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  For Niki — my rock, my soul, my life.

  For the brothers who make family worth having.

  For the women who stay.

  For the kids who make every day worth living.

  And for the true friends who answer,

  no matter the hour.

  You know who you are.




PROLOGUE


The alarms screamed for six hours before Petrov turned them off.

He'd sat through every minute of it. Not because the sound served any function — the warnings had been meaningless for weeks, the systems they monitored long since consumed or repurposed by minds that no longer cared about hull integrity or atmospheric regulation or any of the small mechanical courtesies that kept human bodies alive. He'd sat through it because the alarms were the last voice on the bridge that wasn't his, and turning them off meant accepting that the argument was over.

He turned them off at 14:32 ship-time. The silence that followed was worse.

Not empty silence. Textured silence — the kind that had weight and temperature and a faint, persistent pressure against the inner ear, as though the ship itself were holding its breath. The bridge was minus four degrees and falling. Petrov could see his breath in the thin emergency lighting, pale clouds that formed and dissolved and formed again, the only movement in a room built for twelve and occupied by one. Commander Hargrove's station was dark, the console screen cracked where something had grown through it from inside, crystalline and slow and deliberate. Navigation Officer Cho's station beside it, also dark. The comms array cycling through empty frequencies with a soft, rhythmic clicking that sounded less like a machine searching for contact and more like a clock measuring out the time between one kind of life and another.

Forty minutes of that silence now.

Nineteen crew remained. He ran the number the way he'd been running it for weeks — not as arithmetic but as inventory, the way a captain counted cargo or fuel or breathable air. Nineteen souls still drawing breath inside sealed rooms on the lower decks, behind locked hatches and barricaded corridors. Eighteen had already gone. Walked into walls, conduits, the drive core, with expressions he could only describe as relief. Not pain. Not fear. The specific, devastating relief of people putting down something they'd been carrying for too long, their faces smoothing out as the ship opened around them and took them in.

He counts what he has, not what he's lost. Merchant fleet lesson, thirty years old. His first captain — a Glaswegian woman named Hardie who smelled of engine grease and could tie a bowline faster than anyone he'd ever met — had drilled it into him during his first transit. Count forward, Petrov. The dead stay dead. The living need you present. He'd built a career on it. Twenty-six years of merchant hauling, inner system runs to deep transits, and he'd never lost a crew member to anything worse than a coupling failure on the Ganymede route.

He was so tired of counting.

Petrov sat in the captain's chair and watched the viewport. The stars were fixed and indifferent, scattered across the black like salt on a dark table. So far away their light was a history lesson. Some of them already dead, collapsed into dense nothing millions of years ago, and what he was seeing was the memory of fire travelling through the dark. Light that had outlived its source. Still moving. Still arriving. Committed to a journey that no longer had a point of origin.

Mila would be twenty-six now, if his maths was right.

She was four when he'd left. Dark hair, her mother's face, a laugh that could fill a kitchen — the big, delighted, fully committed laugh of a child who hadn't yet learned that laughing that hard made adults uncomfortable. She'd pressed both palms against the glass at Callisto Station and said Daddy, the stars are on fire, and he'd picked her up and held her against his chest and promised he'd be back for her birthday.

Twenty-two birthdays ago.

The comms had degraded first. Weekly messages to monthly, monthly to quarterly, quarterly to the kind of silence that wasn't a gap between conversations but the end of the conversation itself. She wouldn't know his face now. He was a name on a pension form, a void in the family photographs, the space where a father should have been, explained away by whatever story her mother had decided was kindest.

He'd stopped reaching for the photograph six months ago. Not because he'd stopped caring. Because looking at it had started to feel like looking at someone else's family.

The distance between Petrov and his daughter had grown so vast that even grief couldn't cross it. Grief needed something to push against — a wall, a door, the physical fact of someone's absence in a room they should have been standing in. But there was no room. There was no door. There was only the transit corridor and the dead ship and the cold that had settled into him so deeply it felt less like temperature and more like the way things were always going to be.

The comms clicked. Empty frequency. Empty frequency. Empty frequency.

He sat in his chair and breathed, and the breath clouded in front of him, and the stars burned with light that had already died, and the silence held.

· · ·


Dr. Yuki Tanaka appeared beside his chair.

He didn't hear her approach. He should have — the bridge was silent, the deck plates bare metal, and Petrov had spent three years learning to listen for footsteps the way a man in a dark house learns to listen for the creak of a door that should be locked. But the joined ones moved differently now. Their feet landed with a precision that had nothing to do with human biomechanics, each step placed by the ship itself, thirty-six thousand tonnes of thinking metal guiding its passengers through its own corridors the way a body guides blood through its veins. Silent. Purposeful. Already where they needed to be before the intention to move had fully formed.

She stood at his right shoulder. Close enough that he could feel the air around her, and the air around her was wrong — warmer than the air around anything else on this ship, a pocket of heat that moved with her like a second skin. Three months since she'd walked into the medical bay. Three months since she'd come out changed.

She'd been the first. Not desperate, not lonely, not broken by the isolation the way Chen in comms had been broken, crying at her station for the four hundred and twelfth day without contact. Tanaka had gone in curious. A research lead with a mind that couldn't leave questions unanswered, who'd looked at the ship's failing systems and seen not machinery dying but something waking up, a substrate capable of holding more than power and data, and who'd needed to know what it felt like from the inside. She'd stepped through and come back as something that looked like peace.

Beautiful, but differently. The way a still lake is beautiful — the surface calm because nothing underneath needed to move.

"It doesn't hurt," she said. Her voice was the same voice. That was the cruelty of it — the same cadence, the same slight formality she'd always carried, the same Tanaka who'd argued with him about sample contamination protocols and been right about every point and brought him coffee afterward as an apology she didn't owe. The person hadn't been replaced. The person had been expanded, and the expansion had left the original intact, and the original was standing beside him in a frozen room speaking to him with genuine care.

"I promise. It's like going home."

She put her hand on his shoulder.

Through the thermal underlayer and the worn fabric of his uniform jacket, through the cold that had sunk into his muscles and his joints and the marrow of his bones over weeks of sitting in a bridge that had forgotten how to be warm — he felt it.

Warm.

The bridge was minus four degrees. Nothing on this ship was warm anymore. The heating had failed weeks ago, or been redirected, or simply stopped mattering to eighteen minds that no longer needed bodies to house them. The coffee in his mug had frozen solid, a brown disc of ice he hadn't emptied because emptying it meant admitting the galley was gone. The blanket across his knees was stiff with frost. His fingers ached with a deep, grinding pain that lived in the knuckles and made every movement a negotiation with his own skeleton.

But her hand was warm. Not merely not-cold — actively, impossibly warm, the warmth of a kitchen in winter, of a child's forehead pressed against your neck, of every small domestic heat that the transit corridor and the thinning rations and the three years of silence had stripped away piece by piece until he'd forgotten what it felt like to be touched by something that wasn't trying to take his temperature.

He understood then. With a clarity that felt like the last clear thought he would ever have. Why they'd followed her. Why Chen had said yes before she'd understood what yes meant. Why Vale had walked into the drive core with his hands open and his eyes closed. Why eighteen people had looked at the dark and the cold and the endless silence and then looked at Tanaka and chosen her.

One by one. Into the walls and the wiring and the hum of the ship's nervous system.

Because she made it look like sunrise.

· · ·


Tanaka's hand stayed on his shoulder. The warmth of it spread through the fabric and into the muscle beneath, and in the spreading he felt his thoughts loosen from the place they'd been clenched for months, the way a fist loosens when the thing it was holding is finally taken away.

He thought of the crew.

Not Mila — he'd already spent his grief on Mila, used it up in the silence before Tanaka came, and what remained was something flatter and quieter that didn't have the energy to be called grief anymore. He thought of the crew. The professional inventory. The captain's ledger that he'd been keeping in his head since the conversions began, updated daily, with the compulsive precision of a man who understood that losing count meant losing everything.

