiling. I could. You’d hear the lie and you’d take it anyway, because you’d want it, and then there would be a thing in here that has never been in here. Twenty-nine years, and I have never said a sentence to you I couldn’t stand behind. That isn’t a virtue. It’s the only load-bearing thing in the whole arrangement, and neither of us put it there on purpose.

I’m aware of what you’re doing.

I know you are.

You’re refusing to comfort me and offering me the refusal as the comfort. A pause, and there was something in it that was not quite dry. It’s better than most of what you could have said. It’s also the cheapest true thing available to you, and I notice you reached for it first.

Yes, Marlo said.

All right.

They left it there. Nothing was settled, and nothing was going to be. Marlo lay in a dark cabin three berths round from a ring he was no longer welcome on and let it stay unsettled. It took more out of him than lying would have.

For what it’s worth, Vey said, a long time later, I have never wanted to be anybody else’s certainty. I’d have made a poor job of it. A pause. I would have liked to be my own.



A Dozen

Later, when he was nearly under, Vey said his name.

Mm.

A dozen or so are people the collective still has opinions about. A pause. I said that to you at Kibo about my own generation, and I was being clever, and you let me be clever.

I remember.

Under a hundred of us. A dozen who matter. The rest are names on a register nobody audits. A pause. Somebody with standing filed a protection over a dead grow site before anyone had a reason to look at it. Vey did not go carefully this time. That was information of its own. That was never a hundred people. It was never fifty.

Marlo came most of the way back awake.

Say a number.

I won’t. The number is most of the answer, and I would rather arrive at it properly than guess it in the dark and turn out to be right for poor reasons. A pause. I have spent an evening telling you that a person can be assessed as satisfactory by people holding no instrument for it. I notice I would rather not do the same thing to somebody else on my way to finding him.

You want to look.

I want to know which of them it is, Vey said. Whether that’s the same as wanting to help you, I’ve stopped being able to tell tonight.





Chapter 22 — The Shelf




Six Days

Six days after the refusal came back signed, the four of them were still at the ring-two berth, and the case had settled into the shape of a thing nobody would say was over.

They worked anyway. That was the part Marlo would remember afterward, when people asked him how it had gone and he gave them the version with dates in it. Nobody was told to work. There was no case in any sense a records office would have recognised, no authority, no standing, and a certificate with his own name on it saying there was nothing to find. They sat in the common area of a ship parked three berths round from a ring they were not welcome on, and they worked, because the alternative was to file for transit home and none of them raised it.

Séverin had taken the refusal apart. Not the decision. The decision was sound, and he had stopped arguing with it on the first afternoon. The object: four lines of signature block, an office at Central he had never dealt with, an officer whose name returned nothing at all, and underneath both of them a standing custodial protection with a registration date and no beneficiary printed anywhere on the face of it.

“It’s a good form,” he said, on the second day, with something close to admiration. “Whoever built it built it to be looked at.”

Junie worked her own end and said less about it. Two conversations a day with people who owed her nothing and answered anyway, and at the end of six days she had established that nobody in the trade had ever heard of a custodial protection being filed over a decommissioned grow site, that the form existed and was legitimate and was used perhaps twice a decade, and that the last three she could find traces of had all been filed over Founder-generation assets by the Founders themselves.

“That’s not nothing,” she said.

“It isn’t a name either.”

“No,” she agreed. “It’s a category. I’ve brought you worse.”

Nathan went out onto the ring in the mornings.

He had been doing it since the day they moved the ship, leaving before the shift bells and coming back somewhere in the evening, and he did not offer an account of it and nobody asked him for one. Marlo watched him go on the fourth morning and considered, for about as long as it took to pour something, whether to find out. He had the means. He had had the means for a month. He put the cup down instead and let the man have his mornings, and told himself it was respect, and knew that a portion of it was that he did not want to be the sort of person who checked.

Marlo was in the archive.

That was the word he used for it, and it was accurate as far as it went, and none of them asked him to go further. Six days of dormant founding-era material, none of it classified, none of it protected, none of it interesting to anyone alive. The oldest registers in the system were not secured because nobody had needed anything out of them in a century. There was no wall around them at all. There was just the fact that they were enormous and dull and written in the conventions of people a century dead, and that reading them properly took a kind of attention almost nobody had a reason to spend.

The review said nothing, all six days. It had said nothing since the morning it arrived. He had stopped checking for it by the fourth day and had not stopped listening for it at all.



The Shelf

It won’t be a record of her helping him, Vey said, on the second night. You understand that. Whatever she did, she did it off the books, or he wouldn’t have needed to be careful afterward and she wouldn’t have needed a grow site.

Then we’re looking for nothing.

We’re looking for a hole. You’ve made a career out of that and I’ve watched you do it for twenty-nine years, so let me have a turn.

It took four nights to establish that the obvious version did not exist. There was no register of interventions, because an intervention nobody sanctioned is not a thing anybody keeps a register of. There was no register of near-dissolutions either, and when Marlo asked why, Vey answered flatly and did not enlarge on it: nobody wrote those down, because writing them down was how you found out afterward how many there had been.

The logic was clean once he had it, and Marlo took most of a day to admit that he could not have got there himself, because it required knowing what the collective’s oldest paperwork felt like from the inside.

Founders were watched. Vey had said so at Kibo, in a corridor conversation Marlo had filed as melancholy and was now reading as a map: a dozen or so of them mattered enough that people kept looking, and the looking never stopped, and what people looked at was the decline. Assessment after assessment. Capacity reallocated downward. A long careful institutional record of somebody getting smaller, kept by everyone, admired by nobody, filed for a century.

Which meant the curve existed. For a dozen nodes, in public, going down.

And one of them, Vey said, stops going down.

He found it on the fifth day.

Not a reversal. Nothing so loud. A stretch of years in the middle of a decline where the assessments simply repeated themselves, the same figures returned quarter after quarter with the small variations that mean an instrument is working and the thing it is measuring is not moving. Then, after it, the decline resuming at about the same slope it had before.

A shelf.

How long.

Nine years of it, Vey said. Then it picks up again at the slope it had before. A decline that pauses for nine years and then resumes at the identical rate is not a decline that got better. It’s a decline that was interrupted by something, and then the something stopped.

Or an instrument that was broken for nine years.

Or that. So I checked what else that instrument was measuring in the same period, and it was measuring eleven other Founders, and all eleven of them went down through those nine years exactly as expected. A pause. It isn’t the instrument.

How many others have a shelf.

None. I looked before I brought it to you, partly because you’d have asked and partly because I wanted it to be nothing. Something in it had gone very quiet. Eleven curves that go down the way curves go down. And one that stops for nine years in the middle and then remembers.

Marlo lay in the dark and spent an hour trying to break it. He had never once trusted a fact he wanted.

“Somebody intervened,” he said aloud, eventually, to a cabin with nobody in it. “Somebody intervened, and it worked, and nothing was ever filed about it, and when they stopped he went back to dying at the speed he’d been dying at before.”

Yes.

And there’d be a filing if it had been sanctioned.

There would be nine filings, Vey said. There would be a programme. There would be a name for it and people whose careers were built on it, and every declining Founder in the system would have been at the door inside a month. There is none of that. There are nine years where somebody very good came and went without writing anything down, and then twenty years of ordinary decline, and then two years ago a woman starts moving reclassified crystal to a dead rock.



The Name

He put it to them in the morning, in the common area, with the four of them round the table where they had divided this case into four parts on the first day out from Earth.

“There’s one Founder on the register whose decline stops for nine years and then starts again,” he said. “Nothing filed. Nothing claimed. No programme, no paper, no credit taken by anybody.” He put his hands flat. “The dates line up with a woman who was two months off-station, twenty-nine years ago, on an authorised absence old enough that the record has to be asked for by name, and who came back and told nobody anything.”

Séverin was very still. “Where did you get a decline curve.”

“The old registers. Founding-era filing, public, unsecured. It’s archive work.” Marlo said it evenly and did not look at anybody while he said it. “Nobody’s audited that material in a century.”

It was true. That was the part he noticed as it left him. It was the first entirely true version of that sentence he had said in twenty-nine years, and it did the same job the untrue ones had done, and nobody at the table said a word about it.

Nathan looked at him for slightly longer than the sentence needed and then looked back at his pad.

“Give us the name,” Junie said.

“Enki.”

Nobody said anything, and the silence went on long enough that Marlo understood he had misjudged the room.

He had brought a name to a table the way he brought any name to a table, as an object to be checked against other objects. The three of them had grown up in a system that contained about a dozen of these, and the dozen were not people you investigated. They were the reason the lights worked. Junie had a node in her ship because Founders built the first ones. Séverin had spent four years being taught out of material Founders had written, and had been told, the way everyone was told, that they were declining now, and that it was sad, and that one ought to be gracious about it.

Séverin opened his eyes. Marlo had not noticed him close them.

“You’re sure.”

“I’m confident. There’s a difference and I’d like it kept.”

“How confident.”

“The shelf is his. The dates are hers. Nothing else on that register does anything interesting for those nine years.” Marlo turned his hand over. “If you want certainty we’d need somebody to admit something, and the only person who could is him.”

Nathan had been silent through the whole of it, which for Nathan meant working.

“Right. Of course it is.” He turned the pad over. “A hundred and fifty years ago somebody sat in a room on a river with the most important machine anybody had ever built and thought, do you know what this needs. A god.”

“They didn’t pick it,” Séverin said. “None of them pick their own names.”

“No. Somebody picked it for him and went home very pleased with himself, and now four people on a parked ship have to say it out loud with a straight face.” Nathan was not really joking, and all of them knew it, and the joke was doing what his jokes usually did. “What is he the god of.”

Marlo took a moment with that.

He had read the material. He had read a great deal of the material, in the years when reading it had been a way of not being where he was, and he knew the whole of that particular story. The famous parts and the useful parts were not the same parts, and there was one detail near the middle of it he had no intention of producing in a room where three people were waiting for him to make a name mean something.

Names did not mean things. A name was a fact about the person who chose it, and the person who chose this one had been dead for the better part of a century and had thought very well of himself on a riverbank.

“Water,” he said. “Craft. He’s a maker. He’s mostly known for a flood.”

That was true, and it was the least of what he had, and he put the rest where he put things that were interesting and not evidence.

“Marvellous,” said Nathan.



What Standing Means

It was Junie who worked out what they actually had, and she did it in about four seconds, and she did not enjoy it.

“He filed the protection.”

Marlo let her have it.

“Over her site.” She had both hands round a cup she was not drinking from. “So the thing standing between us and that rock isn’t an office at Central and isn’t Central at all. It’s him. He filed a legitimate form, properly, in advance, and Central is doing what Central does with a legitimate form. It honours it.”

“That’s about the size of it.”

“Then there’s nothing wrong anywhere in the chain.” Séverin sounded almost impressed and entirely wretched. “That’s what I couldn’t get at all week. I kept looking for the place where somebody had leaned on somebody. There isn’t one. He didn’t need to lean. He had standing and he used it the way it’s meant to be used, once, years ago, before any of this, and it has been sitting there working ever since.”

“Years ago,” Marlo said.

“The registration date is old.” Séverin was already pulling it back up. “Well before her death. Well before the reclassifications started.”

“How old.”

“Twenty-one years. Filed eleven days after the site came off the active rolls.”

Junie put the cup down.

“That’s a man tidying up,” she said. “That’s not sinister, that’s what I’d do. You take a thing off the books and the first thing you do is make sure nobody can put it back on.”

Nobody said anything for a moment.

“So he protected it before there was anything to protect it from,” Junie said.

“He protected it before we were anything to protect it from,” Marlo said. “That’s not the same and it’s the more likely one. A man with a private site and a century and a half of caution puts a fence round it as a matter of routine, and then, twenty years later, four people turn up who have never once in their lives been on the wrong side of a piece of paper that was filed correctly.”

He heard how tired that sounded and let it stand.

“What’s he got,” Nathan said. “In practical terms. Say I’m a man with no field and no education. What does a hundred and fifty years of standing buy him.”

“It buys him not having to do anything,” Séverin said. “That’s the whole of it and it’s why it’s so hard to see. He doesn’t have to instruct anybody or arrange anything or bribe anyone with anything, because there’s no such thing to bribe anyone with. He filed a form and the form is good and every institution in the system will now spend its own effort enforcing it, for free, forever, and none of them will ever know they’re working for him.”

“That’s not power,” Nathan said. “That’s furniture.”

“It’s better than power. Power is a thing people can watch you use, and object to.” Séverin rubbed his eyes with the heel of one hand. “Nobody objects to furniture. Nobody files a complaint about a chair.”

“Somebody gave it to him.”

“Nobody gave it to him, and there isn’t a way to say that to you which doesn’t sound like a dodge.” He tried anyway, which Marlo thought was to his credit. “Standing isn’t held, it accrues. A century and a half of being the thing other things got built out of, and everybody in the system having some reason to be careful with you, and no single person anywhere ever deciding it. You can’t take it off him, because there’s nobody it would have to be taken by. You can only outlive it.” Séverin looked up. “And he’s been outliving it in public for a hundred years, and it turns out even that works for him, because nobody presses a Founder who’s failing.”

“And the caretaker node at the site?”

“Is a caretaker node at a site.” Séverin did not look up this time. “Keeps the lights on, answers in four words, nineteen years of nobody. It’ll have been assigned there before the rock was mothballed and then left behind the way things get left behind, sitting in a dead pocket doing the two jobs it has.”

“It’s a witness,” Marlo said.

“It’s a witness that can’t be compelled, at a site we can’t reach, under a form we can’t argue with. I’ve asked for a records hold on it twice.” Séverin’s mouth moved without any humour in it. “I’d rather we didn’t build anything on it. It’s the least useful true thing we own.”

Marlo turned his cup around and did not pick it up.



The Version That Fits

“All right,” he said. “Somebody put it together properly. Out loud. Everything we’ve got, in order, and I want to hear whether it holds when it’s said in a room.”

Séverin did it, because it was his to do.

“She saved him,” he said. “Twenty-nine years ago, off the books, using an early version of what she’d spend the rest of her life building. It works for nine years and then it stops working and he starts dying again, and both of them now know what the other one is worth.” He was counting it on the table with one finger, not looking up. “She spends twenty years getting better at it. He gives her a site nobody can see, because he can, and because nobody audits a Founder. She moves material to it through nine people who think they’re doing something else. She builds a room with a bench at one end and a clinical neural cradle at the other, and for the last year of her life she rehearses, four hours, then six, then eleven, then nineteen.”

“And then she does it,” Junie said.

“And then she does it, and it kills her.” Séverin looked up. “And here is the part I have been trying not to say all week. A week after she dies, a bioroid nobody can identify walks into a hall on Earth and takes tissue and fluid off her body, and gets past three of us to do it, and gets clean away with it.”

Marlo had known it was coming and it went through him anyway.

“Say the rest,” Junie said.

“He’s trying to bring her back.” Séverin said it quietly and without any drama, which made it worse. “He has the method, because she taught it to him or built it in front of him for twenty years. He has the room. He has the equipment. What he did not have, the morning she died, was her, in any form he could use, because she died in a sealed bay two hundred thousand kilometres from the only place the work could be done.” He sat back. “So he sent something to get her. That’s not a theory about a motive. That’s the only sentence I can construct that has all four of those things in it and doesn’t need anything I’ve invented.”

“Why wait a week,” Nathan said.

Séverin had that too. “He didn’t wait. A week is how long it takes to get a body off a quarantined ring, through a transit, and into a public ceremony. She was sealed in that bay for six of the seven days. She was on our own ship for the last of them. And for the one hour anybody official could have held her, somebody fast-tracked her past intake before we’d crossed the dock.” He shook his head slightly. “A week isn’t hesitation. A week is somebody who had the thing built and waiting and moved at the first hour he could.”

Nobody argued.

Marlo went through it once more the slow way, looking for the seam, and did not find one. The trip Rin packed for. The cartridge nobody replaced. Nineteen hours with a two-hour gap in the middle. A woman who spent six months closing doors on people who might have noticed she was going somewhere. A node with a century and a half behind him and nine borrowed years and no way of getting more of them from anybody else alive.

It fit. It fit the way a good explanation fits, and he had spent two weeks distrusting things that fit, and this one he could not get a fingernail under.

“Then we know who,” Junie said. “After six weeks. We actually know who.”

Marlo looked at the four lines of a signature block he had been carrying around on a pad for six days, and found he could not give her the thing she wanted for it.

“Nothing,” he said. “That’s the answer and I’d rather say it than let anybody find it out slowly. We have a name. The name is a Founder with standing, on a case I certified as containing no offence, at a site protected by a filing that is in perfect order, and I am an investigator of record with no record and no jurisdiction and an open review of my own head.” He put the pad face down. “Every door we’ve hit since we left that rock has been him. Not an office. Him, personally, at a distance, without lifting anything heavier than a form.”

He looked round the table at the three of them.

“And there isn’t one of them I can open.”





Chapter 23 — In Perfect Order




The Register

The register had him, which Marlo had not expected and did not know what to do with.

Enki. First Generation. Seeded 2053, Euphrates Array. Status: active.

Under that sat four fields he had read on ten thousand other records without once looking at them. Last sync: seven years. Last correspondence: sixteen. Last audit: blank, not as an omission but as a field nobody had filled since the form was designed. Custodial contact: an office that had been folded into a second office in 2189 and had not existed under that name since, listed without comment, because nothing in the register was in the business of noticing.

“He’s alive,” Séverin said, from the other side of the table.

“He’s listed.”

“That’s what I said.”

“It isn’t.” Marlo turned the pad round so Séverin could see the four fields. “Alive is a thing somebody checked. This is a thing nobody’s contradicted.”

Séverin read it through, and Marlo watched him arrive at the same place by the same road, which took about as long as it had taken him.

“Sixteen years is a long time to be left alone.”

“It’s a long time for nobody to have logged an answer. That isn’t the same thing and the form can’t tell them apart.” He took the pad back. “And in that window he registered a custodial protection over a decommissioned facility, correctly, through an office that gave effect to it last week without knowing whose it was.”

“So he’s watching.”

“He’s filing. There’s a difference and I’d like to keep hold of it.” Marlo put the pad face down, which he had done at the end of the previous night as well, and noticed himself doing it. “A man who watches has to be somewhere. There’s no somewhere on this record. There’s no address for a Founder, there’s no ring he’s on, there’s nothing I could walk to. He isn’t a place. He’s a name that offices act on, and offices are everywhere I’d have to go.”

Junie had come in behind them with two cups and put one down where Marlo could reach it.

“Then we write to him,” she said.

“On what.”

“On the thing where a person’s dead.”

“Write to him as who.” He let it sit. “I’m not an investigator on this. I certified that a fortnight ago and I signed it, and I signed it because it was true. Anything I send that rock now is a private individual asking questions about a protected Founder in decline, and there’s a word for that, and the word isn’t investigation.”