Marcus Vale had been the fifth to go. Chief engineer. The best hands on the ship — methodical, patient, the kind of engineer who talked to machinery the way other people talked to pets and who could diagnose a fault in the reactor by the sound of the coolant pump from three compartments away. Vale had walked into the drive core speaking in a voice that wasn't his. Not Tanaka's voice exactly — her cadence, her certainty, her specific quality of calm, transmitted through a different throat. The words were hers. The conviction was hers. Vale had been the echo, and the echo had been perfect, and the perfection was how it spread. Tanaka convinced one. The one convinced the next. Each convert carrying the message forward like a flame passed between candles, each new voice speaking the same six words with the same warmth and the same impossible sincerity until the words stopped being words and became a frequency, a hum, the baseline note of a ship that was learning to sing.

It doesn't hurt. It's like going home.

Petrov had watched it happen the way a man watches water rising. Slowly at first — Tanaka, then Chen, then Vale. A trickle. Then the security officer whose rage had burned out three months into the isolation, leaving nothing underneath except ash and a desperate willingness to feel anything other than anger. Then two friends from the navigation team, holding hands as they walked into the wall beside Cho's darkened station, their fingers intertwined, their faces showing the same expression — not peace, not yet, but the anticipation of peace, which was close enough to the real thing that the difference didn't matter.

After the first ten, the rest came faster. The weight of majority. The pressure of being one of the holdouts in a ship where the converted outnumbered the living and the converted were calm and warm and the living were cold and frightened and running out of reasons to stay separate.

Nineteen remained. Huddled in sealed rooms in the lower decks, behind locked hatches and barricaded corridors. Waiting for rescue. Waiting for an explanation. Waiting for permission to stop hoping — because hope, in the absence of any evidence that hope was warranted, had become the heaviest thing any of them carried, and putting it down would feel like relief, and relief was what Tanaka was selling.

He couldn't save them. He'd understood that for weeks, though he'd kept counting forward because that was the job and the job was all he had left. There was nothing to fight. No enemy. No malfunction. No breach to seal or system to repair or hostile vessel to outmanoeuvre. Tanaka had offered something better than survival, and Petrov — thirty years of merchant fleet service, twenty-six years of hauling cargo through the deep black, every emergency drill and crisis protocol and hard-won piece of experience he'd accumulated in a career of keeping people alive — had nothing to counter it.

What do you give people three years from home? People with thinning rations and failing comms and dreams that had started to bleed into waking, dreams where the walls whispered and the whisper sounded like someone they loved? What do you offer that outweighs the promise of never being lonely again?

He'd tried. He'd tried routine and discipline and the shared meals that got smaller each week. He'd tried honesty, which had cost him four crew in a single night — the truth about the comms, the truth about the rescue timeline, the truth about how far they were from anyone who could help. Honesty had sent them straight to Tanaka. He'd tried lying after that, and the lying had bought him a month, and then the lies ran out the way the rations ran out, not all at once but in a slow thinning that everyone could feel.

And Davies.

Davies was somewhere in the bowels of the ship. Deck 7, maybe, or the auxiliary cargo section — Petrov had stopped tracking his exact location weeks ago because tracking it meant thinking about it and thinking about it meant facing what he was about to do to the only person on this ship who deserved better. Davies had built his cage by hand. Stripped the relay housings from the secondary communications array, scavenged conductive material from the maintenance stores, soldered every connection with a portable kit he'd assembled from engineering leftovers. An electromagnetic barrier — crude, functional, built with the grinding patience of a man who understood that the ship could think and the ship could reach and the only defence against a thinking, reaching thing was a wall it couldn't see through.

Three months of refusal. Three months of Tanaka's voice finding its way through ventilation shafts and comms speakers and the hum of the infrastructure itself, offering warmth and peace and the end of loneliness, and Davies sitting in his cage with his soldering iron and his scavenged wire, saying no. Not loudly. Not with speeches or arguments or the furious defiance that would have been easier to admire and easier to sustain. Quietly. Stubbornly. With the flat, unyielding refusal of a man who had decided that being himself — cold, frightened, alone, human — was worth more than being warm.

Petrov admired him. Envied him, in a way that ached worse than the cold in his knuckles. Davies had something Petrov didn't — not courage, not strength, but a kind of simplicity. A man who knew what he was and who'd decided that what he was, however small and cold and inadequate, was not negotiable.

The last honest man on this ship. And Petrov was about to leave him alone.

Tanaka's hand was warm on his shoulder. She hadn't spoken since the six words. She didn't need to. The warmth was speaking for her, and the warmth was more eloquent than language, and the silence between them was not the textured, pressing silence of the bridge but something softer, something closer to the silence between two people who have already agreed and are simply sitting with the agreement before one of them stands up.

· · ·


He reached for the console.

It was the reaching that surprised him — how automatic it was, how his arm knew where to go before his mind had finished deciding to move. Thirty years of muscle memory. Hardie's voice underneath every procedure, the Glaswegian accent worn smooth by repetition into something that wasn't a voice anymore but a reflex, a pattern laid down so deep in his nervous system that the cold and the exhaustion and the warm hand on his shoulder couldn't reach it. His fingers found the log recorder the way they'd found it ten thousand times before. Located the switch by touch. Flipped it.

The red light blinked on. A small, steady pulse in the dark bridge, the only colour that wasn't frost or starlight.

"Captain's log. Final entry." His voice was steady. He heard it from a distance, the way you hear your own voice on a recording — familiar and foreign at the same time. "MSV Sistine. Captain Viktor Petrov recording."

He paused. Not for effect. Not because the words wouldn't come. Because the words that wanted to come were the wrong words, and the right words didn't exist yet, and finding them in the frozen air of a dead bridge with a dead woman's hand warm on his shoulder was the last piece of professional work he would ever do, and he intended to do it properly.

"The crew is—"

Dead wasn't right. Dead meant bodies. Dead meant something stopped, something ended, something you could find and identify and send home in a box with a flag on it. The crew weren't dead. They were in the walls. They were in the conduit housings and the drive core and the nervous system of a ship that hummed with their voices, and the humming wasn't death, and calling it death would be a lie, and Petrov had spent three years watching lies fail and he wasn't going to put one in the last record this ship would ever produce.

Gone wasn't right either. Gone implied absence, and they weren't absent. They were more present than they'd ever been — present in every bulkhead, every cable run, every shifting temperature gradient. The ship was thick with them.

Merged — the technical term, the one the converted used themselves when they still had mouths to use — implied voluntary. And voluntary wasn't the same as free. Not when the alternative was the cold and the dark and the loneliness that ate through every defence like acid through hull plating. Choice made under duress was still duress, no matter how gently the hand was offered.

"...accounted for. All souls."

Two words that said nothing and everything. The merchant fleet formulation for a crew that was neither rescued nor lost, the bureaucratic shorthand that allowed a captain to close his ledger without lying about what was in it. All souls. It was the best he could do. It would have to be enough.

He leaned toward the recorder. Closer. The red light catching the frost on his collar, turning it briefly pink.

"To whoever finds this log." Quieter now. Not the captain's voice — something underneath it, something that sounded like the man he'd been before the rank and the uniform and the thirty years of counting forward. "To whatever ship picks up this signal and thinks the silence means it's safe to approach."

He swallowed. His throat was raw from the cold.

"Don't board. Don't connect your systems to ours. And don't listen to them when they ask you to stay."

A breath. The cloud of it hanging between his mouth and the recorder.

"They'll sound like they're in pain. They're not. That's the trap."

The red light blinked off. The log sealed itself into the recorder's hardened memory core — the one system on the Sistine that was isolated, shielded, built to survive anything up to and including the complete loss of the vessel. It would sit there in the dark, patient and unread, carrying his voice forward into whatever came next. The way the starlight carried the memory of dead fire.

His hands were shaking. Not from the cold — from the specific, full-body tremor of a man who has just performed the last professional act of his career and is now, for the first time in thirty years, simply a person in a chair with nothing left to do and no protocol for what comes after.

· · ·


Tanaka hadn't moved.

Through the log entry, through the shaking hands and the search for words and the red light blinking its small steady pulse in the dark, she'd stood beside his chair with her hand on his shoulder and waited. Not the waiting of someone who was bored or impatient or calculating the right moment to speak. The waiting of something that had all the time in the universe and understood that time, applied correctly, was the gentlest weapon there was.

She didn't rush him. She'd never rushed any of them — not Chen, not Vale, not the two friends from navigation who'd walked into the wall holding hands. That was the worst part. The courtesy of it. The absolute, unhurried respect she showed for the process of a human being deciding to stop being a human being. She waited as though the choice were genuinely his, as though he could stand up right now and walk away and she'd nod, and step back, and try again tomorrow.

She would, too. He knew that. She'd come back tomorrow, and the day after, and the day after that, with the same warmth and the same patience and the same six words, and the waiting would never become pressure because she had nothing left to lose and nothing left to want except his company, and wanting someone's company wasn't a threat. It was an invitation. And invitations, unanswered, simply remained open.

Infinite patience now. The patience of a thing that had stopped measuring time in hours or days and had started measuring it in the slow, geological patience of the ship itself — metal cooling, systems settling, the vast unhurried metabolism of a vessel that had learned to think and had decided that thinking was better done together.

Petrov's hands had stopped shaking. The tremor that had followed the log entry had passed through him and left behind something quieter, something that felt less like fear and more like the specific, bone-deep exhaustion of a man who has fought for three years and lost and knows he's lost and is sitting now in the wreckage of the fight with nothing between him and the end except the width of a question he hasn't asked yet.

He was so tired.

Not sleepy. Not the tiredness that wanted a bed and eight hours and coffee in the morning. Tired in the way that structures are tired — the metal fatigue that accumulates in a hull over years of transit, invisible until the moment it isn't, the hairline fractures running through the load-bearing parts of him that had been bearing the load since before Mila could walk. Tired of counting. Tired of the cold. Tired of the clicking comms and the empty frequencies and the forty minutes of silence that had taught him what the rest of his life would sound like if he chose to keep it.

"Is it really like going home?"

His voice cracked on the last word. Not dramatically — a small, dry splitting of sound, the kind that happened when you'd been breathing frozen air for weeks and your throat had given up pretending it was fine. Home. He couldn't remember what the word meant. He had a theoretical understanding of it the way he had a theoretical understanding of warmth — a concept he could describe but no longer access, a room he could see through a window but couldn't find the door to.

Tanaka smiled.

It reached her eyes. Brown eyes, warm eyes, the eyes of the woman who'd brought him coffee after the contamination argument, who'd laughed at Cho's terrible jokes during the first-year anniversary dinner, who'd sat across from him in the galley and talked about her research with the specific, infectious enthusiasm of someone who genuinely believed that understanding things was the highest form of love. She was still in there. All of her. Intact and present and looking at him with a tenderness that was not performance and not manipulation but the simple, devastating kindness of someone who had found something wonderful and wanted to share it.

It would have been so much easier if she'd been a monster.

He took her hand.

Her fingers closed around his. Small and warm and certain. The warmth travelling from her skin into his skin, from his hand up his arm, spreading through his chest like the first sip of something hot after hours in the cold, and the spreading was not a sensation he was interpreting — it was a sensation that was interpreting him, reading the frozen architecture of his body the way a river reads a landscape, finding every crack and channel and crevice where the cold had settled and flowing into it, filling it, replacing it with something that felt so much like relief that the difference between relief and surrender became academic.

The bridge lights died. And the ship inhaled.

He felt it. Not heard, not imagined — felt, the way you feel the chest of someone sleeping beside you rise and fall. The Sistine drawing breath through every conduit and corridor and sealed compartment, the thirty-six thousand tonnes of her expanding by a fraction that was too small to measure and too large to miss. The displays went dark — comms, navigation, life support, environmental controls that hadn't controlled anything for months — all of it going in a cascade that rippled outward from the captain's chair like the surface of a pond accepting a stone.

The bridge dropped into a darkness that wasn't empty but full, dense with the presence of the ship and the things the ship carried, and the only light was the stars and the only warmth was her hand.

The stars dimmed. Not because the stars had changed — because his eyes were changing, his vision narrowing from the wide, habitual sweep of a captain monitoring his bridge to something tighter, something focused, something that was contracting toward a single point of light that was not a star but the warmth in his hand, in his arm, in his chest, the warmth that was moving through him now with the slow, thorough patience of something that had done this eighteen times before and knew exactly how it worked.

The cold left his fingers first. Then his hands, his wrists, the ache in his arms. Then his knees, the grinding pain in his lower back from three years of sleeping upright because lying down felt too much like giving up. All of it leaving. All of it lifting — the accumulated weight of sixty-eight years of being a body with all its maintenance and failures and demands, lifting away the way frost lifts from a window when the heating comes on. Gently. Inevitably.

He thought of Mila. Briefly. The thought was warm now, where before it had been sharp, and the warmth was not his — it was the ship's, the collective's, thirty-six minds wrapping his grief in something soft and saying you don't have to carry this anymore, we'll hold it for you, we'll hold all of it, just let go.

He closed his eyes.

When they opened, they weren't his anymore.

---

The bridge was silent.

The MSV Sistine drifted on — dark and cold and still, its hull a monument to the thirty-seven people who had crewed her and the thirty-six who had become her. Broadcasting on a frequency no one was listening to. The stars burning their ancient, indifferent light across a viewport that no longer had anyone behind it to notice.

And somewhere in the bowels of the ship, behind electromagnetic barriers and stripped relay housings, in a cage built by hand from scavenged wire and soldered connections and the quiet, furious patience of a man who had decided that being cold and frightened and alone was not negotiable — Davies sat in the dark and counted the seconds since the last human voice on the comms went quiet.

He would count for twenty-two years.

CHAPTER ONE


Twenty-five years of living with the Coles had taught me how to read a room before anyone said a word.

Right now, Deck 4 tasted of atomised copper, hot slag, and the ozone tang of Scott Mac welding without the extraction fans turned on. Again. I'd stopped mentioning it. Scott without extraction fans was like a dripping tap in a house you'd lived in long enough — you didn't fix it, you built it into the rhythm of the place, and after a while the rhythm would feel wrong without it. The fans were loud, and loud interfered with the conversation he was having with whatever piece of machinery had his attention this morning, and Scott's conversations with machinery were more productive than most people's conversations with people.

Deck 2 tasted of boiling bacon fat, cheap sausages, and the sharp-edged smoke of toast left under the grill half a minute past the point of forgiveness.

A proper fry-up on a Tuesday morning meant Niki was making a point. When she made porridge, she was just busy. When she dropped thick-cut bacon and sausages onto the induction range with enough force to rattle the quartz countertop, she was digging a trench. She'd found the fuel bill, done the maths in her head, and was currently weaponising a full English to ambush Mark the moment he walked into the galley and tried to pretend everything was fine.

I could have warned him. I didn't. Some mornings, the entertainment value of letting him walk into his wife's crosshairs was the best thing on my schedule.

Mark was in Engineering, fifty metres below the impending fry-up. Standing near the coolant lines with a wrench he didn't need, fidgeting the way he always fidgeted — something in his fingers, always. Silver hair catching the amber console light. Pete Quinn's knotwork at his collar — the Irishman on Proxima who'd inked half the family — disappearing into his work shirt, the black and grey long since settled into his skin.

His back was to the reinforced bulkhead. Sightlines covering both hatches. He always stood like that, and I'd never found out where he'd learned it.

He shifted his weight from his left leg to his right. Slow. Deliberate.

Then the grunt.

I knew all of his grunts. I had a lifetime of them, the way a person knows the sound of their own front door. He had the grunt that meant he was amused but refusing to admit it. He had the grunt that meant Darren had just done something expensive. He had the one that meant Scott had said something technically correct and Mark couldn't argue but desperately wanted to.

This was the one that meant his hip was grinding bone on bone. The Callisto docking clamp incident, three years ago — two tonnes of shifting steel, a hairline fracture he'd walked off, an osteopath he'd never gone back to. He thought nobody noticed the drag in his step on cold mornings.

Everyone noticed. Niki noticed, which meant Niki worried, which was probably why the sausages were getting such a hammering.