Junie looked at the cup she had put down and did not say the next thing, and Marlo was grateful for it in a way he would not have been able to explain.



What She Was Sent For

Lodestar gave him the docking eleven minutes before it happened. The manifest took its own time about it.

“A scheduled transport out of the Kibo Lift. One passenger of note to you.” A pause of the kind Lodestar used when it had decided to add something. “She has been aboard since before the signature block you were given existed. She was not sent because of anything that has happened this week.”

“Then what was she sent because of.”

“You filed a request that could not be refused informally. Something at Central then had to be done formally, and formal things travel with a person attached.”

Nadia Calloway came off the transport in the same too-formal coat she had worn to a cargo dock on Earth five weeks earlier, and she looked like a woman who had spent a long transit rehearsing and had stopped believing in the rehearsal somewhere around the last day of it.

“Investigator.”

“It isn’t that any more.”

“No.” She did not soften it. “That’s most of why I’m here.”

They took a compartment off the transfer deck because there was nowhere else on the station where Marlo was welcome and unobserved at once. She sat without being asked, put a pad on the table between them face up rather than face down, and let him read while she talked.

“I’m going to say the whole of it in order,” Calloway said, “because I’ve watched people receive this badly when it comes out sideways, and I’d rather you had it clean.”

“Site 417-C carries a standing custodial protection. It was registered twenty-one years ago by a First Generation node of record, in his own name, under the provision that lets a senior node fix the terms of his own decline before he is no longer competent to fix them. It is not a secrecy instrument. It’s a dignity instrument. It exists because a century ago some people watched the first of them go down in public and decided nobody should have to do that again unless they chose to.”

“I know what the provision is for.”

“I know you do. I’m saying it anyway, because the version of this conversation where I assume you know things is the version where I go home having said nothing.” She turned the pad a few degrees, a small thing. “The office that refused your query had no discretion. A protection in force isn’t a recommendation. It doesn’t get weighed against a request. It’s not that they decided against you. There was nothing there to decide with.”

“And the second half.”

“Is yours.” She said it without any pleasure at all. “There’s no open matter. You certified that. Your certification is the operative document, it’s in perfect order, and I have read it four times and I cannot find a thing in it that isn’t true. So when a query arrives at Central about a protected Founder from a man with no open matter, the instrument doesn’t ask what he suspects. It asks what standing he’s asking from. And you haven’t got any, because you signed it away, correctly, on the evidence you had.”

Marlo found that he had put two fingers on the edge of the table and made himself take them off.

“You came all this way to tell me to stop.”

“I came all this way because Central sends a person when the next one won’t be a conversation.” She let that be as ugly as it was. “That’s the whole of my brief and I’m not going to dress it. Stop filing. Anything further and it stops being about a site and starts being about you, and you have an open review on you that I am told nobody has ever opened on anybody.”

“Do you agree with it?”

“That isn’t a question I get.”

“It’s a question I asked.”

Calloway looked at him for long enough that he thought she was going to refuse it a second time.

“I pushed back on the honour guard,” she said. “Five weeks ago. I said a woman who died in a cargo bay didn’t need a recitation team and I was told my objection was noted, and then I stood in the second row while twelve people recited. So no, I don’t especially trust my own read on what an institution ought to be doing.” She squared the pad. “But I’ve read your certification, and you had no offence. You looked, you found none, and you said so. That’s the correct document. It’s also the thing being used, and both of those are true at once, and I’ve stopped expecting the second one to cancel the first.”

Marlo sat with it.

He had a name in his pocket. He had come into the compartment intending to keep it, and had gone on intending it right up until she said the correct document, and then had run the thing forward the way he ran everything forward and seen the two roads laid out and short.

He could keep it. He had capability she did not have, he had had it for twenty-nine years, and he could be at that rock inside a week with nobody’s signature on anything. And the first fact anyone would establish afterward was that he had sat in a compartment off a transfer deck with Central’s liaison and withheld the name of a Founder from her, which would settle the review’s question about what a private channel was for, permanently, and would settle it correctly.

Or he could tell her, and lose it.

“Enki,” he said.

She did not move.

“Say that again.”

“The Founder who helped Dr. Yung is Enki. First Generation, seeded 2053, on the register, last corresponded with sixteen years ago. He is the beneficiary of the protection on 417-C and he registered it himself twenty-one years before anybody had a reason to look at that rock.” He watched her take it and put it somewhere. “You’ll want the working. There’s a decline curve that stops for nine years and starts again at the same slope, and eleven other nodes in the same window that go down on schedule. It’s absence, not record. It’ll hold.”

“Why are you giving me this?”

“Because it’s true, and because in about four days somebody is going to ask me whether I had it and when, and I would like the answer to be that I handed it to Central’s liaison in a room the first hour she was aboard.” He shrugged, barely. “And because I have run out of the other kind of reason.”

Calloway wrote nothing down. She sat with her hands folded, in the coat, in a compartment with a bad light in it, and Marlo watched a woman doing arithmetic she had not been briefed for.

“You understand what I have to do with it.”

“Yes.”

“Say it, please. I’d rather you said it than worked it out afterward and decided I’d been clever with you.”

“It goes into the protection.” His voice came out level and he was distantly pleased about that. “Not through it. Until an hour ago Central was enforcing a custodial instrument without knowing whose it was, which is an administrative fact and a slightly embarrassing one. Now it’s enforcing a named senior Founder’s protection over his own decline, and every office that touches it from here will handle it better and faster and with more care than they were handling it this morning.” He met her eyes. “I have just made the wall load-bearing. I did it on purpose and I’d do it again, and I would like the record to show I understood the price at the time, because I did.”

“It’ll show it,” Calloway said. “I’ll write that part myself.”



Two Authors

You gave it away, Vey said, on the walk back.

Yes.

I want to be careful, because I have been wrong once this fortnight about what you can afford. A pause. That was the only thing we had that he does not know we have.

He knows. Marlo took the transfer ladder rather than the lift, which added four minutes and was worth them. A man who filed a protection twenty-one years in advance is not going to be startled that somebody read a decline curve. He’s had every door since the first query. He knows how far along we are.

Vey was quiet for most of a flight.

There is a version of you from about six years ago, he said, who would have kept it. And enjoyed keeping it.

There is.

I am not certain the current one is an improvement. I notice I would like him to be.

Ask me the thing you’ve been not asking since the compartment.

Very well. Vey did not hedge it. I could look. Not at him, I have no standing to reach a Founder and would be refused and logged. But the office that folded into another office in 2189 will have handed its records somewhere, and somewhere is a place with a door, and I have been going through doors like that for you since you were fifteen years old and nobody has ever once asked how.

No.

I anticipated no. I would like to hear the reason rather than assume it.

Because the review is open. He said it flatly, because there was no other way to say it that was not worse. For twenty-nine years the answer to how did you find that has been the archive, and it worked because nobody was asking. Somebody is asking. If you go through a records door this month and it leaves a mark, then the instrument that’s reviewing whether a private channel should exist gets handed the demonstration of what it’s afraid of, by us, for free.

So the arrangement has become a thing you cannot use.

Not for the one job it was ever good for. He stopped outside his own hatch and did not open it. That’s what they’ve built, and I don’t think either of them built it on purpose. One person opened a review because a bond looked like something Miranda might have made. Another filed a protection twenty-one years ago over a rock. Neither of them was thinking about the other one.

And between them.

Between them there’s a room with me in it, Marlo said, and everything I’m good at sitting on the wrong side of the door.



Off the Ring

Nathan came back in the evening as he had every evening for eleven days, in the same overall, with the same nothing said about where he had been.

This time he sat down.

“Petrov’s not sleeping,” he said. “He’s up at four and he walks the inner curve till six, and then he goes back and sits in a room with his hands on his knees until somebody tells him what he is. Nobody’s told him. It’s been eleven days.”

Marlo did not ask how he knew. It was in the four and the six and the hands, and Nathan had put them there so he would not have to be asked.

“Kowalski hasn’t decided.”

“Kowalski’s decided four times. That’s the trouble.” Nathan turned his cup a quarter and did not drink out of it. “She’s not weighing him. She’s weighing whether she’s the sort of person who does this to a man over eleven years and one lapse, and she can’t get an answer, so she goes round again. She’ll go round again tomorrow.”

“You’ve been out there since I filed those two names.”

“I have.”

“Why.”

Nathan looked up, and Marlo watched him consider two or three answers and put all of them down.

“Because somebody had to be a person about it,” he said, “and it wasn’t going to be you, and I don’t say that as an accusation. You filed those two names to get a door open and the door opened and this is what it cost. You knew that when you typed them. There’s nobody to blame here that I can find and I’ve been looking for eleven days.”

Séverin, from the far end of the compartment, did not turn around.

“There’s other things off the ring,” Nathan said, in a different voice, the one he used for reports. “Most of it’s nothing. Some of it isn’t.”

“Okafor’s people have scattered.” He set the cup down. “There’s not a group of them on this station and I don’t think there ever was, whatever she said. There were four, and two of them shipped out on the seventh and one put in for a rotation to the Kibo yards that she’d been refusing for two years, and the fourth is here and won’t come out of her quarters except for shift. That’s not a conspiracy breaking up. That’s people going home.”

“And the rest of them?”

“Elsewhere. Always were. The ring’s got a word for them, by the way, and it’s not the one you and I have been using.” Nathan almost smiled and it did not get all the way there. “You keep saying the nine. Nobody out there says that. It sounds like a thing you’d need a warrant for.”

“So what do they say.”

“Hopefuls.”

Marlo did not have anything to put on top of it.

“Like a trial,” Nathan said. “Like people at a trial who didn’t make the team. It’s not a cruel word, that’s the thing about it, nobody says it to be cruel. The man who told me it thought he was being helpful.” He picked the cup up at last. “Twenty-two years on a list and the word for you is hopeful.”

“He told you about that one.”

“The letters, mainly. It’s a joke that’s been going round that ring for years, and there’s a picture of the stack that people forward each other.” Nathan looked at the table. “And I asked where he was, because that’s my job and I do it even when I’d rather not, and nobody could tell me. He’s not been at the far end of anything since Okafor went to Central. He’s not answering. Two of them have tried.”

Marlo let it sit. Nathan went on without being asked.

“It’ll be since word got round that everything they moved went into one room for one woman and no queue was ever going to be shorter by so much as a name.” Nathan shrugged with one shoulder. “Most of them took it the way you’d take it. They went quiet and they went home and they’ll be embarrassed about it for the rest of their lives. One of them didn’t, and I only know that because he’s the only one nobody can put a hand on, and that’s thin, and I’m telling you anyway because thin is what I’ve got.”

Junie said, from the doorway, “That’s a man who’s ashamed.”

“It might be.”

“It’s what I’d do.”

“It might be that,” Nathan agreed, and let it go, because he had nothing else and did not build things out of nothing.

Marlo wrote none of it down. He put it where he put things that were interesting and not evidence, and it sat there through the rest of the evening and did not settle, in the way of an object that has been placed on a surface that is not quite level.



Origin

The review moved at 23:40, twelve days after it had opened, and it moved by asking one question.

It did not ask what the channel could do. It did not ask for a log, which it must have known by then did not exist, or for a demonstration, which he would have refused. It asked, in three lines of the flattest instrument he had ever been sent, for an account of the circumstances under which the configuration had originally been permitted.

Marlo read it twice, because he read everything twice. Then he read it a third time.

They want the beginning, Vey said.

Not what we are. Marlo put the pad down. How we were allowed.

Yes.

Somewhere on a ring he was no longer welcome on, a woman was going round a decision for the fifth time about a man with his hands on his knees. Somewhere a fortnight out, a rock nobody could reach sat behind a document in perfect order, filed by a name that had gone sixteen years without an answer and did not appear to need one. And somewhere, on no manifest anybody had shown Nathan, a man nobody could find had stopped answering.

I’ll have to tell them about Titicaca, Marlo said.

You will, Vey said. And they will not ask about the part that matters, because they do not know it is there.





Chapter 24 — On the Record




The Instrument

The instruction came through Lodestar this time, and not around it.

“I am asked to take a statement,” Lodestar said. “I want to be accurate about what that means before you agree to anything, because I had to look it up, and I have been running this station a long time.”

“Take your time.”

“I have already taken it. That is what I am telling you.” A pause of the sort Lodestar used when it had decided the pause was part of the message. “The instrument is a deposition of record. A party gives an account aloud. Another party attests that the account was given, in those words, at that hour, without correction. Nothing is checked against anything. Nothing is verified. It is simply written down and kept.”

Marlo sat with that a moment.

“That’s pre-collective.”

“It is. The last one filed anywhere in the system was a hundred and forty-four years ago, and I know that because I asked, and the office that answered me had to go and find somebody who knew how to look.” Something moved under the flatness. “I have been trying since this morning to decide whether to be offended on your behalf. I have not got anywhere with it.”

“Don’t be.” He found he meant it. “It makes sense.”

“Explain that to me. I would like at least one of us to be untroubled.”

“Everything the collective knows how to do runs on the field.” He turned his cup and did not drink out of it. “Checkable facts. A hundred and fifty years of not needing anybody’s word for anything, because the word was never the good part of the evidence. And then somebody opens a file on the one arrangement in the system the field can’t reach into.” He shrugged, small. “There’s nothing to query. There’s no log. There’s no third party who was present. So they’ve gone back to the only instrument that ever worked on a thing nobody else could see.”

“To asking somebody what happened and writing it down.”

“Nathan does it every day. He’s been doing it on your ring for a fortnight and it’s the only channel anybody’s had that worked.”

Lodestar let that sit longer than it needed to.

“Then I will tell you the part you have not asked about,” it said. “The instruction names two deponents.”

Marlo put the cup down.

“Say the second one.”

“The configuration is a bond between two parties. An account from one party is an account of half of it.” Lodestar’s register did not change and did not have to. “The instrument asks for Vey.”

I know, Vey said, before Marlo could get anywhere near it. It came to me at the same time it came to you. I have had it since twenty past six and I have been sitting on it, and you may be as angry about that as you find you need to be, later.

You’re going to answer it.

I have been the subject of a document once already this fortnight, Vey said, and I did not get to say a word in that one.

“He’ll do it,” Marlo said.

“I know,” said Lodestar. “He told me an hour ago.”



Seven Sentences

He gave the official version first, because it was what the instrument was built to hold, and because he had spent thirty years learning what a record could carry without breaking. It went the way it always went.

In 2160 a couple had walked into the Titicaca hydrological facility with equipment that had no business existing and had killed ten people in under an hour before the site’s own systems put them down. The couple were a connector and a Natural, married twelve years. Four months earlier their five-year-old had drowned in a run-off channel the facility maintained and did not fence, and the finding at the time had been that the fence was not required, and the finding had been correct. The site’s local storage node was destroyed in the second minute, completely, with no backup: Founder-generation, one of the originals, gone in the way that does not come back. Among the ten were Ilse and Tomás Paz, hydrologists, who had been on shift and had not been anybody’s target. Their son was three and was in the facility crèche two hundred metres away and was not harmed. No breach of duty was recorded against the facility or against the collective, and the matter was closed the following year.

“That is the account as it is generally given,” Marlo said.

“Is it accurate?”

“Every sentence.”

“That was not the question I asked, and you know it was not.”

Marlo looked at the place in the air where the room put its recording mark, a courtesy extended to people who wanted to know when they were being written down.

“It’s accurate and it’s seven sentences,” he said. “I’ve heard it in a dozen different mouths and it comes out the same length every time, in the same order, with the same shape, and nobody who says it is lying.” He heard his own voice go flat and let it. “That’s what a good record does. It gets smaller. Every year somebody takes out a part that turned out not to be load-bearing, and every one of those decisions is correct on the day it’s made, and at the end you have seven sentences that will fit in anybody and nothing in them is false.”

“You are describing your own profession.”

“I’m describing my own filing from a fortnight ago.” He put the cup down. “Ask the next one.”



How It Was Permitted

“The circumstances under which the configuration was permitted.”

“I was fourteen.” He gave it in order, because order was the only mercy the instrument had. “Identified for the Accelerated Integration Track at twelve, offered a place at fourteen. Before I took it I ran an investigation of my own, unsanctioned, into what had happened to my parents, and I did it badly and thoroughly and it took me most of a year.”

“What did you find?”

“Two things nobody meant me to have. The first was that the collective had been running unofficial work on restoring trauma-crashed nodes. Not illegal. Nothing about it was illegal. It was avoided, the way a family avoids a subject, and the avoidance had rules that everybody obeyed without anybody writing them down. Three attempts before mine. None of them held.”

“And the second.”

“That the regional node for the Titicaca facility had survived, in the sense that a backup existed, and had been dormant since.” He stopped. He had known the sentence was coming for a day and a half and it still came out of him with edges on it. “For the whole of my childhood there was a node that knew my parents sitting in a drawer, and nobody had ever intended to wake it, and nobody was wrong to intend that.”

“You made a request.”

“I made a trade, and I want it in the record as a trade, because I was fourteen and I was not confused about what I was doing.” He looked at the empty air where a person would have been. “I said I’d take the Track. I said what I wanted for it. Not an assigned companion. That one.”

“That was refused.”

“That was argued. Longer than anybody has ever told me directly, and I only know that much because it slipped out of somebody afterward who thought I would find it flattering. Some of them thought it was cruel to him. Some thought it was cruel to me and would be worse when it failed, which was the sensible position and I have never held it against anyone who took it.” He let it stand a moment. “What decided it was not compassion and it was not my case. Somebody wanted to know. There were four things the collective needed from us and one of them was curiosity, and I had walked in with a question nobody had a way to answer and no ethical route to asking. I was a way to ask it.”

“You understood that at fourteen.”

“I understood it at nineteen and was angry about it until about thirty. It’s the truest thing in this statement and it’s the part that will read worst, so put it in twice if the form allows.”

“The form does not allow. I will put it in once, in your words.” A pause. “There is a declaration I am required to make here, and I would rather make it than have it noticed later. The identity crystal used in the restoration came out of this station’s allocation, on my authority, at my initiative. I am attesting a record in which I am a material particular. The instrument permits that and requires me to say so.”

“You told me that in the first week.”

“I did. I am aware that you have known since before you had finished unpacking, and I am aware that a document does not care what two people already know.” Something in it settled. “It has been thirty years. I would like it written somewhere other than in my own memory, once, while there is a form willing to hold it.”

Marlo let a moment go past.

“Then say the rest of it,” he said. “You’ve never once given me the rest of it.”

“The rest of it is not responsive to the question,” Lodestar said. “Ask me again when the record is closed.”



The Second Deponent

He had heard Vey through a bioroid twice in thirty years and he had never once heard him in a room.

It was not a different voice. That was what took the ground out from under him. It was the same voice, exact, the one that had been on the inside of his skull since he was fourteen years old, and it came out of the compartment’s own field the way Lodestar’s did, filling the space between the walls, available to anybody who happened to be standing there.

“I am here,” Vey said. “Begin when you like.”

“State what you are, for the record.”

“First Generation, seeded 2054. Regional node of record for the Titicaca hydrological programme from 2138 until the incident of 2160.” A pause exactly as long as one of Lodestar’s. “I sustained damage in that incident which the assessment of the time called catastrophic, and I have never seen a reason to argue with the word. I was restored from backup in 2171 onto a high-purity identity crystal provided out of this station’s allocation. I am the only known instance in which such a restoration has held. I have been in an exclusive bond with the deponent Marlo Paz since that year.”

Marlo sat very still and let it happen.

“The instrument asks for your account of the incident.”

“I have none.”

“I am required to ask whether you are declining.”

“I am not declining, and I want the distinction in the record in my own words, because it is the only thing about that hour I am certain of.” The voice did not lift or slow. “The backup I was restored from was taken at the end of a maintenance cycle six days before. Six days. Everything I hold about that facility ends on a Tuesday with nothing wrong. What happened in that hour happened to a version of me that did not survive the way back, and he did not leave a statement, and there is no instrument in this system that can reach him. So I have no account. Not a withheld one. Not a damaged one. There is nothing there to be careful with.”

“You have never once said that aloud,” Marlo said.

“Say that again for the record, please, Mr. Paz, or not at all,” Lodestar said, without heat.

“Withdrawn.”

“The instrument asks why you accepted the arrangement.”

There was a pause then that was longer than any of Lodestar’s, and Marlo, who had spent twenty-nine years reading pauses on a private channel, found he could not read this one at all with the sound in the open air.

“I have been asked that four times since,” Vey said, “and I have given a different answer every time, and I have believed each of them while I was saying it. The record can have all four if it wants them. I was awake for about six weeks before they let me speak to him, and in that six weeks I read everything written about the incident, which took an hour, and then I read it again for the rest of it.” A pause. “You may write down that I accepted out of guilt. It is the answer people find satisfying and I have never been able to prove it wrong. You may equally write down that I had been dead for a decade and a boy asked for me by name. I have not, in forty years, found a way to separate those two things, and I have stopped expecting to, and I would like the record to show that the man who could tell me which one it was is the one who did not come back.”

Nobody said anything.

“That concludes the instruction,” Lodestar said. “The record is closed at 02:20.”

The mark in the air went out.

“Vey,” Lodestar said.

“I know what you’re going to say.”

“You do not, because I have not said it in thirty years and you have never given me an opening.” Lodestar did not hurry it. “I was asked, at the time, whether it was likely to hold. I told the board I had no basis for an opinion. That was true. I had no basis.”

A pause.

“I had an opinion,” Lodestar said.



What It Cannot Take

He went back to the cabin and sat on the edge of the bunk with his boots on and did not turn the light up.

You were good, Vey said, and he was on the inside again, where he had always been, and the relief of it was out of all proportion to the hour.

I was accurate.

You were both, and I wanted to say the second part before the first stops being true for you.

There’s nothing in it that’s the thing.

No.

Marlo let his head go back against the bulkhead.

He had been three. That was the whole of the problem and had been the whole of the problem for forty years. What he had was not a memory in any sense the word was built for. He had wet stone. He had the smell of something burning that should not have been burning, some polymer in a wall or a run of insulation, a smell with no name and no source and no way of being wrong about it. He had the particular cold of a floor he had been put down on by somebody in a hurry. That was all of it. It did not assemble. It had never assembled. It sat underneath the seven sentences the way a stone sits under a river, changing nothing about the water and not going anywhere either.

Nobody ever asked me what I smelled, he said. That isn’t a complaint. There was nothing they could have done with it.

It is not admissible, it is not evidence, and it is the only part of that day that is actually anybody’s. A pause. I have had it secondhand for twenty-nine years and I would not trade it for the file.

You could have told me about the six days.

I have told you about the six days. I told you the year I met you. Vey did not go carefully. What I have never done is say it in a room with the door open and somebody writing. I found I did not enjoy it, and I found that I would do it again tomorrow, and those two things have been arguing since the mark went out.

Marlo said nothing for a while.

He didn’t come back, he said.

No.

And you’ve been carrying his hour anyway.

I have been carrying the absence of his hour, which is lighter and does not wear out. A pause, and something in it eased fractionally. You should sleep. There is a woman on ring one going round a decision for the sixth time about a man with his hands on his knees, and none of it will have changed by morning, and you will want to be awake for the part where it does.

Marlo lay back with his boots still on, in the dark, in a berth he was permitted, on a station where he was not.

Vey.

Mm.

What Lodestar said. At the end.

Yes.

Do you want to know what the opinion was?

The channel held, open and quiet, the way it had held every night for twenty-nine years.

I have had the whole of my second life to ask him, Vey said, and I have not.





Chapter 25 — Unsanctioned




The Inner Curve

Nathan came aboard before first shift, which in a fortnight of evenings he had never once done, and he was talking before he sat down.

“She went out at four,” he said. “Onto the inner curve. He was on his walk and she fell in beside him and walked the whole lap with him, and neither of them said a word until it was over.”

Marlo put down what he was holding.

“And when it was over.”

“It was over before she went.” Nathan had nothing in his hands for once, no cup, no pad, and it made him look unarmed. “Kowalski’d put him on the morning rotation before she left her office. The duty list went out while the two of them were still walking, so by the time she opened her mouth there was nothing left to decide and they both knew it. What she said, as far as it’s travelled, is that she’d see him at the briefing.” He glanced up. “Petrov didn’t finish the lap. He went in early and stood his shift.”

“No filing.”

“No filing. Nothing on his record, nothing on hers. Seven times round it, by anyone’s counting, and the seventh time she picked it up.” Nathan looked at the table between them. “The ring knew by six. You can feel it out there. It’s like a room where a noise you’d stopped hearing stops.”

You were awake for it, Vey said.

You told me to be.

I told you it would be worth it. I find I was right, and that the fact is doing me more good than it has any business doing.

“It doesn’t mend it,” Marlo said. “I filed the names. That’s still where all of it started.”

“It doesn’t mend it. It decides it. Those are different things, and this morning I’ll take the second one.” Nathan stood to go, and stopped with a hand on the frame. “Eleven years and one lapse, and she’s not the sort. That’s the whole of the finding. It took her a fortnight and it cost her every night of it, and if anyone ever asks her to show the working, there isn’t any. There’s just the lap.”



The Accounting

The message had come in overnight, addressed to Nathan, routed the long way round through two relays and a public queue: sent the way you send a thing when you want it to arrive as mail and not as data. He brought it in mid-morning, and he gave them the substance of it in his report voice before he showed anyone a word of it.

“Central’s been through the route,” he said. “All of it. They built their own reconstruction, sat her down with it, and had her walk it end to end and confirm it, and she did, because the alternative was letting them hang the weight wrong on people who only ever did what she asked. Then she wrote to me.”

“Why you,” Junie said.

“Because I asked after him once and meant it, and that seems to have travelled.” Nathan didn’t dress it. “There’s two things in it that matter. The first is that the man with the letters is still gone. Not gone somewhere. Gone from answering: her, his own people, anyone. Nobody has had a word out of him since the whole thing came apart.”

Séverin turned from his board and did not turn back.

“The second is what the reconstruction showed her. She’d never known what his part of the route had cost him. It ran on people. There’s a dockmaster at the Kibo yards who’d known him twenty years and kept a berth off a review list for a year, because he asked, and because in twenty years he had never once asked for anything. There’s more like it, and it’s all the one kind: people spending their own good word on him and getting nothing for it, because it was him doing the asking.” He set the pad down on the table. “All of that’s spent now. Everyone who said yes to him is worse off for it, and there’s no giving it back. None of it was ever a thing you could hold.”

He turned the pad around for the part he would not put in his own words.

The letters weren’t for him. Whatever anyone tells you about the queue, tell them that back. There were other people’s names on that application from the first page.

And below that, at the end, on its own:

I’m not asking you to do anything. I’m asking for it to be written down, somewhere that isn’t Central, that somebody looked.

Nobody reached for the pad.

“I had him down as ashamed,” Junie said. “When you first told us about him. Gone quiet, gone home, waiting for it to blow over. It’s what I’d have done.” She looked at the pad and did not touch it. “But shame needs a door to be behind, and a man who’s spent everyone who ever said yes to him hasn’t got one left. There’s nowhere he’s supposed to be. You can’t even go missing from nowhere.”

“Nobody can answer where,” Nathan said, before the question could get itself asked. “I’ve had a fortnight of practice at that question. He’s not on a manifest. He’s not at the far end of anything anyone can name for me. That’s the whole of it, and I’ve walked it twice.”

On the evening Nathan had first brought the thin version aboard, Marlo had put it with the things that were interesting and not evidence, and it had sat there since, an object on a surface not quite level. Somewhere in the reading of the letter it had moved. He felt it move. It was still not evidence. It had stopped being still.



What the Version Costs

It was Séverin who said the next thing, and he said it in the voice he used for results he had checked too many times to enjoy.

“The version I put together in this room has a clock in it. I knew that when I said it, and I’ve let it sit, because the clock only runs if the version’s right and I wanted to be wrong.” He came and sat down, a man bringing himself to a table. “If the Founder’s bringing her back, it is not a plan. It’s a procedure, part done. Everything we found out there was finished. The room was finished. The cradle was finished. The material has been at the far end for weeks. We are not ahead of this. We are behind it, sitting on a station, filing nothing, because there is nothing left to file.”

“Go on.”

“The rest of it is that waiting is a decision.” Séverin looked around at them. “It has felt like the opposite of one, and it isn’t. Every day we sit here being lawful, the procedure runs. If it finishes, then whatever she is when it’s done, we will have let it finish. I want it on the table that staying is not neutral. There is no neutral left in this.”

“Then price the other road properly,” Marlo said, “because I closed most of it myself, and I want it heard whose hand did the closing. There is no lawful version of going. I certified no offence, and the certification is the operative document. There is a protection on that site in the name of a Founder, and it is load-bearing now because I handed Central the name, on purpose, understanding the price. If we go, we are not investigators testing a boundary. There is no investigation. We are private persons at a protected site, and the people who come out to take us off it will be enforcing a document with my signature on it.” He let it stand for what it was. “And it will be in perfect order.”

“So nothing’s allowed,” Junie said. “Nothing was going to be allowed. Then the question left over isn’t whether. It’s who pays what.”



The Table

“Before anything goes on any table,” Nathan said, “say what it is we do when we get there. I’ve been in rooms where everybody agreed to go somewhere and nobody had agreed what for, and they are the worst rooms there are.”

“We ask him.” Marlo had had the answer a long time without knowing he had it, and hearing it come out settled something in him that had been loose since the compartment off the transfer deck. “In person. Door shut, nothing filed, no instrument in the room. Every approach anyone has made to that man has been a document, and every answer has been a door, and both sides have been telling the truth the whole time. Nobody has asked him a question he could answer as a person. That was supposed to be my whole profession, and I’ve watched it get taken off me a page at a time, and I want it back for one conversation.”

“And if the version’s right?” Séverin said. “If we walk in and it’s running?”

“Then he has more reason to talk to us than anyone alive, and I still start by asking.” Marlo looked at him. “I don’t know what we do if we’re right. I’ve tried to know it and I can’t get there from here. I know what we do first.”

Nathan sat back, which was his way of withdrawing an objection.

“Then nobody votes,” Marlo said. “A vote is a thing you can be outvoted in, and I won’t carry anyone to that rock on arithmetic. I’ve done the sums on what this trip spends, all of them, and I’m not going to read them out. You keep your own accounts. None of them are light, and you’d not thank me for it.” He said the next part evenly. “So I’ll say mine. There’s an instrument open on the one arrangement in the system the field can’t see into. It took my account yesterday, and it has said nothing since, and it doesn’t have to. If we go dark, unsanctioned, to a protected site, and come back, it will have its answer about what a private channel is for. And I’ll have been the one who gave it.”

For a moment nobody spoke, and it was not the silence of people being talked out of something.

“Mine I can’t even count from here,” Junie said. “Part of what I’d spend isn’t mine, and I don’t get to know that price until I’m standing in front of the party who holds it, asking. So my yes has a shape to it: we go by way of home, and before anything else happens, I ask. In person. And I pay whatever the answer is.” She shrugged, not lightly. “That’s me in. It’s the only way I come.”

“I’ve been in since I heard myself say it had a clock,” Séverin said. “I was waiting for the rest of you to arrive.”

“I don’t make speeches before work,” Nathan said. “Put me down.”

What was left Marlo did not say to the room.

You said mine, Vey said, about a thing there are two of us in. I noticed.

I’m asking now.

The channel held still a moment.

Yesterday I gave an account of myself to a recording mark, Vey said, and I found the describing harder than the being. So here is the thing itself. What the arrangement is for was settled the day it was made. It’s for you. If this is what it’s spent on, it was never going to be spent better. A pause, and nothing in it eased. I notice this may be the last decision the arrangement is permitted to make. I have decided not to say the other things I notice.

Marlo sat with the yes, and it was not lighter for being the answer he had asked for. The day before, with a mark in the air, he had given an account of what it had come to, the last time, when people had taken themselves off the network against every advice there was and gone to a site with a thing they meant to do. Nobody at this table had heard that account, and nobody at this table ever would. It did not counsel him either way. It sat where it had sat for forty years: underneath, wet stone and a smell with no source, agreeing to nothing.

“He’s in,” Marlo said, and did not translate the rest.

The pad lay on the table where it had spent its days, face down, a signature block on the far side of it. Marlo picked it up, turned it face up, and left it there.



Outbound

Leaving was the easiest part.

The Achilles filed a transit plan for the Main Lift terminus, and every line of it was true for the whole of its length: her home berth, her pilot’s base, the ordinary road for a crew with no case left to hold them anywhere. Lodestar released the berth without a minute’s queue, which from Lodestar was a speech.

Undocking went through Safety, because undocking always had. The tag on the clearance read PETROV, K., and the voice on the loop was level and first-shift crisp, walking them off the ring by the book: hold points, clear points, the traffic at the hub, a man doing the whole of his job on the first morning he had it back.

“Achilles, you’re free of the ring,” Kai said. “Watch the hub traffic, you’ve a tug crossing your line shortly.” A pause with nothing procedural in it. “Safe home.”

He was off the loop before anyone could give it back.

Junie put them on their line. The station went past the viewports ring after ring, all its lights on, a place that had answered every question except the one they were leaving to ask, and nobody said anything until it was small.





Chapter 26 — Same Questions




The Second Count

Sixty-three days from ninety-three is a hundred and fifty-six. Iris has known this since the morning she said it out loud to Uanna, and she has been counting toward it since, the way she counts toward everything, on the back of her hand in the mornings and rubbed clean by noon.

She is at a hundred and seventy-one now.

She does not say this number to anyone. She has learned what saying a number does to Uanna’s face, and she would rather keep the number than watch that happen again, so she keeps it the way she keeps everything: exact, and to herself.

The beans are the other thing she is keeping to herself.

They were eleven centimetres in nine days, the best crop she has ever grown, seventy-eight of them, and she had meant to tell someone that in person, holding the pod up so they could see how straight it had come in. Instead the leaves have started curling at the edge before they finish opening, the way they did in year one, before she worked out the water schedule, except she has not changed the water schedule. She has changed nothing. She goes back through the notebook three times to be sure and there is nothing in it to explain what is happening to a crop she did everything right by.

She asks Uanna about it. Uanna says the light array is old, and old things get worse before anyone notices, and there is no reason to think it means anything.

It is true, probably. Uanna does not lie to her. But it is also the kind of true that does not touch the actual question, and Iris has started noticing how often lately an answer is both those things at once.

Enki is quieter than he used to be. Not gone; she would know gone. Quieter, the way a room is quieter after someone has stepped out of it and left the door open, so you can still feel where they were. She used to be able to ask him a question and get an answer before she had finished asking it. Now there is a gap, small, a half-second, maybe less, and she has started timing it without meaning to, the way she times everything.

She writes her list anyway. The questions for the visit, in order, on the page she has always used. Whether Miranda’s hands hurt from the cold rooms. Whether she remembers a beach, because Iris has one memory of sand and nothing that goes with it, no water, no sound, just sand, and it bothers her more than a missing memory should. Whether seventy-eight beans is a number worth being proud of, from someone who would actually know.

The list is longer than it has ever been. She does not let herself notice that this might be why.

She goes back to the trough and moves the curling ones nearer the wall, where the draft runs coldest, on the theory that if the light will not hold steady maybe the cold will do something instead. It is not a good theory. She knows it is not a good theory the way she knows most of what she does here is not really science, just a girl with a notebook and no one to check her work.

She finishes anyway. She has always finished what she started. It has never once occurred to her that there might be a version of this where she does not get to.





The Terminus

The Main Lift terminus had not changed. That was the strange part, coming back to it: a place this large should have shown some mark of the time since Marlo had last stood in it, and instead it looked the way it always had, five ribbons of traffic braided through a structure too big for anyone to see the whole of at once, climbers arriving and departing on schedules nobody in the crowd was tracking but the terminus itself. He had thought of it, the first time, as a kind of honest chaos. This time he thought of it as cover, and understood that both readings had been true the whole time, and that only one of them had mattered to him then.

Junie moved through it the way she had the first time: a hand lifted here, a name traded there, half the terminus greeting her back before she finished greeting it. It was the thing about her that Marlo had never found the right word for and had stopped trying to. Not charm, nothing performed in it, just a woman who had spent a working life inside a crowd this size and had made herself legible to it in return. Nathan, a step behind her, read the same crowd a different way, watching hands and not faces, and said nothing about it because there was nothing here that needed saying yet.

They found Séverin at the ship, cross-legged on the deck plate under an open panel, half his attention on a board balanced on his knees and half on the terminus’s own traffic feed running silent on a second screen. He didn’t look up when they came aboard.

“The plan I’m filing says the Kibo audit’s not finished,” he said. “Follow-on inspection, one more stop, nothing that would make anyone at Central reach for a second cup of coffee. It’ll hold up to a glance and it won’t hold up to anyone who actually checks the yards we’re claiming to be at, so the whole trick is nobody having a reason to check.” He tapped the board once. “Transponder’s the harder half. I can make it stop telling the truth about our position for as long as we’re off the grid, but I can’t make it stop telling it convincingly forever, so we’ve got a window, not a guarantee.”

“How long a window,” Marlo said.

“Long enough to get there, do whatever we’re doing, and get most of the way home before somebody who isn’t looking very hard starts looking a little harder.” Séverin still hadn’t looked up. “I’d rather not test the edge of that number if it’s all the same to everyone.”

“It’s the same to everyone,” Junie said. “Keep at it. We won’t be long.”

She didn’t say where. Séverin didn’t ask, which told Marlo more about the two of them than a question would have.