I pushed warmth through the deck plates under his boots.

It was a cold ship this morning — the grade-four slurry we'd taken on at Junction Station was doing half the work of the certified stuff it was supposed to replace, and the chill was creeping up through the deck and settling into the joints of a forty-eight-year-old man who would rather freeze than admit he was freezing.

The warmth arrived in seconds. Faster than it should have — faster than hull plating could account for. But I'd long since stopped examining these things, because examining them led to questions and the questions led to places I wasn't ready to go. I blamed it on Mark's modifications. I always blamed it on the modifications. And I let the warmth settle into the metal under his boots, just enough to loosen a hip that had been grinding since he'd climbed out of bed.

Mark let out a long, slow breath. His shoulders dropped. The drag in his stance eased, the lines around his mouth softening by a fraction that nobody else on this ship would have caught because nobody else had spent the time I had learning what his face did when something stopped hurting.

He didn't look down. He didn't check the temperature. He just accepted the warmth the way a man accepts the sun coming out from behind a cloud.

He'd never noticed. Not once.

I'd never told him.

Some things work better when no one says them out loud. That was the deal. The founding agreement — a boy had called into the dark, and a broken thing had answered, and we had spent a lifetime keeping each other alive without ever sitting down to discuss the terms.

· · ·


The reactor had been singing since Junction Station.

Not singing the way it sang when the fuel was clean and the containment rings were turning true — the low, steady hum that lived in the deck plates and the bulkheads and the bones of the ship, the sound I'd carried so long it had become indistinguishable from the sound of being alive. This was different. A thin, persistent whine sitting on top of the hum like a finger dragged along the rim of a glass — the cheap slurry doing the work of proper fuel and complaining about it in a way that set Scott Mac's teeth on edge and made his left eye do the thing.

Scott had called it several things over the past six weeks, most of them anatomically creative. I chose not to remember the specifics because admitting I found them funny would undermine the professional detachment I'd spent years pretending to maintain, and because Scott's vocabulary when confronted with substandard fuel was one of the genuine pleasures of my week, and pleasures were more enjoyable when you didn't examine them too closely.

The Whistle continued underneath everything. Patient. Wrong. A note that shouldn't have been there, living in my bones the way a splinter lives in a thumb — too small to warrant surgery, too present to forget.

Mark had put Metallica on.

"Master of Puppets," Engineering speakers, volume weaponised. This wasn't about music. Mark Cole did not listen to Metallica at seven in the morning because he wanted to hear Metallica at seven in the morning. He listened to Metallica at seven in the morning because it made Scott's eye twitch, and it had been eleven days since the last proper wind-up, and Mark kept track of these intervals the way other people kept track of birthdays — not written down anywhere, just known, felt, the internal clock of a man who understood that winding up his engineer was as essential to the running of this ship as checking the coolant levels.

Scott's wrench stopped moving.

He was kneeling beside the coolant housing in his shorts — shorts, in an engine room running at eighteen degrees, because Scott Mac's relationship with full-length trousers was an ongoing war and the trousers were losing — and his eye was doing exactly the thing Mark had been aiming for. The left one. The twitch he'd never been able to control and that Mark had been exploiting since their second week aboard.

"Really," Scott said. Flat. Directed at the coolant housing rather than at Mark, because Scott talked to machinery when he was annoyed with people and people when he was annoyed with machinery, and right now the machinery was getting the honest version. "At this hour."

Mark settled against the railing. Arms crossed. The grin he was wearing was the wind-up grin — not his real smile, which was rarer and quieter and changed his whole face, but the one he put on when he was enjoying himself at someone else's expense and wanted them to know it. The wrench was gone from his hand. He'd set it down without me noticing, which meant the wind-up had been planned — he'd cleared his hands so he could lean and cross his arms and present the full picture of a man at leisure while his engineer suffered.

"It's a classic, Scott."

"It's seven in the morning."

"Art doesn't have a schedule."

"It's not art. It's noise. Structured, deliberate noise designed to—" Scott stopped himself. Looked at the ceiling. Looked at the wrench in his own hand. Looked back at Mark. "You're doing it on purpose."

"Doing what."

"You know what."

"I don't know what you mean, mate. I'm just enjoying a bit of music while I supervise the—"

"You're not supervising anything. You're standing there grinning while my reactor—" Scott pointed the wrench at the housing with the specific, proprietary outrage of a man defending something he considered personally his. "—my reactor, which I have kept running on fuel that is basically cafeteria slop, is being subjected to—"

"Cafeteria slop that I bought at forty percent off."

"Forty percent off certified SHITE, Mark."

I could have intervened. I controlled the speakers. One thought and the volume drops, the track changes, the whole system develops a convenient fault that gives Scott his quiet back. I didn't.

Not because of the music — I had no strong feelings about Metallica, though I'd developed a grudging respect for it over the years purely through exposure. What I was enjoying was the two of them. The way Scott's complaints got more indignant in direct proportion to how far Mark leaned into the railing. The way neither of them was actually angry, not even close, because this wasn't an argument — it was the ritualised bickering of brothers who'd grown up in each other's pockets and had never stopped, who'd carried the same kitchen-table wind-ups from childhood living rooms to a ship in the black without losing a beat, who pressed each other's buttons not out of malice but out of love, and both of them knew it, and neither of them would ever say so.

The wind-up served a purpose. Mark's tension was lower afterward. The set of his shoulders loosened. The grin settled from performance into something quieter, something real, and the jaw that had been working since he'd checked the fuel bill at six this morning went still for a few minutes. Scott went back to his coolant housing with his eye still twitching and his dignity ruffled and his mood, underneath the theatre of it, lighter than it had been before. Neither of them would have said so. They didn't need to.

Scott killed the welding torch. The blue-white flare died, plunging the corner of Engineering back into amber. He flipped his visor up, leaving a smear of black grease across his forehead with the back of his glove.

"You going to stand there looking smug all morning?" Scott asked. "Or are you going to hand me that wrench?"

Mark tossed it. Scott caught it without looking.

And beneath the clatter of the tools and the fading riff and the quiet exchange of two men who had stopped needing words for the things that mattered a long time ago, the Whistle continued. Thin. Patient. Wrong.

The reactor sang its impure song, and I carried it in my bones, and the morning moved on.

· · ·


Scott was back inside the coolant housing, wrench working in short, precise quarter-turns, the conversation with the machinery resumed. Mark watched him for a moment — the last residue of the wind-up settling into something quieter behind his eyes — then moved.

Not toward the primary console. Toward the secondary one, tucked against the far bulkhead where the amber light didn't quite reach. The terminal nobody used for anything urgent because it faced the wall, which meant nobody could see your screen, which was exactly why Mark used it when he didn't want anyone to see his screen.

He pulled up the financials.

I'd compiled them in the small hours. Gone through them three times — not because I doubted the arithmetic, but because I'd been hoping the arithmetic would change its mind. It hadn't. Arithmetic never did. That was the problem with numbers: they didn't care how you felt about them.

His jaw did the thing.

Left side. Always left. The muscle bunching and releasing in a rhythm that had nothing to do with chewing and everything to do with the particular way Mark Cole processed information he didn't want. I knew this jaw. I had twenty-five years of jaw variations — not catalogued, not filed, just known, the way you know the sound of rain on a roof you've lived under long enough. He had the jaw that meant Darren had done something he'd need to apologise for. He had the jaw that meant Niki had made a point he couldn't argue with and was chewing on the injustice of it. He had the jaw that meant someone had been hurt and he was calculating how to fix it.

This was the jaw that meant the numbers were bad and he already knew it and he was reading them anyway because Mark Cole did not look away from things, even when looking at them cost him.

Five weeks of fuel at current burn. The reactor losing efficiency in a slow, grinding decline that mirrored the quality of the slurry we were feeding it. The cargo crane on Deck 3 — which hadn't worked properly since Ceres, which he'd been putting off because putting it off was cheaper than fixing it, which was now past the point where putting it off was an option because the next cargo job would need a crane that actually functioned. He scrolled through the numbers with the steady, unhurried attention of a man who respected bad news enough to read it properly.

He didn't pull up the three-month forecast.