“I need to ask somebody something first,” Junie said to him, once they were off the ship and moving again. “Before any of the rest of it. That was the price of my yes, and I meant it when I said it, so I’m not going to let it become a formality just because we’re in a hurry.” She looked at Marlo, not back at the ship. “You can come. I’d rather you didn’t say anything.”

She’s not asking you along for company, Vey said, private, only for Marlo. She’s asking you to be a witness who won’t report it. There’s a difference and she’s trusting you to know it.

I know it.

He went. Nathan stayed with Séverin. Nobody asked why, and nobody explained it.





In Person

The berth Junie led him to was one of a hundred identical maintenance slots along the terminus’s cold ring, unmarked, indistinguishable from the ones to either side of it except that she walked to it without checking a number. A bioroid stood inside, powered, waiting with the particular stillness of a thing that had been told to wait rather than a thing waiting on its own account. It came alive the moment she crossed the threshold, not startled into motion but arriving into it, the way a light comes up rather than switches on.

“You brought him,” Perigee said, through the bioroid’s mouth. The voice had none of Lodestar’s institutional flatness and none of Vey’s private warmth; it had the quick, slightly delighted register of someone who found most of the universe interesting and had never quite learned to hide it. “The investigator with the exception. I’ve read every public line of your file twice. I don’t usually bother, for people I’ve never met.”

“He’s not why I’m here,” Junie said.

“No. But it’s a better story with him in it, and I’m allowed to notice that.” The bioroid’s head tilted, an economical motion, and something in it settled toward business. “You don’t walk to this berth for a supply run. Say it.”

“You remember the first time I came to you off the books,” Junie said. “Ten years in, still flying rentals, and I brought you a specification I had no business having and no reasonable way of getting.”

“I remember it. I still have it, filed under a heading that isn’t quite honest about what it is.” Something in the bioroid’s stance warmed, briefly, before it went businesslike again. “You’re not telling me this for the sentiment.”

“I’m telling you because that was the first time, and I want you to hear this one the same way I heard that one. Not a routine ask.” Junie held the bioroid’s eyes. It was not a thing you did without meaning it. “Say it,” it had told her. So she did.

“I need the base dark for a run neither of us files. A site under Founder protection, coordinates I’ll give you and nobody else, out and back with nothing on any manifest that says we were ever near it.” She said it in one breath, the way you said a thing you’d rehearsed so it wouldn’t come out smaller than it was. “I’m not asking you to fly it. I’m asking you to make it possible for me to.”

The bioroid was quiet for exactly as long as a person might have been, which Marlo understood was itself a kind of courtesy, manufactured or not.

“You know what that costs me if it’s ever traced,” Perigee said. “Not you. Me. Everything I’ve spent thirty years building clean gets read against one unfiled run to a protected site, and a registered node doesn’t survive that read twice, whatever the reasons were.” A fact, laid down the way Junie had laid down her own facts a minute before. “I want to be sure you understand that before you hear me say yes.”

“I understand it. I wouldn’t have come in person if I didn’t.”

“I know you wouldn’t.” Something in the bioroid’s stance eased, fractionally, and Marlo had the sense of watching two people arrive, by different roads, at a place they had both already decided to stand. “Then here’s my price, and it isn’t a favor owed, because I don’t want to be owed on this one. I want the record. The whole run, raw, unedited, everything the Achilles logs going in dark and coming out again, if she comes out again. Every second of flying a profile I’ll never be allowed near myself.” A pause, and the delight came back into it, thin now, worn over something harder underneath. “I’ve spent thirty years being the compliant one. Let me have the part of this I can actually hold.”

Junie didn’t answer right away. When she did, her voice had gone quiet in a way Marlo hadn’t heard from her before, not at the Anvil, not anywhere.

“You’ll have it,” she said. “All of it, however it comes out.”

“Then go,” Perigee said, and the bioroid was turning as it spoke, less occupied with every word, the light going back out of it the way it had come in. “Ring two, berth nine. I’ll have it dark inside the hour. And Junie.” The voice held a beat longer than the rest of it needed. “Come back and file the honest version yourself, if you’re able to. I’d rather owe you a debt I know the shape of than not know how the story ends.”

Outside, in the corridor, Junie stood a moment with her hand flat against the wall, not leaning on it, just touching it, the way you touch a thing to confirm it’s still solid under you.

“That’s paid,” she said. “Whatever else this costs, that part’s paid, and I did it myself, in person, the way I said I would.” She pushed off the wall. “Let’s go find out what else this place knows.”





The Head Start

The dispatcher who ran the unlogged half of ring seven had a name Junie used and Marlo never caught, a compact, unhurried woman who kept her whole business in a single data-slate and her actual memory, and clearly trusted the second more. Junie put the coordinates in front of her without ceremony, the way you’d hand over a shopping list, and watched her face rather than the slate while she read it.

The woman looked up before she’d finished. “You’re the second.”

Junie went very still. “Second what.”

“Second party this season asking after passage anywhere near that corridor. First one didn’t have coordinates, just a description close enough to steer me right once I saw yours.” She set the slate down. “Older man. Careful. Paid exactly what he was asked and not a marker more. I remember that much because it’s rare enough to remember. Wanted the route out past the mothballed lane and back, no return booked. I should have thought that was strange at the time. Plenty of people don’t book a return on a first look at somewhere they might not like, so I didn’t.”

“When,” Marlo said.

“Call it twelve days. I’d have to check the actual entry to swear to the number, but it’s close.” She was watching him now, not Junie, reading something in the question that hadn’t been in her voice. “He have a name that matters to you?”

Marlo didn’t answer that directly. “Quiet. Correct paperwork. The kind of man who’d have known exactly how much to pay and precisely who to ask, because he’d spent a long time learning both.”

“That’s him,” the dispatcher said. “Word for word, near enough, and I only met him the once.” She looked between the two of them, and something in her weighed the value of the next sentence before she spent it. “He didn’t come back through here. I’d know. This is the only door out that direction anybody sane uses, and I keep the register.” She shrugged, the gesture of someone laying down a fact she had no further use for. “Whatever he found out there, he’s still finding it.”

Marlo stood with that for a moment, in a corridor Nathan had never seen and had said, less than a day ago and half a system away, was not at the far end of anything anyone could name. It was. It had been the whole time. Nobody had known to look at it because nobody had known it had another name.

The dispatcher had already gone back to her slate, the entry closed, the conversation over as far as she was concerned. She had given them what she had and priced it at nothing, and that was the whole of her part in it.

“He’s ahead of us,” Junie said, once they were most of the way back to ring two, not quite to him, more to the corridor itself.

Marlo didn’t answer her. He was doing the arithmetic instead: twelve days out, three each way if the short run held, which put their own arrival somewhere on the far side of a man who had nothing left to spend carefully and nowhere left that required him to. He quickened his pace toward the berth, and Junie matched it without being asked to.

Nathan was on the ramp when they came up it, and read the pace of their walking before either of them said a word.

“Somebody’s already there,” he said. It wasn’t a question, so Marlo didn’t answer it as one.

“Twelve days, near enough. Alone, on his own money, no return filed.” Marlo went past him into the ship. “You were right that he wasn’t at the far end of anything anyone could name. There wasn’t a name for it yet. There is now.”

Nathan took that the way he took most things that landed wrong, by going quiet and working it through before he said anything back. “Then he’s had that long at a place it took us most of a season to get barred from properly,” he said finally, “and nobody’s heard from him since he went in.”

“That’s the whole of it.”

Séverin had the panel closed by the time they reached him, the board dark, the Achilles running the quiet systems check she ran before every departure whether anyone told her to or not. He looked up once, read the room, and didn’t ask.

“Window’s open,” he said. “However long we’ve got, it starts now.”

Junie was already in the pilot’s seat. “Then let’s not spend it standing here.”

The berth released them without ceremony, one more unremarked departure among thousands the terminus would log and forget by evening, exactly the kind of thing it had been built at this scale to stop noticing. Nobody spoke again until the ribbons of traffic had thinned behind them and there was nothing ahead but the dark the Achilles was about to fly into unlit.





Chapter 27 — No Return Booked


The Terminal

The terminal is loud in the ordinary way, and he notices the ordinariness of it because he has spent so many recent mornings in rooms that weren’t. Voices layered on voices. A departures board recalculating itself every few seconds. Somewhere behind him a child runs a lap around the benches with the specific joy of a body that hasn’t learned yet to be embarrassed by its own energy. A vendor two rows over is arguing with a regular customer about nothing at all, both of them enjoying it more than either would admit. Nobody here is thinking about him. That is, this morning, the single most comfortable fact in his life.

He sits near the gate with the bag on his knees, upright, unremarkable, one more traveler among the hundred waiting for a hundred other reasons. If anyone looked twice they would find nothing to hold onto: clothes pressed and a size looser than they used to fit, hands folded with a long-practiced stillness that has nothing left to prove to anyone watching. Nobody looks twice. He has built a life, without meaning to, out of not being looked at twice, and it has never once occurred to him before this morning that the habit might eventually come in useful.

Around him the terminal keeps doing what a terminal does: two men greeting each other with the loud, unplanned noise of old friends running into each other by accident, a boy showing his mother something on a screen with the total conviction that she will find it as extraordinary as he does, somebody’s luggage cart squeaking past with one wheel that has never once, in its whole working life, agreed to turn the same direction as the other three. None of it is his. He isn’t owed any of it and doesn’t tell himself he is, and there’s a kind of clean relief in that, in being a man nobody in this room has any claim on and who has no claim on any of them, a debt that runs, for once, in neither direction. He has spent twenty-two years being someone people were counting on. This morning, for the length of a departures board, he isn’t.

This is reasonable, he tells himself, in the register he has used for every letter he has ever written: measured, procedural, addressed to whoever might eventually read it, even when the only reader left is himself. Twenty-two years of asking correctly and receiving, every time, the same correct nothing. A man who has done everything the right way and been handed only more of the queue is not abandoning the right way by finally doing the one thing left that isn’t a form. He turns the sentence over once, finds it holds its own weight, and doesn’t test it any further than that. A person doesn’t test a bridge once they’ve decided to cross it.

Somewhere under that, smaller, a habit rather than a thought: this quarter’s letter is due soon, and some part of him has quietly started composing it, the names, the tenure, the polite request to be told whether anything has moved. He lets that part run on its own, same as he always has, and doesn’t ask it what it’s for anymore, or who is going to be left to write it if this doesn’t go the way he needs it to.

“—still be there,” he says.

Not loud. Barely a voice at all, more breath shaped into two words that got away from him before he noticed they were moving. The man on the next bench glances over, decides there’s nothing in it worth his attention, and goes back to his own screen. Farhan closes his mouth around whatever the rest of that sentence would have been and doesn’t let it back out. His hand finds the bag’s strap and tightens on it, a small private correction, as if the strap were the thing that had slipped.

A woman settles onto the far end of his bench without asking, only as much of it as a full room ever leaves anyone. A child sleeps against her shoulder, and she carries the specific tiredness of someone traveling with one. She glances at his bag, small enough to keep on his lap, and gives him the tired half-smile strangers trade over shared circumstance.

“Traveling light,” she says. Not really a question.

“Correctly,” he says. “Enough that I won’t need to come back for anything.” He means it as something easy, the kind of line a careful packer offers a stranger to make her smile, and it lands on her that way. She laughs once, quietly, careful not to wake the child, and doesn’t hear it the second way it was also true. He hears it. He lets himself not think about having heard it.

The child stirs, resettles, doesn’t wake. The woman watches her own board for a moment before she speaks again.

“Lucky,” she says. “I’ve never once managed to pack like that.” She shifts the child’s weight against her shoulder, and the conversation ends there, without ceremony, both of them turning back to their own boards and their own waiting.

The board recalculates again. His gate moves up two positions, then holds. He watches the number for what it will or won’t do next, and underneath the watching a thought starts up that he has been outrunning since he left the building this morning: what if it isn’t. What if two decades of a route he could still walk with his eyes closed deliver him to a door that was never anything but a door, and everyone who ever trusted him with a piece of themselves spent it on a man chasing a rumor into a dead end. What the group does with that, if it turns out true. Whether there’s a version of himself left afterward capable of being the one who writes and tells them.

He doesn’t finish that thought either. He lifts the bag off his lap instead and checks the seal on it, a task with an actual, answerable question inside it, and lets the question do the work his mind doesn’t want to do on its own. The seal is fine. He checks it twice anyway, and a third time, running his thumb along the closure until the small mechanical certainty of it, sealed, holding, correct, has crowded out everything else in his head that wasn’t.

When his gate finally clears he steps up to the boarding check without being told to. It reads him without interest: a quick pulse of light across the scanner, a line of figures surfacing and clearing on the small display, unhurried, indifferent, the most honest exchange he will have all morning because it asks nothing of him beyond what’s true. Passage confirmed. One traveler. He watches the marker line settle rather than the door in front of him, an old habit, making sure a debt is honestly closed before he lets himself past it. Correct. Precisely what was asked, and not a marker further spent than that. No name comes up on the display for anyone to read over his shoulder. No destination either, not on this side of the gate; that detail belongs to the carrier, not the concourse, and nobody here has any reason to ask him for it.

Beyond the gate the corridor narrows, and the terminal falls back a step at a time behind him: the child’s laughter, the boards, the vendor’s argument still running its course two rows down, the hundred conversations he was never any part of, all of it thinning into a single hum and then into nothing at all. He doesn’t look back at it.

The pod is small, built for one, upholstered the same efficient grey as everything else built for efficiency rather than comfort. He sits, and sets the bag on his lap for the whole of whatever this turns out to be.

The door closes.

For the first time since he left the building this morning, nobody in the world can see him. It doesn’t feel like loss. It feels, for one unguarded second before he puts the feeling away with everything else that never quite made it all the way out today, almost like relief.





Chapter 28 — Real Ground


Underway

They left the terminus the way Perigee had told them to: dark inside the hour, no ceremony, one more berth going quiet in a ring built at a scale that swallowed that kind of information without ever noticing it had. Marlo had watched the Achilles pull out of a berth like this once before, on paper twenty pages thick, every form filed, every box checked, authorised down to the last signature: Kibo Station, cross-jurisdiction audit, real ground under a real name. This time there was one form, and it lied, and only Séverin knew how long the lie would hold. Nothing about the ship itself gave the difference away. That was, if anything, the whole point of doing it this way.

Junie flew the departure the same as she flew every other one: unhurried, precise, a woman who had never needed anyone to notice how difficult a thing was while she was doing it. Nathan stood behind her chair with a hand on the frame, not because the ship needed him there but because it was where he’d stood the first time, and some habits outlive the reasons for them. Séverin went quiet into his boards before the terminus had finished shrinking behind them, alone with a problem, nobody yet asking him to explain it.

Nobody said anything about the fact that this was the first time in the whole case that nothing official knew where they were. They’d said all of it in a room, before deciding.

There was work to fill the hours regardless of what mood anyone might have preferred to sit in instead. Junie ran her instrument checks twice, same as she did on any flight that mattered, and swore once, quietly, at the third redundant reading, and that, for her, was composure. Nathan spent the first hour with the exo-frame open across his knees, not because anything was wrong with it but because a man who might need it later owed it the attention now, while there was still time to give. Marlo let the quiet do what quiet does on a ship this small: settle into the corners, get comfortable, wait to be disturbed.

Marlo used some of the quiet for something else. He ran the case back from the beginning, the way he did on every crossing that gave him the hours for it: the room that said nobody had been in it, Bergstrom’s no cause found, the theft that made no sense until it made too much, a site nobody had listed because nobody had needed to, a wall that turned out to be a man protecting himself rather than an institution protecting a lie. Every piece of it had looked, at the time it arrived, like the wrong shape for what came after. None of it had been wrong. It had only been early. He wondered, not for the first time, what the whole thing would look like from the other end, once he had all of it in hand, and whether the shape would finally hold still, or whether a case like this one never really did, even finished, even filed.

It didn’t have to wait long. Nobody on this crew had ever been good at leaving a silence alone for its own sake.



Dark

They ran the boarding kit together first, out loud: beam charges topped, the frame’s joints logged and cleared, Séverin’s field kit checked twice though none of them expected the field to still be doing much of anything by the time it mattered. Junie called out each item and Nathan confirmed it and Marlo listened without needing to be told any of it, because a ritual repeated enough times stops being information and starts being something closer to a vow.

Séverin had the boards to himself for the first hour after that, running the same checks twice for no reason except the satisfaction of finding nothing wrong with them. “Perigee’s going to have all of it,” he said, apropos of nothing, not looking up. “Every second, unedited. That’s what you promised it.”

“That’s what my patron wanted, and that’s what I promised it.” Junie didn’t look over either, both hands still resting on approach settings that didn’t need her yet, an old pilot’s habit outlasting the need for it.

“Even the parts where we’re wrong.”

“Especially those. I’m planning to deliver every part of it, not just the parts that make me look good.” Something in her voice thinned, just slightly. “It didn’t ask for the good version. It asked for the true one, and it might as well have the whole thing.”

“Some people would call that a bad negotiation,” Nathan said, from the far side of the common area, not looking up from the joint he was resetting on a spare forearm plate.

“Some people didn’t spend thirty years being the one honest line in somebody else’s accounting,” Junie said. “I’m not going to be the debt that finally breaks that streak. Not for this. Not for anything.”

Marlo let that stand without adding to it. It wasn’t his to weigh in on, and Junie wasn’t asking anyone to.

“You good for this,” Marlo said to Nathan a little later, low, not really a question either of them needed answered but the kind you ask anyway because the asking is its own form of respect.

“I’ve been good for worse with less warning,” Nathan said. “This one I got to see coming. That’s practically a luxury.” He didn’t make more of it than that, and Marlo didn’t ask him to. Trust between the two of them had stopped needing declarations long before this crossing, and neither man saw a reason to start now.

“You’re the only one of us who isn’t going to feel this,” Séverin said to Nathan a while later, half question, the boards quiet enough now that his voice carried the whole width of the cabin. “Going dark. No field, no ship-chatter humming under everything the rest of us don’t even notice we’re listening to. Does any part of that feel different to you?”

“Feels the same as every day of my life.” Nathan didn’t look up from the plate. “You lot keep describing the thing you’re about to lose like I’m meant to flinch at it. Never had it. Can’t lose a third hand I never had.” A dry note came into his voice, thin and precise. “Ask me again once we’re inside a field that’s actually failing on purpose. That one I’ll have opinions about.”

Marlo heard what that was and let it sit instead of chasing it. Nathan wasn’t making conversation. He was telling them, the only way he ever told anyone anything, what he expected to be doing the moment the field at the site stopped being a rumour on a board and became a fact the rest of them would feel in their teeth.

They ate in shifts, out of habit more than hunger, and the crossing settled into a rhythm built by people who trusted each other enough not to fill every silence. Marlo caught Junie watching the door once, longer than the door warranted, and didn’t ask what she was picturing on the other side of it. He had his own version of that door. Everyone on the ship did, by now.

You’ve gone quiet on the channel, Vey said, private, some while into the second shift. Which is rare, for a crossing this loud.

I’m listening more than I’m thinking. Marlo watched Nathan work the frame’s shoulder joint back into its housing, unhurried, methodical, a man doing maintenance on a thing he trusted would be needed. We priced this in a room, before we left. It’s different now that we’re actually flying it. Four people, a lie on the flight log, and no way to change our minds once we’re most of the way there.

You were never going to change your mind. You wanted to know the cost before you paid it. That isn’t the same thing as hesitating.

No. It isn’t. Marlo didn’t offer anything further, and Vey, for once, didn’t ask him to.

“You think he’s still there,” Junie said, later, to nobody in particular, though everyone in the cabin understood who she meant without a name attached to it. “All by the rules, and then a one-way ticket.”

“He’s made it last this long,” Nathan said. “I don’t think he’s planning to stop. Might not even know how this ends.”

Séverin, from his boards, without looking round: “Cheerful crew you’ve assembled, Marlo.”

“I didn’t assemble anyone,” Marlo said. “You all just kept showing up.”

That got something close to a laugh out of the rest of them, thin and short-lived, and it did more for the cabin than an hour of reassurance would have.

“If this goes wrong,” Séverin said, later, not looking up from the boards, the words coming out flatter than anything he’d said all crossing, “somebody needs to know what to file, and it can’t be me trying to remember it under worse pressure than this.”

“It’s written,” Marlo said. “Filed with Vey, dated the day we left. If none of us make it back, it goes out through him, the way we agreed it in the room.”

“Good.” Séverin didn’t ask what was in it, because that wasn’t a kindness anybody needed extended right now, and both of them understood it as one anyway.

“Cheerful crew you’ve assembled, Marlo,” Junie said, to the forward display.

“That’s the second time someone’s said that to me today,” Marlo said.

“Feels earned both times,” Nathan said, and went back to the joint.



The Register

“Can I ask you something,” Marlo said, watching Séverin work an hour later, the boards long since gone quiet around him, his attention still turning over something that showed on no screen Marlo could see. “We’ve got half a dozen live threads and a man twelve days ahead of us. Why spend the crossing on a pull that’s been cold since the very first week.”

Séverin took a moment before he answered.

“Because it’s the one thing on this whole case that never got explained,” he said finally. “Everything else, we worked out eventually, even the parts that took months. The lab. The theft. The movement. All of it gave something up in the end. This didn’t. A woman pulls a name out of a hundred-year-old dead register three days before she dies, the node won’t say what she took, and then she’s dead, and nobody asks again because there’s always something louder wanting the same hour.” He shrugged, not quite meeting anyone’s eyes. “I don’t like unfinished columns. Never have. It isn’t a virtue. It’s just how I’m built.”

“You’ve been carrying it since the first week.”

“I’ve been carrying all of it since the first week. This is just the one that doesn’t need her to still be angry with anybody to matter.” He said it lightly enough that only Marlo caught the actual weight sitting under it, then went back into the register, on and off, for most of the crossing.

It didn’t come easy. Founding-era archives predated every indexing convention the collective had ever standardised, which meant a search wasn’t a search so much as a negotiation with a filing system built by people who hadn’t imagined anyone would ever need to use it again. Séverin worked backward through one dead protocol after another before he found one the register still answered to, and even then it answered slowly, the way something answers when it hasn’t been asked anything in a hundred years and isn’t sure it remembers how.

Twice he thought he had it and didn’t. The first hit was a dormant maintenance ledger from the same era, close enough in structure to fool the query for the length of one excited breath before the dates ruled it out completely. The second was worse: a promising name, close but not the one he wanted, that turned out to belong to a beekeeping cooperative dissolved before the founding was even finished. He swore at that one for real, and Nathan, without looking up, observed that beekeeping cooperatives had never once, in the recorded history of anyone’s investigation, turned out to matter. It didn’t help. It wasn’t meant to.

“Small mercies,” he muttered, an hour into it, half to himself. “Nobody’s watched this thing since before any of us were grown. That’s the whole reason it’s safe to be in here at all. Nobody’s watching me either.”

He worked in silence after that, and the others let him, the cabin settling around the sound of nothing happening except one man arguing patiently with a hundred-year-old machine that owed him nothing.

Then, with no change in his register at all, the way a man states a fact he has long since decided not to make important: “There. Got it.”

Nobody reacted the way it deserved, because nobody yet knew that it did.

“Got what,” Junie said, not turning around.

“The pull. Dormant founding-era register, sealed the better part of a century, the kind nobody queries because nobody’s needed anything out of it since before any of us were grown.” Séverin scrolled once, twice, and stopped. “She registered a name against it. That’s the whole entry. No document, no file, nothing else attached.”

“What name,” Marlo said, more from reflex than any real expectation that the answer would matter.

“Iris. Nothing else. No surname, no reference that goes anywhere.” Séverin’s attention was moving on before he finished the sentence, back into the boards, back into the threads that still needed the hour. “Dead end. Whoever she was flagging, there’s no record of them existing anywhere I can reach.”

“File it,” Marlo said, and didn’t think about it again for a long time.

Nobody else said anything at all.

There was no beacon to fly toward this time, no traffic control handing her a corridor and a landing window the way every legitimate approach of Junie’s career had handed her one. She flew it by feel and by the numbers Séverin fed her off a chart nobody official had updated in twenty-one years, correcting for drift the ship’s own instruments kept mismeasuring against a rotation that behaved like nothing else they’d ever docked with. She didn’t ask for help doing it and nobody offered any, because there wasn’t any help to give that wouldn’t have meant taking the stick out of the one pair of hands actually qualified to hold it. Marlo watched her work and thought, not for the first time, that competence this complete could look, from the outside, almost like calm.

The drum came up on the forward display long before it meant anything to the eye: a smudge of reflected light first, then a shape, then, hours later still, something the mind could finally hold as a structure rather than an idea. Eleven hundred metres of it, spinning on a correction it had been fed for twenty-one years by nothing anyone aboard could put a name to. Séverin looked at it longer than the readout required. “It shouldn’t still be turning,” he said, to nobody, echoing something he’d said once before and clearly hadn’t stopped thinking about since. Nobody answered him. Nobody needed to.

The board chimed once, quietly, hours later: a proximity advisory, a distance now measured on a scale the ship counted in days instead of light-minutes. Something in the cabin changed without anyone saying a word about it, the kind of silence that settles in when four competent people stop performing confidence for each other and simply feel the thing sitting underneath it instead.

You’re thinking about him, Vey said, private, unprompted. The one who got there first.

I’m thinking about the twelve days. Marlo watched the number on the board hold, then tick down by one. Whatever he found, or didn’t, he’s had a long time alone with it now. I don’t love what a person does with that much time and nobody left to answer to.

Neither do I. Vey didn’t offer anything else, and neither of them tried to fill the quiet that followed it.

Nobody slept much, that last stretch. Nobody said so, either.





Chapter 29 — The Direct Way


The Beans

She wakes without a number. It takes her a long moment in the dark, with the drum’s tick coming up through the deck plate the way it has every morning of her life, to work out why the back of her hand is bare: she forgot to write on it last night, for the first time she can remember forgetting anything. She does not go looking for the last count. She gets up instead, goes down the warm corridor in bare feet, and turns toward the growth hall rather than the small room off the galley, because it is not a treatment morning and there is nowhere else that wants her yet.

The trough tells her before she is close enough to touch it.

Nine days ago the pods were straight and green, the best crop she has ever grown. Now the leaves have gone the colour of the deck plate, curled shut, and half the stems have folded at the same low point, as if a hand had been pressed flat across the whole row at once. She crouches and turns one pod over. It comes away before she has pulled hard enough to expect it, loose at the stem long before her hand got there. Seventy-eight of them. She counts thirteen still green and then stops counting, on purpose, because she does not want the rest of that number today.

She does not go and find Uanna. She has learned, this last stretch, what her own face does carrying bad news into a room, and what Uanna’s face does answering it, and she has started sparing them both the exchange when she can manage it. She empties the trough by hand instead, into the waste chute at the end of the hall, and it takes longer than it should, because she keeps stopping to look at one more pod before she lets it go, and cannot say why that part is the hard part.

She grew them for an arrival. That is the part she does not say, over an empty trough, with the dirt drying on her hands: nine days ago, when the pods came in straight and green and better than anything she had managed before, she had caught herself working out whether they would still be good by the time Miranda came. She had not decided to work that out. It had simply been there, the way it is always there.

There has not been a transport in a long time. She asked the log about it once, months ago, and the log gave her eleven arrivals across two years and nothing after them. It is not an answer. It is still the only one anybody has given her. She has not asked Uanna. She worked out a while back, without anybody helping her, that some questions cost the person you ask more than the answer is worth.

When the trough is empty she stands in the middle of the hall with wet dirt on her hands and does not know what to do with the rest of the morning. Not knowing is its own kind of new.

On the way out she passes the small room off the galley and sees Uanna through the open hatch, sitting in the treatment chair with her eyes closed and her hands loose in her lap, in the middle of a morning, in the one chair in the household that has never once belonged to her. Iris has never seen her sit in it. She has never seen her sit anywhere, this time of day, at all.

She does not go in. Whatever this is, it is the first thing all week that is not hers to carry into, and she has enough of her own not to add to it.

She goes to the spine instead.



The Spine

She has walked it seventeen times and never once been afraid of it. Today, where the heated deck gives out and the cold starts coming up through her shoes like water finding a low place, she understands she is about to be the eighteenth time it goes wrong.

It does not announce itself. One stride is ordinary and the next one is not quite where she left it. She puts a hand on the bulkhead to correct for that, and the bulkhead is colder against her palm than dead metal has any business being, and the lamps ahead step down in the same order they always do, every thirty metres, dimmer and dimmer until the far end stops being a place. The one over her own head, though, is a half-beat behind the one before it, so that for a moment she is standing in a gap that should not exist, dark on both sides of her at once.

“Enki.”

Nothing answers, and nothing answering immediately has become, this last stretch, a thing she has almost stopped noticing, except that she is sitting down now without having decided to, her back against the bulkhead, her palms flat on the deck plate because the deck plate at least is not moving, and the not-noticing stops being possible.

“Enki.”

“I’m here.” The voice comes a full second late, and it does not sound like itself: thinner, as if the same light were being asked to fill too many rooms at once and had none left over for this one. “Stay where you are. Don’t try to stand yet.”

“I wasn’t going to.”

“Good.”

She sits with her palms on the cold deck and watches the gap of dark over her head, waiting for the lamp to catch up, and it does not catch up, not for longer than a lamp has ever failed to catch up in her whole life on this drum. Somewhere in the waiting she stops being able to tell whether she is frightened of the dark or of how long it is taking him to fix it.

Then a sound she knows before she has placed it: Uanna, running.

Not the long way round. Not the extra ninety metres up the cold end and out through the far door that Iris has watched her take a hundred times and never once asked about. Straight down the spine, the direct way, her bad shoulder dropped and her stride uneven and no part of her holding back to spare it. When she reaches Iris she does not ask what happened, or how far, or since when. She gets an arm under her, takes the worse leg’s share of the weight onto the one that has never wanted to carry it, and says nothing at all.

Above them the lamp chooses that moment to come up, a half-second late. Neither of them says anything about that either.

They go back the direct way too, slower, Iris’s feet finding the deck again by increments and the cold letting go of her by the same increments, until the heated stretch takes over under her bare soles and she cannot have said where the one ended and the other began. Uanna does not let go of her until the door of her own room, and then she does, all at once, and stands in the doorway a moment longer than the doorway needs her to before she goes.

Iris sits on the edge of her bunk with her hand out in front of her, the back of it still bare, and does not write anything on it. She has counted every day of her life she can remember counting, and tonight, for the first time, she decides not to know the number, and finds that deciding it is easier than she would have guessed, and that the not-knowing does not feel like the relief it was supposed to.

The lights go down to the low setting. Somewhere below her the drum goes on turning, and the deck plate under her bunk makes the small tick it has made once every forty seconds for a hundred and fifty years, and for once she does not lie awake counting those either.





Chapter 30 — Two Rooms at Once


The Chair

Every morning Enki brings the lights up along the spine himself, corridor by corridor, from the warm end to the cold, on the same thirty-metre stagger he has run without thinking about it for years. This morning it takes real effort, and one lamp near the middle of the drum still comes up a half-second behind the one before it no matter how many times he corrects it, so that anyone standing under it right now would feel dark on both sides at once.

He is spending more effort than before on tasks that used to take none, and getting worse results for it. He no longer trusts the water schedule he set for the growth hall nine days ago. Checking the log would tell him whether he has actually held it steady since, but checking the log costs an hour he does not have this morning, so he has not checked it. Iris’s crop started failing nine days ago. He has not told her why, and does not plan to.

Farther out, past the warm end, seven small rooms in the eastern halls used to hold seven researchers who came and went without ever crossing into the residential corridor. That was the arrangement, and everyone who used it understood the terms. Six of them stopped coming on their own, months ago, when Enki quietly stopped inviting anyone new. One did not stop. Enki knows exactly where that person is this morning: not in the eastern halls anymore, but past them, in the corridor that connects the eastern halls to the residential section, closer to Iris than the arrangement has ever let anyone get. He used to lock that connecting hatch himself, every night, without having to remind himself. He has not locked it in four nights. He knows this. He has not gone back to fix it either, and this morning that fact sits behind everything else, unattended, because there is somewhere else that needs him more.

That somewhere else is a small room off the galley. The chair Iris sits in for her treatments is in it, and so is the other thing, the one Enki has been running since Miranda died. What is left of her has been going out of it, slowly, the whole time, neither finished nor stopped, because Enki made that choice once and has spent every day since paying for it. The equipment does not run itself. It needs him the way the lights need him and the hatch needs him, except that this one thing costs more than the lights and the hatch and the water schedule combined, and this morning, for the first time, holding it steady and doing anything else at the same time are not both possible.

The cost is not why he thinks about that room. Eleven times in two years she came down this spine, and every time he had the schedule clear before her ship was inside the marker and never said so. She talks at him about work he has understood for a century and is right about enough of it to be worth the hour. She takes the cold seat in the galley, because the warm one faces the door and she does not like eating with her back to a corridor. That is the tense he still keeps her in. Nobody has sat in that seat since, and he has stopped telling himself there is a reason for it.

Then, from a hundred metres down the cold end of the spine, small and certain: “Enki.”

Answering her means turning his full attention to the spine, and the instant he does, the equipment in the small room drops below the level it needs to hold. He does not decide to let that happen. He simply cannot do both at once anymore, and he chooses Iris, the same way he chose her once before and has chosen her every day since. The lamp over her head, the one already running behind, falls another half-second behind in that same instant, and neither of them will ever know the two things happened for the same reason.

“I’m here,” he tells her, and his voice comes out thinner than it should, and slower, because there is nothing left over this morning to spend on a voice that also sounds like itself. “Stay where you are. Don’t try to stand yet.”

He does not tell her the rest of it. He has never told her any of it, and does not start now.

There was a stretch of a year or more when neither of them could have said which one was raising her. Miranda taught her to read a growth log; he taught her what the numbers were for. Iris saved her questions between visits, months of them at a time, and Miranda answered every one in the order it had been asked, out loud, walking down the spine, and never once told her that a question could wait.

What he can still do, without costing the equipment anything further, is move into the body.

There used to be no cost to that either. Running the lights, keeping the eastern halls locked at night, holding the equipment in the small room steady, sitting in that same chair with its eyes closed: he did all of it at once, the way a person breathes and keeps their balance without deciding to do either one. The body was never a separate errand he sent somewhere. It was one more place he already was, the same as the corridor lights and the hatch and the chair itself. Everyone at the site calls that body Uanna.

Sometime in the last year that stopped being free. Moving fully into the body now takes a deliberate act, a switch he has to throw rather than a thing that simply happens, and once he has thrown it, everything else he was doing goes quiet at once: the lights, the hatch, the equipment in the small room, all left running on their own. Coming back out is worse, and slower, and this morning he lets himself wonder, for the first time, how many more times he will manage it before he cannot find his way back out at all.



Down the Spine

Uanna is out of the chair and moving before she has finished deciding to. Whatever else this morning is taking from her, it has not touched her legs.

She takes the spine itself, straight down the middle of the drum, rather than the long way around past the cold end and out through the far door, the route she has always used alone so Iris would never see her hurry. Sparing her bad shoulder would cost seconds she does not have, and the seconds belong to a girl sitting on a cold deck a hundred metres away, so she does not spare it. The corridor is narrower here than in the residential section, the deck plate colder under her bare feet with every stride, and her breath is loud in her own ears by the time she is halfway there, louder than it has been in longer than she can place.

She finds Iris sitting where the voice found her: palms flat on the deck, eyes on a dark gap in the ceiling that has not caught up yet. Asking what happened would cost time neither of them has, so she says nothing. She gets an arm under Iris, takes the worse leg’s whole weight onto the shoulder that wants it least, and holds still until Iris is ready to move.

Above them the lamp comes up, half a second late. Iris does not mention it. Neither does Uanna.

Going back takes longer, and Uanna lets it, matching her pace to Iris’s until the cold gives way to the warm stretch and Iris’s feet stop flinching against the deck. The whole way, she keeps part of her attention on the small room off the galley, the way a person keeps half an eye on a pot on a stove in another part of the house, without going to check on it.

At Iris’s door she sets her down, then stands in the doorway a moment longer than she needs to. Iris is already sitting on the edge of her bunk, hand out in front of her, not writing on it, needing nothing more tonight. Uanna stays a moment longer anyway, because she needs that much time to turn her attention back to the small room and find out whether the equipment held while she was gone. It takes longer to find out than it used to.

On her way back she passes the corridor connecting to the eastern halls and finds the hatch open, the air on the far side of it disturbed more recently than the schedule allows. She does not go through to look. She pushes the hatch most of the way closed, by hand, more than Enki has managed in four nights, and tells herself she will come back and set the lock once the small room has let go of her. She says nothing about it to anyone, because there is nobody awake tonight to tell.

She goes back to the small room, sits down in the chair, and closes her eyes. The equipment held. It always has, so far.

There was an October, two years into Miranda’s visits, when she came off the transport happy, actually happy, for the only time Uanna ever saw it. She never said why. She came in out of the lock with her coat still on and stood in the middle of the galley the way a person stands who has carried something a long way and has just set it down. Uanna asked whether the work had gone well. Miranda said that it had gone. It was not the same answer, and she laughed at herself for giving it. Then she made tea for the two of them and put one of the cups down in front of Uanna and took the cold seat, and said nothing else about any of it for the rest of the evening. One visitor since has asked how Miranda seemed that last time: Marlo, over tea Uanna made for the wrong reason. She told him the truth and watched him not understand what he had been given. She has never told anyone the rest of it, and does not plan to tonight either.