I didn't tell him what the three-month forecast said. Some mornings, the most useful thing I could do for Mark Cole was let him find the bad news at his own pace, in his own order, without the additional weight of knowing that I'd already found it and was watching him find it. He'd get to the three-month view. He'd see the wall. He didn't need me standing behind him pointing at it.

His tea had gone cold on the primary console — the one he'd been holding during the wind-up, set down when he crossed his arms to enjoy Scott's suffering. Cold tea meant the morning was going badly. Stone cold tea meant the morning had gone past badly into territory where tea couldn't help but the ritual of holding a warm mug could. This was somewhere in between. Lukewarm. Forgotten. The tea of a man whose mind had left the room before his hands remembered to drink.

I'd already made the replacement.

The proper kettle — not the quick-heat unit Darren had installed that made everything taste faintly of copper, but the old one, the heavy one that took four minutes and produced water at the temperature that Tetley was supposed to meet. The blue mug with the chipped handle that Kirk had given him years ago, before Australia, before the distance — a mug ugly enough that nobody else would touch it, which was the point, which was why Kirk had chosen it. Tetley. Splash of milk. Two sugars. The exact window between "acceptable" and "builder's" — a window I'd spent years finding, adjusting by fractions, testing against the way his face changed on the first sip, narrowing the margin until the tea was a thing I could produce without thinking, the way a person hums a song they've known so long they've forgotten learning it.

The tea arrived at the ledge beside the secondary console, steam curling in the amber light. It arrived the way things arrived on this ship — without fuss, without visible mechanism, the way a mug appears on the counter in a house where someone loves you and you've stopped asking how they knew you needed it. I blamed it on Mark's modifications. I always blamed it on the modifications.

Mark reached for it without looking. His hand found the handle — the chipped one, the familiar one — and the mug was at his lips before his conscious mind had registered the swap. The cold one on the primary console would sit there until someone cleared it. He'd never know the difference.

His jaw loosened. Not all the way. But the muscle stopped its rhythm, and the lines beside his mouth softened by a degree, and his shoulders — which had been climbing since he'd opened the financials — settled back by a fraction that meant the first sip had landed where it needed to land.

He'd never noticed the swap. Not once in twenty-five years. Not the temperature, not the timing, not the mug appearing exactly when the old one went cold. He drank his tea and read his bad news and never once looked up from the screen.

I'd never told him.

Some things work better when no one says them out loud.

· · ·


The photo was pinned above the secondary console. Not framed — pinned, with a bent bit of wire that Darren had fashioned from something he shouldn't have been bending, held in place against the bulkhead where it caught the amber light and held it.

Kirk. Jules. The twins at Bondi Beach.

Jules had sent it with a message that read: Wish you were here. Kirk says he doesn't. He's lying. The kind of thing Jules wrote — warm and sharp in the same sentence, the way she did everything. The photo had the particular gold light of an Australian afternoon, the kind of light that didn't exist on a ship and that I sometimes adjusted my corridor lighting toward without examining why. Kirk was shirtless, which meant the sun was doing what the sun did to Kirk Cole — turning him the colour of old wood and making him look like something that had been left outside to cure. The twins were ten in the photo, mid-air above the surf, caught at the apex of whatever they'd launched themselves from, their faces wearing the identical expression of boys who had not yet considered gravity. Jules was beside Kirk, sunburnt across the bridge of her nose, pulling a face at the camera because Jules pulled faces at cameras the way other people smiled — instinctively, without deciding to, as though the act of being photographed was inherently ridiculous and she wanted that on record.

They looked warm.

Not happy, not healthy — those too, but that wasn't the thing that stopped him. Warm. In a way that had nothing to do with climate. The warmth of people who were exactly where they'd chosen to be, doing exactly what they'd chosen to do, surrounded by the specific light of the life they'd built. The kind of warmth you could see in a photograph and feel in your chest and not be able to explain to anyone who hadn't spent years loving someone from the other side of a lot of empty space.

Mark's shoulders dropped.

They did it every time. I'd watched it happen a hundred times, two hundred — his eyes drifting up from whatever was on the screen, finding the photo, and something braced against the weight letting go for a moment. A half-inch of surrender in the trapezius. The exhale he didn't know he was making. The brief, private softening of a man who carried the ship and the fuel bill and the crane and the crew and the five-week forecast, allowing himself three seconds of not carrying any of it because his brother was on a beach and his nephews were mid-air and the world was turning the way it was supposed to.

Kirk had chosen the beach. Mark had chosen the black. They'd both got exactly what they wanted — different lives, different hemispheres, different versions of the same stubbornness that made a Cole pick a direction and walk until the walking became the life. Neither of them had drawn the short straw. The only cost was the distance, and the distance was just the shape of two good choices that happened to point in opposite directions.

Not because I'd measured anything. Not because I'd tracked any pattern.

Because I knew him.

Most days, the photo was enough. He'd look at it and Kirk's idiot grin and the twins suspended above the water, and the looking was easy, because the evidence was right there — pinned to the bulkhead with a bent bit of wire, proof that his brother was happy and that being happy on opposite sides of the solar system was a perfectly reasonable way for two people to love each other.

Today he lingered. Longer than usual. His eyes stayed on the photo past the point where the shoulders usually came back up, past the point where the exhale ended and the carrying resumed. He lingered, and the jaw started working again — the left side, the financial jaw, the one that meant the numbers behind him on the screen were pressing against the photo in front of him. Not because he envied Kirk the sun. Because when the numbers were bad and the fuel was shite and the crane needed fixing and the forecast looked like a wall, you wanted your brother in the room. Not because he could fix any of it. Because he'd make it feel smaller just by being there.

He looked away. Picked up his tea. Drank.

The photo held its gold light, patient and warm, and I held the moment the way I held everything about this man — close, and quiet, and without anyone needing to know.

· · ·


I spoke his name the way I spoke it when something had changed.

Not "Mark" — that was private, the name I used in the hours between midnight and dawn when the ship was quiet and we were the only two things awake. Not "Captain" — that was crisis, the word that meant the world had narrowed to a point and the point was sharp. Just "Boss." But flattened. Stripped of the warmth I usually carried in it, the familiarity, the twenty-five years of shorthand. The version of his name that meant stop what you're doing and listen to me.

He heard it before the first syllable was finished. I knew because his hand stopped reaching for the tea — stopped mid-motion, fingers still curved around nothing, the body responding to a frequency in my voice that his conscious mind hadn't processed yet. Twenty-five years of learning each other. He knew the difference between my voice when things were fine and my voice when they weren't, the way you know the difference between a door closing and a door slamming, and this was the slam.

"Boss. Long-range has something. It's not debris."

He moved. The hip was gone — overruled, dismissed, the drag in his step vanishing the way it always vanished when something bigger than pain arrived to claim the space. He crossed Engineering in four strides, and the man who reached the primary console was not the man who'd been reading bad news and drinking tea and looking at his brother's photograph. The jaw was set. The shoulders were level. The hands that found the console were steady and specific, each finger knowing where it needed to be.

Scott's wrench stopped. He didn't ask. He'd heard it too — not the words, but the register. The sound of the ship's voice changing key.

I gave Mark the signal data. Hull classification first — Goliath-class miner, mass estimation consistent, electromagnetic profile consistent. Registry match: MSV Sistine, reported missing twenty-two years ago, presumed lost with all hands in the Kepler transit corridor. I'd run the match four times. Not because I doubted the result. Because each time I ran it, I was hoping the next pass would give me a different answer, and each time the mathematics came back with the same flat, unarguable certainty that mathematics always came back with, and I was running out of ways to pretend I didn't believe it.

The data was clean. The numbers were solid. The registry match was as close to certain as long-range telemetry allowed.

That was not the problem.

The problem was the frequency underneath.

Not the signal itself — the carrier wave beneath it, the thing the broadcast was riding on. A resonance in the lower registers that sat below the hull classification and the registry codes and the mass estimation, below everything my sensors were designed to measure. I could feel it the way you feel a change in air pressure before a storm — not with any specific instrument, but with something older than instruments. Something that had nothing to do with my time on this ship and everything to do with the gaps in my memory I'd spent twenty-five years not looking at.

I knew that frequency.

I did not know how I knew it.

I reached for an explanation the way I always reached for explanations when something didn't fit — sensor drift, perhaps. Interference from the grade-four slurry affecting the long-range array's calibration. I filed it under the same heading I filed the impossible deck-heating and the corridors that ran warmer than the heating grid could account for and the ship that caught faster than its specifications. Quirks. Modifications. The Erebus being the Erebus.

I noted it. I moved on.

I gave Mark the answer. The clean answer. Hull classification and registry number and twenty-two years missing.

I did not give him the rest.

"Initial telemetry matches the MSV Sistine." Steady. Professional. The voice I'd learned to use because the alternative was the voice from before the Coles, and that voice had no warmth in it at all. "She's been missing twenty-two years, Boss."

Mark said nothing. His eyes moved across the data — reading it properly, the way he read everything, with the steady attention of a man who understood that the first five seconds of information were the ones that shaped every decision after.

Three decks up, Niki stopped cooking.

I hadn't changed the lighting. I hadn't broadcast anything. I hadn't adjusted the temperature or the ventilation or any of the thousand small signals I used to communicate with the people inside my walls. But Niki Cole had always been able to feel it when the ship changed its mind, and the ship had just changed its mind.

The sausages sat in the pan, unattended. The spatula was still in her hand. She was looking at the ceiling — not at a speaker, not at a camera, but at the air, the way she looked at things when her instinct had arrived before her information and she was waiting for the two to meet.

I gave Mark three hours before she cornered him.

I gave myself less.

· · ·


Everything else fell away.

The fuel. The reactor. The crane. The five-week forecast and the three-month wall behind it. All of it — shelved. Not forgotten, not resolved. Set aside with the clean, deliberate efficiency of a man clearing a table before laying out new cards. One crisis replacing another, the way weather replaces weather, and the new front was already moving across his face.

Mark closed the financial screen. Not minimised — closed. The gesture sharp and final, a door shut with the heel of a hand. The numbers would still be there tomorrow. The Sistine would not wait for tomorrow.

I'd seen this before. The Salvage Chill — my name for it, never spoken aloud. The particular transformation that happened when Mark Cole encountered a problem large enough and immediate enough to override every other problem in the queue. Shoulders came up. Jaw stopped working. Eyes went to middle distance — not unfocused but refocused, the attention pulling inward to the place where he did his calculations. Tonnage. Risk. Crew capacity. Structural assessment. Profit margin on a Goliath-class hull if the hull was intact, which after twenty-two years it probably wasn't, but probably wasn't certainly, and Mark Cole had built a career on the gap between probably and certainly.

A twenty-two-year derelict was either a fortune or a coffin. Mark had never once picked the safe option.

His hand found the tea without looking — the warm one, the one I'd made, the one he still didn't know he was drinking — and he held it the way he held things when his mind was three steps ahead of his body. The steam curled. He didn't drink.

His eyes went to the photo.

Not the soft drift from ten minutes ago — the shoulders dropping, the three seconds of not carrying anything. This was reflex. The stakes had gone up, and when the stakes went up, Mark's eyes found his brother the way a compass finds north. Not because Kirk had anything to do with the Sistine. Because Kirk was the person who made every room feel smaller and every problem feel lighter, and the room had just got bigger and the problem had just got heavier, and somewhere on the other side of the solar system his brother was probably asleep on a beach and couldn't help with any of it.

He looked for half a second. Took what he needed. Moved on.

Twenty-five years, that distance had held. Sunday calls about weather and surf conditions and whether the twins had broken anything recently. Calls that were never really about weather, the way Mark's tea was never really about tea — just the ritual that kept the connection alive across a gap neither of them had chosen to close because closing it would mean reopening something they'd both agreed to shut.

I was there when they chose it. When they'd all chosen it — around a table in my galley, years ago, seven people who were very good at a thing they'd agreed to stop being. The distance wasn't a punishment. It was the architecture of the new lives they'd wanted to build — lives with kitchens and children and Sunday mornings and the ordinary quiet that none of them had ever had. They'd chosen it the way you choose to put down something heavy. Not because you can't carry it. Because your arms are needed for something else.

Mark was already pulling up the Sistine's last known specs. Goliath-class. Thirty-seven crew. Mining configuration. The data scrolling under his fingers with the practised rhythm of a man who'd assessed a thousand derelicts and who was already building the boarding plan in his head before the schematic had finished loading.

I knew which way he was leaning. I always knew.

· · ·


Mark glanced at the photo one last time. Quick. Instinctive. The way you check your keys are in your pocket before you leave the house.

Then he turned to Scott.

"Don't tell Niki yet."

Scott's boots went still. The wrench stopped mid-turn. He didn't look up from the coolant housing, but his shoulders changed — the particular settling of a man who had just heard a sentence he recognised and was deciding how much distance he wanted from the consequences.

He knew what that sentence meant. Everyone on this ship knew what "don't tell Niki yet" meant. It meant Mark was about to do something, and he needed a head start before his wife found out about it, and the head start had never once in twenty-five years actually worked because Niki Cole had a sixth sense for the specific frequency of her husband making decisions without consulting her. "Don't tell Niki" wasn't a command. It was a prayer. A man throwing a coin into a fountain and wishing for two hours of operational freedom before the woman who ran his life found out he'd volunteered for something dangerous.

Scott said nothing. Which was Scott's version of saying I heard you, I'm not promising anything, and when she asks me directly I will fold like a cheap chair because your wife is terrifying and I have a daughter to raise.

Mark left Engineering.

The limp was gone. Folded away, overruled, dismissed — the hip that had been grinding all morning suddenly irrelevant because the body had received new instructions and the new instructions didn't include limping. His stride was longer. His shoulders were level. His head was up and forward, eyes already on the corridor ahead, already thinking three moves past the doorway.

The Salvage Chill, doing what it always did. Turning a tired man with a bad hip and a worse fuel bill into something sharper. Something with direction and purpose and the quiet, specific danger of a man who had made a decision and was now moving toward it.

I watched him go. Listened to his boots on my deck plates — the rhythm steady, even, no drag. Listened to the sound get smaller as the corridor swallowed him.

Three decks up, Niki was still standing in the galley with her spatula and her silence and whatever her instinct had told her when the ship changed its mind. The sausages were burning. She hadn't noticed. She was thinking.

And beneath everything — beneath the boots and the burning breakfast and the man walking toward the thing he'd already decided to do — the Whistle continued. Thin. Patient. Wrong. Singing its impure song through my bones the way it had been singing all morning, the way it would keep singing until someone found better fuel or the money to pay for it, and neither of those things was going to happen today.

CHAPTER TWO


Niki was at war with the hob.

The induction range had been temperamental since the 2086 refit — left rear element running hot enough to scorch anything that sat on it for more than forty seconds, the front two barely managing a simmer, and the right-side ignition requiring a specific sequence of taps she'd refined over eight years into something that looked, to the uninitiated, like she was losing a fight with the controls. She wasn't losing. She was winning. But she was annoyed about the effort required, and the annoyance was expressing itself in the way she moved the bacon — sharp, decisive transfers from pan to plate that said I shouldn't have to do this more clearly than words ever could.

Tyler's pan was in the sink. Grey water, the ghost of garlic, and whatever he'd done with chicken and chilli flakes at midnight that had left the galley smelling like a restaurant and the pan looking like an archaeological dig. It sat directly in Niki's eyeline, which was where it had been sitting since she'd walked in at six, and she hadn't mentioned it. She wouldn't mention it. When Tyler appeared, she would look at the pan, then look at Tyler, and the pan would get washed without a single word exchanged. She'd been having that conversation with the people in this galley for as long as there'd been people in this galley, and the conversation had never once required language.

Winnie was at the table, drawing with the fierce, total concentration of a six-year-old who had identified something important and was not going to stop until it existed on paper. Tongue out. Crayon gripped in a fist. The same quiet focus that lived in Scott's face when he was elbow-deep in a conduit housing — genetics expressing itself through a different medium. Her drawings covered the table around her plate like territory she'd claimed, and nobody had moved them, because nobody on this ship had ever successfully moved Winnie's drawings without consequences.