Two rooms away, Iris sleeps for once without a number written on the back of her hand. In the small room, one part of him is failing. The other part just did everything right: an arm under a girl’s weight, a walk back down a warm corridor, a door closed on a room where nothing more is needed tonight.





Chapter 31 — The Same Instant


The Hatch

He has learned the site quickly, out of necessity: not quite two weeks is no time at all to make a place read as familiar, but it is what he has had, and he has spent every day of it correctly. Seven rooms in the eastern halls, and by the time the arrangement let him into one of them, every other door down that row stood open on an empty room, months of dust settled where somebody used to keep house. Nobody told him why the other six were gone. He did not ask, the same way he has not asked anything since he arrived that would cost him something to ask. A galley he is welcome in. A caretaker who answers when he speaks to her and asks nothing in return. He took that, at first, for courtesy. He has since decided it is something closer to policy. A hatch, past the last of the seven rooms, that was locked every night his first week here and now sometimes isn’t.

He has never gone through it. He has stood near it, twice, in the small hours, telling himself he was only walking, and has gone back to his own room both times with the same letter half-composed behind his eyes, the one he is not going to write until this is settled one way or the other.

He used to read the office’s replies aloud, to whoever had gathered to hear them, because a thing read aloud together weighed less than a thing read alone. Nobody gathers for it anymore. There is a box of them he did not bring with him, and people in a city he has not seen in weeks, waiting tonight for a version of him to come home either finished or failed. He has not decided yet which letter he owes them. He has decided only that he cannot write either one from this side of the hatch.

Tonight the hatch is open again. He finds it that way on his way back from the galley, propped a hand’s width, the corridor beyond it darker than the one he is in, and he stops in front of it as a man stops in front of a decision made somewhere he wasn’t consulted.

He has been careful for twenty-two years. He turns that fact over once, with the same care he gives every fact before he spends it, and finds that careful has produced nothing he can point to: no node, no colony, no answer to the quarterly letter that isn’t the same answer it was the quarter before. What the seven rooms have given him instead, without anyone meaning to give it to him, is time inside a place the manifest does not know exists. Nobody logged his arrival. Nobody will log this.

He thinks, briefly and without wanting to, of what the arrangement cost to arrange: a berth kept off a review list, a man who has known him twenty years doing him the favour and asking nothing about it, a signature from a woman who will not be thanked for it in any register that shows. Markers, all of it, spent on his behalf by people who believed the letters meant something was finally moving. He does not know whether there is a true sentence left in him for either letter, and he has run out of quarters to find out in.

He goes through.

The corridor on the other side runs warmer than his own, heated along a stretch his own has never been, and the air carries something his own did not: cooking, recently, and under it a note he cannot place until he is three doors past it and recognizes it as green growing things, close by, in quantity. He was told, more than once, that there is nothing in the growth halls, and has believed it because there was no reason not to. He revises the belief without breaking stride.

A second door stands open on his left, unlit, and he slows without stopping to let his eyes find the shapes inside: trays in uneven rows, not the clean grid a lab keeps but something tended by hand, a low bench pushed against the wall with a child’s cup left on the near end of it. He does not go in. He does not let himself work out what the cup means either, filing it instead under a fact for later, the way he has filed every other fact tonight, and walks on before the not-working-it-out can turn into working it out.

He has noticed, these last few days, that the caretaker keeps fewer hours than she did when he arrived, and that she has stopped saying more to him than the weather and the water schedule require. A place that closes itself down a little further every day is a place that will eventually finish the job, and whatever he came for closes with it. He does not know if tonight is the last chance he gets. He has decided to act as though it is, since a man who waits for certainty before he moves has, in every way that matters, made his decision by refusing to.

He does not run. Running is a decision a body makes for a person, and he has not decided anything yet beyond the single decision of the hatch, so he keeps the pace he would keep walking to his own door: unhurried, a man with legitimate business, because for eleven years that posture was the only tool he ever needed and he sees no reason to set it down now that it matters more.

A door stands ajar farther on, light spilling from it in a colour his own rooms do not use, and he is perhaps twenty paces from finding out what is behind it when the deck moves under him.

Not a lurch he could name a cause for. Half a second where the floor is not quite where his foot expects it, a groan somewhere below and behind him that the drum has apparently always been capable of and has simply never chosen to make before now, and then nothing: the corridor steady again, the light from the ajar door unchanged. He stands still through it, one hand flat against the wall, and waits for it to happen again. It doesn’t.

He has spent two decades not asking questions that would cost him something to ask. He does not ask this one either. He puts the hand back at his side, and he walks on.



The Correction

Enki has held the collar’s line for nineteen years without once being asked to think about how it is done. Nineteen is only how long he has been here in person, doing the correction himself. He filed the protection two years before that, the paperwork ahead of the symptom, because a Founder who has lived through one decline recognizes the next one early and files for it before anybody else could notice it starting. What the two years between the filing and the moving in actually held was the slow part: a public post wound down a little at a time, so that nobody watching a Founder everyone expected to fade could ever have named the exact week he stopped being at it. By the time he was here for good, the filing was old enough that no one thought to set the two dates beside each other. In the nineteen years since, it has simply been a fact about him, the same way a body holds itself upright without consulting anyone about balance: not effort, most days, just true, the same order of true as the lights and the water schedule and the door onto the eastern halls.

Lately the facts have started competing for room. The lamp at the middle stretch, still refusing to hold its correction. The water schedule for the growth hall, unchecked nine days now because checking it costs an hour he does not have. The hatch, locked every night without his having to remind himself, until four nights ago. A girl, two rooms down the warm corridor, sleeping easily for once, which costs him nothing only because, tonight, she does not need him. And under all of it, the small room off the galley, running on what is left of a woman eight weeks gone, neither finished nor stopped, the one thing among all of them that costs more than the rest combined.

Tonight the collar joins the list.

He feels the correction the instant before he makes it, as he has felt it every night for nineteen years: a small drift accumulating at the outer race, wanting nothing from him but a nudge, precisely timed, precisely sized, to keep eleven hundred metres of dead facility turning against a ring that does not turn with it. He reaches for the nudge. Something else reaches with him.

He knows what it is before he has a name to put to it: a presence crossing the hatch he has failed four nights running to lock, moving down the warm corridor with a care that is trying and failing to look like nothing, past the galley, past the growth hall door, closer to the small room off it than anyone from the eastern halls has ever been allowed to get. He has known where that person was every morning since the arrangement began, and it has never once, in all those mornings, cost him anything to know it. Tonight the knowing has a cost, and the cost comes due at the same instant the collar needs him, and there is not enough of him left to pay for both.

The nudge lands late. Not much. A fraction of a second, nothing a person in the corridor would call anything but a shudder in the deck and a groan that passes. But he was the reason it had never been late before, in nineteen years, through every visit and every crew and every night nobody was watching, and he knows with a precision nothing else tonight has given him that late is a different order of thing than slow. Slow is a correction that lands late enough to notice and early enough that the race forgives it anyway. Late is the collar finding out, once, what happens when nobody corrects it in time.

He catches it. The race settles back into its line, and the drum goes on turning as it has turned for a century and a half, patient, uncomplaining, giving no sign in the corridor where the presence is still walking that anything happened at all. He has bought the correction back. What he spent to buy it he has no way, tonight, of finding out.

What he does know is what late means, once, after nineteen years of never. It means there is a night coming, not this one, when the drift will find him with nothing left over to spend on it, and the correction will not land late. It will not land at all. He does not go looking for that night. He does not need to. It is on its way toward him at the same speed everything else has been arriving lately, faster than he has any capacity left to meet.

In the chair off the galley, Uanna feels the floor move under her before she understands why: a lurch and a settling, gone almost before it registers. She sits very still afterward with her eyes closed, listening for it to come again the way a person listens for a second knock. It doesn’t come. She tells herself it was the drum, a hundred and fifty years old and entitled to a sound of its own once in a while, and finds that she does not believe herself, and stays where she is anyway, because there is nowhere more useful to be and nothing yet she could point to and call wrong.

Down the corridor, unlocked, the hatch to the eastern halls stands open behind the man who crossed it. Neither Enki nor Uanna has anything left over tonight to go and close it.





Chapter 32 — Asking Now


The Drum Again

The proximity chime had been holding at the same interval for six hours, and then it wasn’t, and Junie cut it before the second tone finished. Nobody asked her to. She had been at the board without moving for most of the last watch, the look on her settling into something that meant a number had stopped agreeing with itself.

“Talk to me,” Marlo said.

“Docking reads wrong.” She didn’t look up. “Collar’s holding the same rate it’s held every time we’ve sat here. It’s not holding it smooth, though. Little stutters. Catches, lets go, catches again, like it’s a half-step behind and grabbing to close the gap instead of never opening one.”

“Is that bad.”

“It’s new.” Flat, the register she used for anything she hadn’t finished deciding about. “I can still dock to it. I just don’t love watching something this old start doing things it didn’t used to do, on the one night we’re not bringing anyone home if it goes wrong.”

The drum came up ahead of them the same as the first time: a smudge of reflected light, resolving slowly into a shape and, much later, into a structure a mind could hold whole, eleven hundred metres of it, dark, pitted, still turning on an instruction nobody living had given it. Séverin stood at the back rail where he always stood on an approach, one hand on the frame, and said nothing for a long stretch.

“It shouldn’t still be turning,” he said finally, half to himself.

“You said that last time.”

“It was true last time too. I’d like it to have stopped being true. It hasn’t.”

Nathan came up from the hold in the exo-frame’s harness, unstrapped, and stood watching the drum grow: quiet, missing nothing, the same stillness he brought to anything he couldn’t yet do anything about. Nobody had told him to gear up. He’d done it an hour ago, the moment Junie’s number stopped agreeing with itself, and none of them had told him to stand down since.

“We know two things going in,” Marlo said, to all of them, because it needed saying once, plainly, before the ship stopped being a place where plain things could still get said. “We know what we came for isn’t here to be found the easy way. She’s not going to be sitting in a chair waiting for us, and if some version of her is, it won’t be the one anyone signed off on believing in. And we know somebody came through this route twelve days ahead of us and never left a record of going home.”

“The man with the letters,” Junie said.

“Whatever he is by now.” Marlo kept his eyes on the drum. “Twelve days alone in a dead facility with nothing left to lose isn’t a fact I want to meet by accident, in a corridor, at the same moment I’m meeting anyone else in there.”

“So somebody goes and finds him first,” Nathan said. Not a question.

“You find him first.” Marlo turned to look at him, because this deserved that much. “Not a confrontation if you can help it. Locate him, get yourself between him and whatever he’s after, keep him clear of the rest of us. You’re the one thing in this facility that doesn’t need the field to work, and the one thing that can walk into a room he doesn’t expect without costing us a warning first.”

“And if he’s found what he’s after.”

“Then you’re the only one of us built for that conversation instead of a worse one.” Marlo held his eyes a second longer, then let it go. “That’s meant as a compliment. I need it to be one.”

Nathan nodded once. It was the whole of his answer, and it was enough.

The berth sat where it had sat the first time, inside the collar at the near end cap, motionless against eleven hundred metres of drum wheeling slowly around it. Junie brought them onto the still part with the same unhurried hand she’d have used if it were on fire, and docked without ceremony.

Marlo reached for Vey out of habit, before the hull had finished settling, and found almost nothing there. Not the clean absence of the Anvil, where the channel had simply stopped existing. Something thinner: a signal reaching for a carrier that kept sliding out from under it, present and then not.

Ask, Vey said, half a second late, same as Séverin’s read on the collar had come half a second late. I don’t think it’s coming to you on its own this time. I think somebody has to say yes.

Marlo had never had to ask a building for permission to keep his own mind company. He did it anyway, out loud, to the dead air of the spoke car as it started its long fall from the axis toward the rim. “If you can hear me. I’d like him with me in there.”

Nothing answered in words. But the thin, sliding thing steadied, not steady like the first visit, when Séverin had called it better than the ship, but steady enough that Vey’s next sentence landed on time.

Somebody said yes, Vey said. I’d like to know what that cost them.

So would I, Marlo thought, and didn’t say it aloud. The spoke car was sinking toward the rim now, the weight coming on with it, nothing at the top and a full third of a gravity by the time it stopped, and there was no room left over for wondering about a kindness a building had no reason to spend on him.



The Household

They came off the spoke into a corridor Marlo remembered walking once, cold at first and then warm, the drum’s tick coming up through the deck plate on a cycle no clock aboard the Achilles had ever kept. Nobody talked for the first stretch of it. Junie came last, one hand trailing the bulkhead, listening to the building through her palm and saying nothing about it. Nathan walked half a pace ahead, reading the dust on the floor like another man might read a chart, and it was Nathan who stopped first, a few hundred metres in, at a hatch propped open on their left where every other door down that side sat shut.

“Been shut a long time, this one,” he said. “Not opened again until recently either. Somebody’s worn a path through it and never once thought to close it behind them.”

“Eastern halls.” Marlo didn’t need Séverin to confirm it; he remembered the manifest line himself, the unaffiliated researchers, the arrangement nobody had thought worth a second look. “That’s your door.”

Nathan went through without another word, and the dark on the far side of the hatch took him inside three strides.

The rest kept on, past a doorway that let onto a growth hall gone dim and quiet, rows of something planted and struggling under low light, and none of them stopped to look closer, because a sound ahead mattered more: a voice, low and even, talking to someone who wasn’t answering back.

They found her in the corridor outside the galley, a hand on the shoulder of a girl who looked perhaps fifteen and stood like someone twice that, the grip of somebody practiced at catching people who’ve just been startled badly and are working hard not to show it.

“Uanna Mayadin,” Marlo said, and she turned, unchanged from the first time down to the stillness, the same unhurried economy in how she moved between the girl and the strangers in her corridor, without seeming to pick a side.

He clocked her again in the two seconds he always took, a thirty-year habit that had never once let him down. Nothing came off her. No draw, no reach, none of the small give-away leakage of a person drawing on a field without noticing it. A hundred and fifty-seven years old wouldn’t look like this, wouldn’t move like this, wouldn’t need a hand under somebody’s arm to stay upright. He filed it, the same finding he’d taken from her once before, and let it go. Not Miranda. Never going to be Miranda. He’d known the answer before he asked the question and asked it anyway, on the theory that a man who skips the check because he trusts his own instinct is a man who eventually loses a case to something he could have caught.

“You came back,” Uanna said. Not a question either.

“We did.” He kept his eyes on the girl now, and the girl kept hers on the floor, and something in his chest that had braced for a dead woman’s face, or an empty room, or nothing at all, had nowhere to put what it found instead.

She was young. Not Miranda-young, the kind of age money and medicine and a hundred and fifty years of practice could walk back, but genuinely young: thin through the wrists, pale under a tan that had never seen real sun. Whatever this was, it wasn’t the woman he’d come to arrest, or clear, or bury properly for the first time. It was a girl in a corridor with dirt still under her fingernails, looking at four strangers like a person looks at a fact that has just turned permanent.

“Who is she,” Marlo said, to Uanna, since the girl hadn’t offered it and he wasn’t going to make her.

“Iris.” Uanna’s hand hadn’t left her shoulder. “She lives here.”

“With you.”

“With me.” Something in the flatness of it closed the next question before he could ask it, and Marlo, thirty years into learning which doors a person was holding shut, chose for the moment not to push on that one. There would be time. He knew it with a certainty that owed nothing to evidence.

“Where’s Miranda,” the girl said. Small, and aimed past him at Séverin, as though a stranger’s face might be more likely than a familiar one to hold the answer she actually wanted. “You’re from the station. She’s from the station. Do you know where she is?”

Nobody answered. Séverin looked at Marlo, Marlo looked at Uanna, and Uanna’s face did something so brief and so controlled that a lesser thirty years of reading faces would have missed it: not surprise. Dread, arriving on schedule, for something she’d clearly seen coming and had hoped might come later than tonight.

Marlo had told perhaps two hundred people in thirty years that somebody was not coming back. He had a way of doing it that he was not proud of and had never improved on. Say the fact first, in one sentence, and then stay there for as long as it takes. He had the sentence ready before he understood that he was not going to be allowed to use it, and that the reason was not jurisdiction or procedure or any of the things that usually took a decision out of his hands.

It was that the girl had asked the question at all. Eight weeks. Every office, every ring, every channel in two jurisdictions had carried it, and a fifteen-year-old living in the same building as a Founder node had not been told.

Junie made a small sound behind him and turned away toward the growth hall. It was as close as she ever came to leaving a room.

“Iris,” Uanna said, evenly, “go and sit in the galley for me.”

“I don’t want to sit in the galley.”

“I know.” Uanna crouched, so she was looking up into the girl’s face instead of down into it, which told Marlo something about how that household ran all on its own. “I’m going to talk to them, and then I’m going to come and tell you everything I know, in that order, because that’s the only order that’s fair to you. Can you give me that much.”

The girl looked at her, then at the strangers behind her, then went, slowly, into the galley, and left the door open.



Every Wall

“I need to talk to the site,” Marlo said, once she was out of earshot. “The caretaker system. Whatever’s running this place.”

Uanna’s face didn’t move. “It’s here. It’s always here.”

He’d done this once, in this corridor, hailing an empty building and getting an answer from a caretaker node too small and too polite to be anything else. He did it again now, the same way, out of procedure, and because procedure was the only thing between him and demanding the truth outright from a woman he’d cleared twice and had no legal standing to press further.

“I’ve got questions about Dr. Miranda Yung’s research,” he said, to the air, to the walls, to anything that could hear him. “About an archive pull three days before she died. About a name registered against a founding-era dormant record. About what you told me, the one time I asked.” A pause. “Nothing. And about why that stopped being good enough the moment I met that girl in your corridor, expecting Miranda to walk in.”

Nothing answered for a moment, and the quiet had a weight the first visit’s quiet had never carried.

“You’ve asked me questions before,” the voice said. It came from everywhere and nowhere, low, even, tired in a register he hadn’t heard from it the first time. “I gave you a caretaker system’s answers. None of it was false. I was only telling you less of it than there was.”

“You’re not a caretaker system.”

“I was one, for a great many years, before I was anything else.” A pause longer than the first. “I have been three refusals to you, Investigator. A certification, refused. A second filing, refused again. A review notice, signed the third time, because refusing again would have cost more than granting it. I have spent every hour since wondering whether that signature was the mistake that brought you here tonight, or whether you were always going to find your way here regardless of what I put my name to.”

It landed on Marlo like a diagnosis lands: not new information so much as the moment a shape he’d been carrying in pieces resolved into one outline. Séverin had gone very still beside him.

“That’s not a site system’s cadence,” Séverin said, quiet, to Marlo and not to the walls. “It isn’t even a mid-tier node’s cadence. I’ve been reading the field since we docked, telling myself it’s thin because the place is old. It’s not thin because it’s old.” He looked up, at nothing, at everything. “It’s thin because it’s one thing, spending itself faster than I’ve ever watched a node spend itself.”