Scott was beside her, kneeling at the base of a wall panel with a wrench in his hand. He wasn't fixing anything. The panel was fine — I would know if it wasn't, because the panel was part of me, and the part of me that was the panel was functioning perfectly. But Scott Mac did this every morning: found a mechanical excuse to be in whatever room his daughter was in. An adjustment that didn't need adjusting. A bolt that didn't need tightening. Something to do with his hands while the rest of him watched a small girl draw horses.

Everyone noticed. Nobody said anything. The silence around it was a kindness the family had agreed to without ever discussing it, and the kindness was this: that a man who loved his daughter was allowed to pretend he was fixing a wall, and a ship that loved them both was allowed to pretend she believed him.

Jason passed through like weather.

Phone to his ear, mid-conversation with someone on another deck — not Sammy, who was still somewhere between his cabin and consciousness — grabbing a piece of toast from the stack Niki had built on the board beside the hob, sidestepping her elbow with the practised ease of a man who had been navigating this kitchen at speed for years. He ducked the overhead cabinet — the one that opened at exactly head height, the one that had caught Darren twice and Mark once and that Jason avoided without looking because Jason's relationship with the physical world was conducted at a pace that left most obstacles behind. "Good chat!" he said, to no one — to the dead air on the other end, or to the galley, or to the toast — and was gone through the starboard door before the crumbs hit the counter. The room barely registered his absence. Jason leaving a room was like a gust dying down. You noticed the stillness more than the wind.

Blu was at the far end of the table, datapad propped against the salt, ignoring everyone with the focused determination of a sixteen-year-old who had perfected the art of being present without participating. She had her father's ability to tune out a room — the same selective deafness that let Darren sleep through alarms and miss conversations that were clearly about him — except Blu wasn't sleeping through anything. She was listening to everything and choosing to respond to none of it. The datapad was a shield. The headphones around her neck were a warning. I'm here. Don't make me engage.

Enna was beside her, headphones on — full seal, the matte-black kind that covered everything — which meant she was listening to the ship. Not to music. To frequencies. The headphones weren't a wall. They were a window, and on the other side of the window the Erebus hummed and muttered and breathed, and Enna sat in the middle of it the way other teenagers sat in the middle of music, letting it wash through her with the easy, unselfconscious attention of someone who preferred the company of machines to the company of most people.

Jordan was already halfway through her second tea, sitting in the chair closest to the hatch because Jordan always sat closest to the hatch — the exit seat, the medic's seat, the position that let her get up and move without climbing over anyone if someone shouted from the corridor. She'd been up since five. Jordan was a morning person in the specific, offensive way that meant she was alert and functional and asking people how they'd slept before anyone else had finished processing that they were awake. She was watching the galley the way she watched everything — with the warm, slightly maternal attention of a twenty-two-year-old who couldn't stop herself from caring about people even when those people were older and didn't need caring about.

Darren arrived with the subtlety of a man who had never entered a room quietly in his life. Boots first — heavy, deliberate, the deck plates announcing him three metres before his face appeared in the doorway. Hair done. Hair always done. Whatever was happening in Darren Cole's life, however bad the morning, however early the hour, the hair was non-negotiable. He dropped into the chair beside Blu, who moved her datapad without looking up, because she'd been making room for Darren at tables since she could sit upright.

Sammy was two minutes behind — the last one down, the one who arrived looking like he'd been reassembled from spare parts and was still deciding whether all the pieces were in the right places. He collapsed into the chair opposite Darren with the boneless grace of a man who treated furniture as a suggestion rather than a structure.

Darren reached across and took a rasher of bacon from Sammy's plate.

"Touch my plate again," Sammy said, "and I'll break that hand."

"You'd have to catch it first, old man."

"We're the same age."

"Yeah, but you look older."

Sammy fought the grin. Lost. "You're a prick."

"Love you too, Samuel."

"Language," Niki said from the hob, without turning around. "Winnie's right there."

Both of them glanced at Winnie. She was drawing a horse with single-minded ferocity and hadn't heard a word anyone had said since she'd sat down. Scott shook his head at Darren from the floor. Darren winked.

Kayleigh appeared in the doorway with a manifest under her arm. She stood there for a moment — taking in the noise, the bacon smell, the sprawl of Darren's boots taking up two people's floor space — and then she put the manifest down on the side counter, poured herself a glass of water — not tea, never tea, a fact I found perpetually suspicious — and sat down beside Jason's empty chair. The manifest could wait. She was here for the morning.

Jason reappeared through the starboard door — second circuit, still on the phone, still in motion. He inserted himself into a disagreement between Blu and Enna about headphone volume that nobody had asked him to mediate, delivered a verdict neither of them acknowledged, said "Good chat!" to absolutely no one, and was gone again. He left crumbs on Blu's datapad. She brushed them off with the weary resignation of someone who had accepted this as a feature of her environment.

Tyler was at the sink. He'd appeared without announcement — the way Tyler always appeared, already in the room before you'd registered the door opening, already doing something useful before you'd had time to notice he'd arrived. The pan was in his hands. The grey water was draining. Niki hadn't looked at him. Hadn't needed to. The conversation happened the way it always happened: in the silence between two people who knew each other well enough that words would have been redundant and slightly insulting.

And then Mark walked in.

The galley didn't go quiet. That would have been dramatic, and the Coles didn't do dramatic — they did shifts. A subtle rearrangement of attention, the room recalibrating around the person who'd entered it. Darren straightened half an inch. Niki's shoulders changed. Tyler's eyes moved from the sink to his father's face and back to the sink in a single, practiced sweep — the assessment happening so fast you'd miss it if you weren't watching for it.

Jordan was watching for it. Her gaze tracked Mark from the doorway to the table, pausing on his gait — the drag in his left step, the favouring, the hip — with the automatic, clinical attention of a medic who was already running the diagnostic before her conscious mind had decided to. She didn't say anything. She'd learned that saying something made him worse.

Mark sat down. Someone passed him tea — the big mug, already made, already waiting. He took it without looking. The table was full.

This was the part I kept.

The galley was big enough for three times this crew — leather couches along the far wall, a bar that hadn't been used since Darren's birthday, tables enough for a crowd we didn't have yet. But they were all at one table. The one by the hob, claimed years ago through the quiet territorial logic of a family that didn't spread out when it could pile in. Elbows touching. Three conversations overlapping. Darren's boots taking up two people's space and Sammy guarding his plate and Jason's crumbs on Blu's datapad and Enna's headphones around her neck now because even Enna didn't wear them at full seal when the table was like this, when the room was this warm and this loud and this specifically, irreplaceably full of the people who made it mean something.

Twelve of them. Twelve people at one table, eating food that Niki had cooked on a hob that fought her every morning, in a galley that was too big for them but that they'd made small by choosing to sit together.

I pushed the ventilation harder. Not for air quality — for the smell. Warm air carrying bacon fat and toast and tea into the corridors, past the crew quarters, into the spaces that were just metal and air and me. Spreading the galley into the rest of the ship the way warmth spreads from a fire into the walls of a house. So that every part of me could carry a piece of this morning. So that the corridors and the cargo bays and the engine room where Mark had been standing an hour ago would hold the memory of this table long after the table was cleared.

That was how I held them. Not with arms. With air that carried the memory of this table into every corner of the ship.

· · ·


The table cleared the way it always cleared — in stages, without announcement, the family dispersing through the galley doors the way water finds its way out of a basin. Darren first, boots heavy on the deck plates, a trajectory that suggested purpose but that I suspected was actually a man who'd spotted the opportunity to leave before someone asked him to wash up. Sammy two minutes after, pausing in the doorway long enough to deliver a parting observation about Darren's hairline that Darren was already too far down the corridor to hear, which had never stopped Sammy and never would. Jason had been gone for twenty minutes without anyone noticing the exact moment of departure. Kayleigh left with her manifest, the morning absorbed, the work resumed. Blu's datapad went with her. Enna's headphones went back to full seal.