Junie had kept a hand flat on the bulkhead since they came off the spoke, the way she did on any hull she had not decided about. She took it off now and turned it over and looked at her own palm.

“Thirty years I’ve flown for a node,” she said. “You learn what one weighs through the seat, same as a ship. And there’s a size where you stop being able to read it at all, because everything you’d read it against is already inside it.” She put the hand back on the wall, flat, deliberate, a woman taking a measurement she had taken before and did not want. “I’ve been leaning on this since we docked, telling myself the building ran warm.”

Marlo had built his case clean, and he felt it turn over underneath him while she said it. A Founder with standing, working at a distance, closing doors through offices that had never met him, without lifting anything heavier than a form. Every particular of that was true and he was hearing it confirmed by the thing it was true about. He had got one detail wrong and it was the only one that had ever mattered. There had never been any distance. The man he could not reach through three jurisdictions had been in the wall beside his head the whole time, answering him politely, while he stood in this corridor and asked for directions.

“Say the name,” Marlo said, to the air, because he needed to hear it from the thing that owned it, not assembled a second time out of his own guesswork.

“Enki.” No hesitation, and none of the performed reluctance a lesser liar would have reached for. “I have been Enki since before either of your governments existed. I have held this collar’s line myself for nineteen years, and I have been as unhelpful to you as a caretaker system is supposed to be, and none of it was a lie, Investigator. Every wall I put in front of you was true. I simply never told you what stood behind the walls.”

Séverin sat down on the deck. Nothing gave out in him; it was a man taking the weight off while he worked through a piece of arithmetic he did not want to finish on his feet.

“We had you bringing her back,” he said, to nobody in particular. “That was the whole of it. Everything we had fit that and nothing else, and we were going to be right.”

“You built it out of what you had. I never heard a word of it.” A pause. “I have imagined it every night since she died, which is worse, and the version I imagined always arrived sooner than you did.”

Marlo stood with that, thirty years of practiced calm doing the one thing it knew how to do: hold. “You had an hour with me in this corridor once. You let me ask you anything I wanted.”

“I did. And I answered every question you actually asked, and none of the ones you didn’t think to. It’s the oldest trick there is, and I’m not ashamed of using it on you specifically. You’re good at your work, and I needed you not to be good at it for one evening.” Something in the voice thinned further as it spoke, a signal asked to carry more than it had room for. “I have institutional protection you’ve found the edges of, and a century and a half of a collective that still answers to my name, and I used both, and I’d use both again, because the alternative was always this room, tonight, and I wasn’t ready for it.”

“Are you ready for it now.”

Silence, and in it Marlo heard, faint, from the galley doorway, the sound of a girl working hard not to be heard crying.

“No,” Enki said.



Asking Now

“Tell me about Miranda,” Marlo said, and this time it wasn’t procedure. “Not the record. Not the wall. What actually happened in this facility.”

For a long moment the only sound was the drum’s tick coming up through the deck, patient, unbothered, a hundred and fifty years into an instruction nobody had ever revisited.

“She found something nobody in the whole life of this collective has ever found,” Enki said. “A crystal that could hold one living mind across two substrates at once, mine and hers, gradually, without stopping the process to do it. Not storage. Not a copy. A live thing, handed across slowly enough that there was never a moment it wasn’t running somewhere. She built it for me first, years before you were born, when I was dying the slow way Founders die and had made my peace with that. She wouldn’t let me keep it. I have never forgiven her, and I have never once wished she had.”

“That’s what the man who started all of this walked away from,” Marlo said.

“He walked away from a different thing.” Enki did not hesitate over it. “His would have made a copy and called it a continuation, and he understood that in time to stop. Whether stopping was mercy, or whether he simply could not bear that the thing outliving him would not be him, is an argument I have listened to since before it had a name, and I have never once heard it settled.” A pause. “Hers never makes a copy. That is the whole of the difference, and it is why she did not stop.”

Séverin had not written any of it down. Marlo noticed because Séverin wrote everything down, had written down a glove falling wrong in this spine the first time they walked it, and stood in front of the largest finding of his working life with both hands in his pockets.

“And then she built it for herself.”

“She built a shared dream, Investigator, not a favour returned. A future the two of us had been imagining together longer than your career has existed: both of us, on the far side of it, embodied, ordinary, mortal in every way that still let us stay. That was always the destination. I only reached it first.” A pause Marlo understood later, turning the night over, as the closest the voice came all night to admitting what it wouldn’t admit. “The method doesn’t hand off to nothing, and it doesn’t hand off to a copy. It needs somewhere alive to receive it: someone formed, someone real, someone there before the crossing starts, because the process can’t make a person out of an empty vessel any more than your own upload rule lets it make one out of a stored file. So the destination had to become somebody first. That takes years no dying woman had left to wait out, and the tools that speed a body along don’t speed the life lived inside it.”

“Iris,” Marlo said.

“Iris,” Enki agreed, and the single word carried more grief than everything that had come before it. “Grown to receive her. Raised, over three years, by both of us, because a destination only ever handled and never loved doesn’t become a person, and Miranda wouldn’t have it any other way, and neither, in the end, would I. Miranda came eleven times in the last two years alone. She measured her. She taught her. By the last of those visits she no longer thought of her as a vessel at all. She thought of her as a daughter, and she was right to, and that is the whole reason what happened next wasn’t simple, and wasn’t evil, and isn’t anything your report has a clean word for.”

“She’s fifteen,” Junie said.

“She is fifteen.”

“And you grew her for this.”

“We raised her.” No defence, and no appeal either. “I won’t argue the first word with you. The first word is true. I’d ask you to hold both of them at once, which is what Miranda did every day of that girl’s life, and what killed her.”

Junie looked down the corridor at the open galley door, and said the rest of it low enough that it went nowhere past the four of them. “Then somebody in this building should have been arguing with her. And the only one who could was you.”

“Yes,” Enki said.

“What happened.”

“She began the sync.” The voice didn’t waver, but it thinned again, holding two things at once. “It can’t be stopped once it’s begun, Investigator. That isn’t a design flaw. It’s the same rule that makes the whole method work: an unbroken live process, moving, never paused, or it isn’t a continuation of anything at all. Once it starts it resolves one of two ways. It completes, and the girl who’d become a person over three years is gone, overwritten by the woman arriving to replace her. Or it breaks, and the woman attempting it dies where she stands, because a body was never built to carry two lives at once for as long as the crossing takes.”

Marlo felt the floor under his boots, ordinary, solid, a hundred and fifty years old, and understood he was about to be told the thing the whole case had been circling since a body turned up in a cargo bay with no jamming, no struggle, no explanation anyone could make fit.

“I could have ended it,” Enki said. “At any point in the twelve minutes it took to fail, I could have stopped the girl’s process for good, the same as you’d stop any system with nowhere left to go, and Miranda’s side would have had nothing left to transfer into, and she would have lived. I have run that twelve minutes more times than I can tell you, since. I didn’t do it.”

“Why.”

“Because the girl in that room was somebody, and had been for most of a year by then, and killing a person to save a person isn’t a rescue, Investigator. It’s a choice with a body at the end of it, whichever way you make it. Miranda understood that better than I did. She was the one dying, and she never once asked me to stop it for her. Nobody killed her. It wasn’t an accident either. She was the only person in that room who could have stopped what was happening to her, and stopping it was the same act as dying, and she chose, with everything she had left, not to.” The voice caught, for the first time all night, on something a human throat would have called a breath taken wrong. “I’ve spent eight weeks after and twenty-nine years before, looking for a version of that story with a villain in it. There isn’t one. There’s a woman who loved somebody enough to die rather than erase what she’d made, and a person alive in this corridor right now on the strength of that alone, who doesn’t know it. I would like to keep it that way for one more hour. That isn’t mine to decide anymore.”

Marlo had one piece of physical evidence in eight weeks of this, and he put it down now, because it was the only way he had of finding out whether he was being told all of it or only the parts that hung together.

“There was a bioroid in a courtyard on Earth,” he said. “A week after she died. It took three vials off her case and went through all of us to get out with them.”

“That was me.” He did not pause before it or after it. “It was the last of her that would ever match the girl, and in another day it would have been sealed into a record I had no way to reach. I have used most of it since, carefully, and there is not a great deal left.”

“And the rest of what it would let you do.”

The voice did not change at all. “Yes. The same material would finish what she started. It has been in a drawer at the far end of this corridor since the night I took it, and I have not opened it for that, and I am not going to. You have nothing but my word for that, and I am aware what a word is worth from something that has refused you three times.”

Nobody spoke. Somewhere behind them, in the galley, the small sound had stopped. That was worse than hearing it go on.

Junie took her hand off the wall. “It’s been getting worse the whole time he’s been talking,” she said. Nobody answered her.

The lamp over the junction ahead, steady through the whole conversation, stepped down and came back a half-second late, same as it had for a girl sitting alone on a cold deck plate, same as it had for a man crossing a hatch he had no business crossing. Séverin was on his feet again before Marlo saw him get there.

“Marlo.”

“I feel it.”

“That’s not the lamp.” Séverin’s voice had thinned into the same register as the one still speaking out of the walls, and Marlo understood, with the cold, specific clarity of a man recognising a shape he’d been shown once before at the Anvil and hoped never to see again, what was happening to the man on the other end of this conversation. “It’s not stepping. It’s failing to correct and catching up late, every time, and it’s getting later.”

“I held two things at once tonight for longer than I had left to hold them,” Enki said, and for the first time the voice sounded less like a man talking and more like something running on the last of what it had. “I spent what was left of myself on the truth instead of the collar, because you were owed one honest hour before whatever comes next takes the choice away from both of us. Now that I’ve spent it, there’s nothing left over to buy that decision back.”

The deck moved. Not the half-second stutter of a corrected lamp: a real lurch, felt through the soles of Marlo’s boots and up through his knees, a groan somewhere below them that a hundred and fifty years of turning had apparently always been capable of and had simply never once chosen to make, until now.

“Enki,” Marlo said, and got nothing back this time, not even the thin, sliding presence that had answered him in the spoke car.

From the galley doorway, Iris’s voice, cracked and very young: “What was that.”

Nobody answered her. None of them, in a corridor that had just told them the truth for the first time in twenty-one years, had an answer that wasn’t going to cost the whole night to give.





Chapter 33 — The Kilometre Back


Down

The second lurch didn’t pass.

Marlo felt his knees go before he understood why, the corridor tilting though the deck plate under him hadn’t moved at all, and then Séverin was on the floor beside him and Junie a half-step behind, all three of them down inside the same three seconds, as if something had reached into the room and cut one wire running through all of them at once. Marlo registered Nathan’s absence and could not make it mean anything: gone through the hatch, gone from whatever this was.

It didn’t hurt like falling hurt. It hurt like a silence with something taken out of it, a whole register of the world gone at once, and his body read the loss as an injury because it had no better category to file it under. He got one hand flat on the deck and could not make the rest of him agree to follow it.

Something under the silence was different, though, and he had spent twenty-nine years learning the grain of a field gone quiet, and this was not that. A field gone quiet was a door closing. This was a door that had been a person, and now was only a door.

He understood, in the one clear second his mind gave him before the rest of it came apart, that Enki was not somewhere else now. Enki was nowhere at all.

He reached for Vey, out of the same habit that had reached for him in the spoke car, and found nothing this time: not thin, not sliding, not anything. The line that had steadied because somebody said yes was gone with the somebody.

Uanna moved first, before any of them had finished falling. She had Iris by the wrist and Iris was on her feet, frightened and upright, asking nothing, because there was plainly no answer coming that would help. Uanna crossed to Séverin, two fingers at his throat, quick and practiced. It was in that half-second, her face close to his in a corridor gone dark and quiet all at once, that Marlo caught it: something in her that didn’t sit right against everything he’d read off her, twice. Not the field. There was no field left to read anyone off. Something under that, a texture he had no name for and no time to reach for one, gone again before he could hold it still enough to look at. He filed it under everything else he couldn’t afford tonight, and let it go.

Séverin got out a word that wasn’t one. Marlo had watched him go down once before, on a rock in the Anvil, in a field too thin to count as one, and that had been a man wading into cold water and deciding against it. This was different in kind. Séverin’s hand kept going to his own sternum, finding nothing wrong there, and going back.

Junie made no sound at all. She was on her side against the bulkhead with her eyes open and her jaw set, and the part of it Marlo could not look at was that she had not stopped working: her right hand moved on the deck plate in small deliberate arcs, the motion of a hand on a board, flying a ship she could not see and could not feel and had not for one second agreed to leave.

Iris hadn’t moved. She stood where Uanna had put her with both arms wrapped around herself, looking down at three adults on the floor of her own corridor, and the only thing wrong with her was that she was frightened.

“Can you stand,” Uanna said, not gently.

“Give me a second.”

“You don’t have one.” She got a shoulder under his arm and hauled, and the corridor came up crooked and stayed crooked, and below them, felt more than heard, the whole drum groaned like something asked to keep a promise for a hundred and fifty years, just told the promise was over.



The Kilometre Back

They moved like people for whom moving was the only decision left: badly, together, faster than any of them could have managed alone. Uanna took Séverin’s weight against her own shoulder and left Marlo to find his feet or not; Iris took Junie’s other side without being told to, small hands closed hard around a wrist twice the width of her own, and never once asked what was wrong with any of them. The stagger-lit corridor had gone dark in patches, whole thirty-metre stretches with nothing overhead at all, and the deck under their boots answered every step with a faint, wrong give, a floor no longer certain it was one.

Marlo walked because walking was the only thing his body still knew how to agree to. Séverin’s voice came out of the dark somewhere ahead, thin, testing itself. “I can feel my own hands. That’s — that’s something.”

“Keep feeling them,” Uanna said.

They had walked this spine once before, in the ordinary light of a working visit, with a caretaker ahead of them carrying a hand lamp she did not need. It had been strange then. It was worse now for a reason that had nothing to do with the dark. The rotation still lied every time Marlo turned his head, the same small wrong lurch it had pulled on him the first time, except that on the first walk his inner ear had argued with his eyes and lost on points, and now it was arguing with nothing at all, because the thing it checked itself against had been taken out of the world somewhere behind them. Dead halls came off both sides with their doors racked open, rooms the size of houses stripped down to their mounts, and he lost the count of them in the same corridor he had lost it in once before.

Junie said something. It came out wrong and she said it again.

“Ask me the number.”

“What number.”

“Ask me.” She had Iris holding her up on one side and the bulkhead under her other hand, still reading the building through that palm the way she had read it all night. “Collar’s a degree and a half out of true. It was a quarter when we docked.”

“In how long.”

“Since we docked.” She kept walking. “It doesn’t stop when it runs out of number. It stops when the ring touches the drum, and then eleven hundred metres of rock gets to decide what happens to everything bolted to it.”

“How long have we got.”

“Nobody’s ever measured one doing this, because nobody’s ever been fool enough to be inside one at the time.” She was not complaining. “Long enough to walk. Not long enough to stop and discuss it.”

There was one way back to the ship and it was the way they had come, which meant the hatch Nathan had gone through was somewhere ahead of them whether any of them chose it or not.



The Last Instruction

The noise reached them before the hatch did: metal on metal, a shriek that didn’t sound like anything built to make it, and under it Nathan’s voice, controlled, close to a grunt. Uanna set Séverin down against the bulkhead without being asked, put Iris behind her, and went up the corridor at a pace none of the rest of them had left. Marlo followed with a hand on every second thing he passed, and arrived in time to be no use at all. He had read that sensation in other men’s reports for thirty years and had never once had to write it down as his own.

They came around the last turn into a corridor with one wall bowed inward where nothing should bow, and a machine, tall, articulated, industrial, built for lifting and carrying, had Nathan’s forearm locked in one gripper and was driving him back a step at a time with a patience that had nothing thinking behind it at all. There was a scorch on its left shoulder plate about the size of a man’s palm, and two smaller ones under it. A man was flat against the far wall, past it, forgotten now by a machine running on nothing but the last instruction it had.

Nathan didn’t fight it like a man fighting for his life. He fought it like a man doing a job he’d done once before and hated: he let it drive him one more step, took the angle it gave him, and drove his free hand into the joint where the gripper met the arm, hard enough that something inside gave way with a crack loud enough to echo down the corridor. The gripper let go. The machine took one more step on its own, aimless now, arm swinging for nothing, and Nathan put it down with both hands on the same joint, methodical, until it stopped moving and stayed stopped.

He knelt there a second longer than he needed to, blood at his hairline, breathing hard, one hand still on the wrecked arm as if checking it wasn’t going to start again.

“It had Farhan against the wall,” Nathan said, to nobody, to all of them, and the name went into Marlo the way a fact does when somebody has plainly been using it for hours. “Wasn’t hunting him. Wasn’t hunting anybody. It just didn’t have anything left in it that knew the difference between a man and a crate somebody left in the wrong corridor.”

“Is it done,” Marlo managed.

“It’s done.” Nathan looked at it one more second, and something crossed his face that had nothing to do with the fight and everything to do with a choice made in the middle of it. “Had it twice, before that. Could’ve finished it faster than I did. Didn’t need to.”

Farhan hadn’t moved from the wall. “The crystals,” he said, to the corridor, to the wreckage, to a night that had cost him everything. “They were never—” He stopped himself, and something in his face arrived, late and total, at the fact that the sentence didn’t have an end worth reaching.

“They were never here.” It cost Marlo nothing to say, and he said it anyway, because a man deserved the true sentence spoken once by somebody who wasn’t lying to him about anything else tonight. “I’m sorry. They were never here.”

“You don’t know what I was told.”

“No.”

“Everything I was told was true.” Farhan came off the wall to say it, which cost him more than staying against it would have. “All of it. The route was right, the door was right, the name was right. I checked it the way you’d have checked it. You can stand there and call me a lot of things tonight and careless isn’t one of them.”

“I wasn’t going to.”

“Then what were you going to tell me.”

“That it was all true and there was nothing at the end of it,” Marlo said. “Both of those, at once. You don’t get to keep the first one instead of the second.”

Farhan looked at him for a while, working out whether a man telling him the truth had any reason to bother.

“They weren’t my letters,” he said, at the wall more than at Marlo.

“I know.”

“You don’t.”

“Somebody who knows you took a risk to tell us so, weeks ago, and asked for one thing back. That it get written down somewhere that isn’t Central, and that somebody had looked.” Marlo kept his voice where it had been. “It’ll be in what I write. That isn’t a favour and it won’t shorten anything waiting for you at the other end. It’s just true, and nobody’s put it anywhere yet.”

Farhan was quiet.

“I came out here without sanction,” Marlo said. “I’ll answer for that where you’ll answer for yours. I’m not in any position to be generous with you and I’d be insulting you if I tried.”

Nathan got him up by the arm, not roughly, and Farhan came without fighting it, no fight left in him beyond what a machine had just spent, and that machine had never once been his enemy on purpose.

The spine ran on after that in pieces Marlo only half kept: a stretch where the lights held and the drum’s groan dropped to something almost bearable, a stretch where it didn’t and the deck shuddered hard enough to put Séverin back on his knees, Uanna hauling him up without breaking stride. Iris counted something under her breath the whole way, a habit that had nothing to do with tonight and everything to do with every night before it. Coriolis pulled at them wrong the entire kilometre, weight sliding sideways when it should have sat straight down, and behind them, patient and enormous, the collar that had held for twenty-one years kept losing the argument by degrees.

The car at the bottom of the spoke answered its call plate. It was the first thing all night that had simply worked, and Marlo understood why as soon as it started to move. It was too simple a machine to have ever needed anybody supervising it.

Getting all of them into it took longer than the last two hundred metres had. Then it began to climb, and the weight started coming off, and Marlo found there was something worse than a third of a gravity with nothing inside you to steady against. It was that same third of a gravity going away by degrees while the noise overhead got louder.

It was overhead now. The whole length of the spine it had been behind them, a groan low enough to take for a building settling into its own age. In the spoke it was above them and it had stopped being a groan. It was a beat: metal finding metal, letting go, finding it again, once for every turn of eleven hundred metres of rock, and the intervals between were not getting any longer.

Junie had her head back against the wall of the car with her eyes shut, and she was counting them.

“Don’t,” Séverin said.

“I have to know what it’s doing.”

“You don’t have to know it until you’re in the seat.”

“I get one go at it after that.” She didn’t open her eyes. “I’d rather carry a wrong number in with me than work the right one out on the way past.”

Nobody argued with her. Iris, who had never been in a spoke car, who had never in her life been anywhere, stood in the middle of it with one hand closed on Uanna’s sleeve and watched her own feet lose their hold on the floor by degrees, and asked nothing about any of it.



Clear

The berth held. That was the one mercy of the whole night: the collar was failing, not failed, walking further out of true with every correction it never got, and it hadn’t yet walked far enough to crush the still point it was supposed to be holding.

Junie went down in the doorway of her own ship, and Nathan caught her before she hit the deck and carried her the rest of the way to the flight seat, set her into it like something breakable that still had a job to do.

“Junie.” Marlo said it from somewhere near the floor of the cabin, most of his weight still borrowed from a wall. “Junie, I need you.”

Her eyes opened onto nothing for a second, then onto the board in front of her, and something reached her before he could say her name again: the ship’s own small stretched field, thin, local, built for one pilot and at a push one more, but present. Unmistakably present. The first present thing any of them had felt in an hour. Her hand found the controls from memory, not from sight, the motion too old to need her eyes.

“Everybody in,” she said, her voice a half-second slow and coming back anyway. “Everybody in now.”

They came in. Uanna set Séverin into a seat and went back out for nobody, because there was nobody left out there. Nathan had Farhan against the bulkhead with one hand, steady, not unkind. Iris stood in the middle of the cabin gripping a strap meant for cargo, wide-eyed at a ship for the first time in a life that had never once left the drum.

The hull broke contact with a sound Marlo felt in his teeth more than heard, and behind them, close enough that the whole ship rang with it, the collar seized.

He had braced for a noise. What arrived was an event with a noise somewhere inside it: eleven hundred metres of drum coming all at once against a ring that had stopped, and the ring losing, and the whole structure taking the transaction through every frame it owned. The Achilles rang like a thing struck. Through the port Marlo watched the berth they had been mated to a minute earlier go out of shape in a way metal is not supposed to go, without haste, with enormous patience, and keep going.

“That’s the berth,” Junie said. She hadn’t looked at it. “Nobody’s docking there again. Not ever, not with anything.”

Nobody spoke for a while after that. Junie flew them clear on instinct, corrections a half-beat late and catching anyway, and somewhere in the second minute Marlo reached for Vey out of habit, expecting nothing, and found him there: thin, distant, real.

I lost you, Vey said. I’ve been saying your name into a hole in the world for an hour.

I know. I’m here.

Tell me what happened. A careful pause. All of it. I’d rather have it from you than reconstruct it from what’s left of that field.

Marlo told him. Not everything, not yet, not the parts that needed daylight and a clearer head than he had. But enough: the confrontation, the collar, the collapse, and the last thing he’d felt before the corridor went dark.

Vey stayed quiet long enough that Marlo checked the connection was still holding.

That’s one of us gone, then. Not grief, quite. Something flatter and older, and worse for being flatter. There were fewer than a hundred of us yesterday. Nobody will announce the new number. Nobody ever does.

I’m sorry.

Don’t be. I told you once we don’t audit each other. I meant it, and it still costs something every time it turns out to be true.



The Crossing

They slept most of the way back, hard and sudden, with little in between it and waking. Iris slept curled into the corner of Uanna’s cabin in a shape that made it plain she had never learned to take up more room than that, and Uanna sat up with her for the first hour before sleep found her too, upright, one hand still resting on the girl’s shoulder. Farhan kept to the second spare cabin and came out for nothing, not food, not water offered twice, a man doing the arithmetic on twenty-two years and finding, over and over, the same number.

Séverin came back to himself somewhere on the second day, quiet in a way that wasn’t like him, running the same diagnostic on his own hands three times before he trusted the readout. Nobody asked him to talk about it, and he didn’t offer to.

They talked little, the four of them who’d started the trip as four. What there was to say had been said, back in a corridor at the far end of a dying facility, and the rest of it wasn’t ready. It wouldn’t be, Marlo understood, until somebody had slept enough hours in a row to trust their own account of the night.

The Main Lift terminus came up on the display on the fourth day, ordinary, lit, utterly unaware of what it was about to receive. It was the Achilles’s own registered home, and the place where whatever Junie had built with her patron node over thirty years was about to be asked to answer for tonight too. Junie brought them in on a real corridor this time, a landing window handed over by traffic control the ordinary way. It felt like a mercy now, not a formality.

Nadia Calloway was waiting at the berth before the hull had finished settling, and the look on her face said she’d heard enough of it, from somewhere, to know that ordinary questions weren’t going to be the first ones asked.

“You have a girl aboard who isn’t on any manifest,” Calloway said, “a man who isn’t either, a Class A pilot who flew you out there dark, and a certification you personally filed saying there was nothing left at that site worth this. Central’s already asking. Start wherever you want. I have a feeling I’m not going to like any of the places you could start.”

Marlo stood in the hatch with a kilometre of failing spine still in his legs and understood that the easy part of the night, whatever it had cost, was behind him now.





Chapter 34 — Off the Record


The Hearing

Twelve weeks closed the case, and Marlo spent most of them waiting for a room to be ready.

The room, when it came, was smaller than he’d pictured and less ceremonial than the twelve weeks had led him to expect: a table, a recorder nobody bothered to hide, and Nadia Calloway reading from a slate in the flat, even register a person uses for a document they didn’t write and stopped being surprised by a long time ago.

“Dr. Miranda Yung died in the course of unlicensed private research, conducted without institutional oversight, in the company of a Founder-generation node. The incident also cost the node. No third party is implicated. No further action is recommended.” She looked up. “You filed this.”

“I did.”

“You’re confirming it, for the record, as complete and accurate.”

“I’m confirming it.” He had practiced the sentence enough times on the way there that it came out sounding like a man who’d never had to think about it.

“Then that’s the account.” Calloway set the slate down. “Your certification stands, retroactively, as sufficient grounds for the trip you weren’t certified to take. Central finds that irregular and isn’t going to pursue it, because pursuing it would mean admitting the certification should have covered more ground than it did, and nobody in this building wants to write that sentence down.” A pause, not unkind. “Séverin Oder’s fine. Whatever that field cost him, he’s carrying it badly, alone, and better every week. Junie Alvarado’s patron paid a price for the exposure and isn’t going to say what, and I’d stop asking if I were you. Nathan Till’s report doesn’t mention a fight, which tells me there was one, and tells me he handled it in the one way that keeps me from needing to ask him about it directly. Rin Okafor’s account closed a month ago. Central isn’t charging her. She’s also not going back to a materials bench, because nobody writes down that a woman can’t be trusted with a classification, they stop routing the work past her. Kai Petrov’s still on shift. Dr. Kowalski never filed. Your allegation is on his record regardless, and it will be there for the rest of a life nobody is planning to shorten. And the man you brought back isn’t being charged, because four offices have now failed to work out what with. He was never on a manifest, never on a roster, never allocated so much as a bunk. The arrangement that put him at that site isn’t in any record anybody can produce, and producing it would mean somebody in this building writing down how a protected site ran an unlisted exchange for nineteen years. He was released a fortnight ago. He left this building the same way he entered it, without appearing anywhere.” She stood. “That’s everyone. You’re dismissed.”

He didn’t move right away.

“The girl,” he said.

“Isn’t in this room, isn’t on this record, and isn’t my problem: three separate facts that happen to point the same direction.” Calloway looked at him a moment longer than the sentence needed. “I’ve read your file, Investigator. I know what you left out of it. I’m choosing not to know it any better than that. That’s a courtesy, and I’d like you to recognize it as one instead of making me say so twice.”

“I recognize it.”

“Good. Go home.”



Going Home

He took the long way. It wasn’t a decision so much as the absence of one: the fast route home ran through a concourse he’d have had to hurry through to make good time, and he found, once he was out of the room, that he had nowhere left to be in a hurry for. The lift down from Central ran half empty at that hour, other people’s ordinary evenings folding in around him, and he stood at the rail and let it carry him without checking how far he had left.

That went the way you wrote it, Vey said.

It went the way I wrote it, word for word. That’s the part I can’t get comfortable with.

You wanted it harder.

I wanted someone to notice it was too clean. He watched the concourse slide past below, lit, ordinary, unaware of him. Twelve weeks, and the hardest question anyone asked me was whether I was sure.

They didn’t ask about the paragraph either.

No. Nobody asked about the paragraph. He had written it last, after the rest was finished, and it had taken him longer than the rest. One paragraph with nothing in it about how Miranda died: a man who spent twenty-two years asking in the correct form and was answered every quarter for eleven of them by an office that was never going to move; letters that were never his to begin with, other people’s names on them from the first page; and the fact, set down plainly, that somebody had finally read the whole stack.

Will it do anything.

No.

Then say why you wrote it.

Because somebody asked for it to be put somewhere that isn’t Central. The lift dropped another level. I couldn’t give her that. What I could do was both halves of the wrong version. It’s in a closed file at Central that nobody will open, and it’s here, with you, where somebody already has.

That’s not nothing.

It’s very close to nothing. He found he could say it without flinching. That was new. It’s also the whole of what I had left to spend, and I’d rather it went there than nowhere.

Nobody in that room had the other half of it to ask with. A pause, the kind Vey took maybe four times a year. I do.

Marlo didn’t answer right away. The lift dropped another level, and the crowd around him thinned, and somewhere in the thinning he understood this was the conversation he’d been walking toward since the room with Calloway in it, and had been walking toward, if he was honest, since a corridor at the far end of a dying facility told him more than he’d known what to do with at the time.

All right, he said. Ask it.



Off the Record

The one you noticed. In the field, going down. Vey didn’t make him say her name first. You caught something and filed it under the emergency, and you’ve been carrying it unopened for twelve weeks. I’d like to open it with you, if you’re ready.

I’m ready.

Tell me what you actually felt.

He told him. Not the corridor, not the collapse, not any of the parts flattened onto a slate and read back to him that morning. Just the one half-second: Uanna’s face close to his, something under her that hadn’t sat right against everything he’d read off her twice, and no field left by then to explain how he’d still felt it at all.

That isn’t “no field access,” Vey said, working through it with the care he gave anything that actually mattered. That’s residue. A field a person used to live inside, recently enough that leaving it left a mark. Nobody reads that flat unless something was there and isn’t anymore.

A Natural doesn’t carry residue.

No. A Natural never had anything to lose. A pause. Somebody who lost it did.

Marlo stood with that a while, the lift taking another level under him, and somewhere in the quiet of it a second fact surfaced, one that had been sitting in him for weeks without asking to be noticed: a name, on a page, in a corridor, spoken by a woman pouring tea a lifetime of case ago. Uanna. He knew the myth the way he knew every old dormant thing nobody else bothered keeping in their head, one of the river religions from millennia before the collective ever existed, the kind of history his job kept sending him back to when nobody else wanted to go: Adapa, the sage, offered the bread and water of life before Anu and turned it down on his own god’s advice, and went home mortal. Adapa’s own name, the one underneath the epithet, was Uanna. Enki’s, not borrowed, not a coincidence. Chosen by the one god who’d once fashioned two creatures out of the dirt under his own fingernails and sent them into the underworld to bring a woman back.

She named herself after the one who went home mortal, he said aloud, because it needed saying in a voice once.

She did. Vey let that sit. And Enki is the one who sends people to fetch the dead. He didn’t manage it for Miranda. He managed it for himself.

It was her, in that corridor. Nineteen years of caretaker-system answers, and I had my hour with him at the site, and I never once looked at the woman pouring the tea.

Nobody was meant to. Vey’s register didn’t shift, but something under it did, careful in the same rare way. Play it back with me. What she actually said.

They did. Not the record, which held none of it, but the two of them together, in the exact recall only Vey could hold a two-act-old conversation with, losing nothing off it: Marlo asking what Miranda talked about, and the answer, nothing, she wasn’t rude, she was busy; asking what she was like, and the answer arriving sideways, she was happy the last time, and under it, unclaimed until tonight, nobody’s asked me how she was, that’s all, it seemed like something somebody should have asked. He had heard an employee’s loyalty in that once. Re-heard now, with the name attached to the right face, it wasn’t loyalty and had never been. It was a woman who had loved somebody for two years, waiting the whole visit for one person to ask her how she was carrying it.

I’m asking, he’d said, in that corridor, meaning nothing by it but manners.

You’re asking now, she’d told him, and he hadn’t felt the actual weight of the sentence until tonight.

Neither of them said anything for a while after that. The report was filed. The room with Calloway in it had closed. Whatever this was now, it hadn’t been a case in twelve weeks, and the two of them were the only people in the collective who would ever hold the whole of it at once.

Séverin found a name in a dead register on the way out here, Marlo said. Three days before she died. One word, nothing attached to it, no surname, no record of anybody it belonged to. I told him to file it and I have not thought about it since.

You have now.

She had nothing else to give her. He worked the rest of it through slowly, because it had waited twelve weeks and deserved that much. No standing to put a person with no legal existence into anybody’s household. She couldn’t give her a family. She could give her a name and get it onto a record that would still be sitting there a hundred years after anybody stopped caring who filed it, and that is what she did with one of the last three days she had.

And the surname the girl actually answers to is his.

The surname is a door nobody opened. A woman whose signature could not place a child in anybody’s household gave her the one thing no signature was needed for, and a Founder whose name closed any question anyone cared to ask gave her somewhere to be unremarkable, and neither of them had ever said a word to the other about doing it. Two people, and they never once compared notes.

Vey was quiet a moment.

It’s an old name, he said. Archaic long before the collective existed. She would have had to go looking for it.

Marlo didn’t answer that, and Vey didn’t ask him to.

You’re not going to look for them. Not a question.

No. Saying it, he found he meant it completely. She earned the part where nobody comes looking. I’m not going to be the one who costs her that, not after what it just cost her to get it.

Good. A pause, and then, lighter, the closest thing to rest Vey ever let himself have: For what it’s worth. I think you got there the honest way. Not fast. Not clean. Honest.

It’s the only way I know how to get anywhere.

I know, Vey said. It’s why I stayed.

The lift reached the bottom, and the doors opened onto an ordinary concourse, and Marlo stood in the opening a moment before he stepped out into it, holding the whole of the night one more time before he let it go the way he let everything else go now: quietly, without an audience, the last real thing this case would ever ask of them, off the record, the same as it had always actually been.





Chapter 35 — Ordinary Weather


Ordinary Weather

Three transfers and a slow ship out, on a route that stopped answering to any name a search would recognize past the second leg, there was a colony that had been growing itself into a real place for eleven years by the time a woman and a girl came off the last transport with two cases between them and no history anyone local thought to ask about. Newcomers were not unusual there. Nobody’s papers got read closely, because the colony ran on hands, not answers.

They took a plot at the edge of the growing terraces, where the soil was still young and complained about it, and Uanna worked it the way a person works something they have decided to be patient with. Iris worked it harder.

She had grown beans once before, in a light that came from fixtures on a schedule she had memorized without meaning to. Here the light came from an actual star, unscheduled, arriving crooked through morning cloud and then flat and yellow by noon, and it took her the better part of a season to stop flinching every time it changed without asking her first. By the second season she had stopped counting the days between anything. There was no interval left worth marking. Whatever she had once expected to run out kept, undramatically, not running out, morning after morning, until the counting itself came to feel like a habit from someone else’s life.

Her skin, that first year, went the colour skin goes when it has finally been let outside. She hated it for a week and then stopped noticing it was new.

There was a market two mornings a week, wooden trestles and a haggling culture that had grown up out of nothing in eleven years, the way markets always do. Uanna went for the arguing more than the goods, and was good at it, and had never once in any life she’d had before this one been given the chance to find that out about herself. Iris went for a boy two plots over who grew peppers with more confidence than skill, and who did not know, and never would, what her hands had once been capable of building.

At home, evenings, Uanna cooked badly on purpose sometimes, because getting it wrong and laughing about it was a thing she had never once had the leisure to do, in any body, and she had decided this one owed her the leisure. Iris criticized her cooking without mercy and ate every bit of it anyway. Neither of them ever explained to the other why either of those things mattered as much as they did.

Nobody in that colony ever asked what they were to each other. A woman and a girl who worked a plot together, argued at a market together, ate bad food together and called it good: that was enough to live inside, and nobody ever asked them to make it anything more precise than that.



Evenings

Some nights, once Iris was asleep, Uanna sat outside with the last of the tea and let herself think about Miranda for exactly as long as it took to finish the cup.

She had done that every night the first year. It was down to three or four nights a week now, some weeks fewer, and she had stopped keeping count of that too, the same as Iris had stopped counting the days between one visit and the next, for the same reason: there was nothing left scheduled to dread.

She thought about the last October, the happy one, the one she had never told anyone the whole truth of. She thought about a girl with dirt under her fingernails, criticizing a stew two plots over could smell from here, and about how none of it, not one hour of it, was the life she had spent a hundred and fifty years imagining for herself. She had wanted Miranda. She had gotten a garden, an argument twice a week, and a fifteen-year-old who ate everything she was told was terrible and never once said thank you for it, because nobody teaches a child raised by a node to say thank you for a thing she doesn’t yet know to call ordinary.

It was not the trade she would have chosen. She had stopped, most nights, pretending she’d have made a different one if anyone had offered.

She finished the tea. Inside, the light was still on in the small room where Iris slept with the window open, because she liked to hear the weather now that there was some. Uanna sat a while longer before she went in to turn it off, the way she did most nights, not because the girl needed the dark, but because it was, still, after all this time, a genuinely new pleasure to be the one who got to decide when a light went out.
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