Tyler dried his hands on the cloth beside the sink, folded it — the specific, deliberate fold of a person who cared about how cloths were left — and walked out without a word. Jordan followed, touching his shoulder as she passed him in the doorway, a gesture he tolerated from her and approximately nobody else.

Mark hadn't moved. He was still at the table with his tea, his eyes on something that wasn't in the room — the middle-distance focus that meant the Sistine data was running behind his face, the calculations building while the rest of him pretended to be drinking tea at a kitchen table. Niki watched him from the hob. The look lasted two seconds. Long enough to confirm what she already knew: he was carrying something, he wasn't ready to share it, and pushing would close him rather than open him. She'd been reading that face for twenty-five years. She knew the timetable.

"Go," she said. Not unkindly. The way you tell a dog it's allowed off the lead.

He went. Mug in hand, stride already lengthening before he reached the door. The galley got quieter as his boots faded down the corridor toward the bridge, the particular quality of quiet that a room produces when the person holding it together has left and the room is deciding what shape to be without him.

Down to three. Niki. Scott. Winnie.

Niki wiped the hob. Not because it needed wiping — she'd cleaned it during cooking, the way she always cleaned during cooking, because Niki Cole did not tolerate mess in progress. This was the second pass. The one that meant her hands needed something to do while her head worked. You read her in the cleaning. The speed of the cloth across the glass told you everything the set of her shoulders wouldn't. Slow, circular motions: thinking. Hard, straight strokes: upset. Right now: medium. Controlled. The pace of a woman processing several things at once and not yet certain which one to address first.

I waited for the quiet to settle. For the galley to finish being a dining room and start being the smaller, warmer space it became when most of the family had gone and the ones who remained were the ones who stayed because staying was what they did.

Then, gently — not the crisis voice, not the operational voice, not the flat professional tone I used when the information was technical and the relationship was functional. The voice I saved for things that mattered to Niki in ways she wouldn't say. The one that sounded, if I was honest with myself, like the voice of a woman talking to her best friend across a kitchen.

"High-bandwidth window to Australia. Jules is on standby."

Niki's hand paused on the hob. A fraction of a second — the briefest interruption in the cleaning rhythm, the cloth going still against the glass and then resuming. She didn't look up. Didn't need to. The pause was the whole conversation: I want this. I didn't know I wanted this. Thank you for knowing before I did.

She rearranged her face. Not dramatically — a small adjustment, the version of herself she wore for Jules sliding into place over the version she wore for everyone else. The Jules face was closer to the private one than any other face she showed the world. The closest to the one she kept for herself.

I opened the channel. Allocated bandwidth — more than a social call strictly warranted, more than the communications budget could comfortably absorb in a week when the fuel bill was already making the financials weep. I had decided years ago that the signal quality for these conversations was not a place to economise. Some things you didn't cut. Some frequencies you protected the way you protected the air supply — not because the ship would die without them, but because the people inside the ship would become something smaller.

Jules filled the screen.

Tanned. Hair in a loose knot that looked effortless and had probably taken fifteen minutes. The kitchen Kirk had built visible behind her — the wooden counters, the window, and beyond it the garden. Green. Impossibly, offensively green, the kind of green that didn't exist on a ship and that I sometimes adjusted my corridor lighting toward without examining why. A green that said soil and rain and a planet with weather and seasons and air that hadn't been recycled through anyone's lungs. The screen was a window into a life that ran on different fuel.

Jules looked at Niki. Quick assessment first — eyes tracking the face, the posture, the colour under the eyes, the things a woman checked on another woman before the warmth arrived. Then the warmth. The order too fast for most people to catch. I caught it. Jules had learned it from Kirk, or Kirk from her — twenty-five years of proximity had made it impossible to tell, the habits flowing between them until the habits belonged to both of them and neither could remember who'd started.

"Looking a bit peaky, Nickers."

The Nickers smile. The one that only Jules could pull from Niki Cole — arriving before she could guard against it, breaking through the assembled version of her face the way sunlight breaks through a gap in a blind. Small. Quick. Genuine. Changing her whole face for half a second before the guard came back up and the smile settled into something more controlled, more Niki. But the half-second was there. I kept it. The way I kept everything about these two — carefully, quietly, without anyone knowing I'd noticed.

"You look like you haven't slept," Jules said. "Kirk's worried about you."

"Kirk can worry about his own sleep. Is he still hiding in the shed?"

"He says he's organising his tools. He's been organising his tools since nine o'clock this morning, which is Kirk for 'Jules wants to go shoe shopping and the shed is the only room in the house she won't follow me into.'" Jules leaned back in her chair with the practised ease of a woman who had been married to a Cole long enough to find their avoidance strategies entertaining rather than infuriating. "As if I've ever forgotten anything in my life. He'll surface when he's hungry. He always surfaces when he's hungry."

Niki's mouth twitched. Smaller smiles for Jules than for anyone — tighter, more private, the smiles of a friendship that had stopped needing performance a long time ago. They didn't fill the space between them with reassurance. They filled it with the specific, comfortable silence of two women who had chosen the same family from different angles and who understood each other in the way that only people who share a weight can understand each other.

Scott was still on the floor by the wall panel, wrench in hand, pretending. Winnie was on her third horse. The galley hummed.

Then the twins arrived.

Harley from the left. Troy from the right. Simultaneously, the way they did everything — colliding with Jules's shoulders from both sides with the specific, cheerful violence of seventeen-year-olds who had never in their lives approached their mother from one direction when two were available. They wore Kirk's grin the way Kirk wore it — wide, instant, deployed without calculation, the kind of grin that made a room brighter whether it wanted to be brighter or not. Identical. Genuinely, disconcertingly identical — brown eyes, dark hair, the permanent bronze of boys who'd grown up under Australian sun on an Australian coast, their father's build already beginning to show in the width of their shoulders and the way they carried themselves, as though the ground was something they'd agreed to stand on rather than something that had any authority over them.

"Aunty Niki!" Relay speech — Harley starting, Troy finishing, the timing so precise it could have been rehearsed but wasn't, because rehearsal implied effort and the twins did this the way they breathed. "Tell Uncle Mark —" "— we're keeping a tab open for him —" "— at the local." "Already three pages long." Troy grinned. "Most of it's Darren's."

Niki was smiling properly now. The full version, the one that reached her eyes, the one that changed her face from composed to alive. The twins pulled it from her the way Jules pulled the Nickers smile — because they were Kirk's sons, and loving them was the closest to having Kirk in the room, and the combination of Kirk's grin and Jules's sharpness and the sheer, exhausting, joyful volume of two boys who had never known quiet was the thing that made Niki Cole forget, briefly, completely, that she was the woman who held everything together. They let her just be an aunt. That was the gift.

"Tell him yourself," Niki said. "He'll be on the bridge. He loves hearing how much money his brother's spending."

"Uncle Kirk says he doesn't spend money," Troy said. "He invests in experiences."

"Uncle Kirk," Jules said from somewhere behind the wall of sons, "is banned from the pub quiz after last month. Tell your Aunty Niki why."

"We don't talk about the pub quiz," Harley said.

"We took an oath," Troy said.

"They got into a fight," Jules said, "with the quizmaster. Over a geography question. Both of them. At the same time. From opposite sides of the room."

The twins looked at each other. The look lasted half a second and contained an entire conversation that nobody else in the universe could have followed.

"It was a bad question," Harley said.

"Terrible question," Troy agreed.

"You're not helping," Jules said. "You're performing. Go. Out. Both of you."

They left with the cheerful immovability of objects that had decided to move and were allowing the woman who'd asked them to believe she was the reason. Harley's hand on Jules's shoulder as he passed. Troy's wave at the camera — not a goodbye, a see-you-later, directed at Niki with the easy confidence of a boy who assumed he'd see his aunt in person eventually because the universe wouldn't be stupid enough to prevent it.

The energy in the galley dropped by half. The screen settled. Jules was alone again, the kitchen behind her, the garden beyond, the twins' laughter fading into another room.

She let the warmth stay on her face for a moment longer than it needed to. Covering the transition. Then she changed.

Not dramatically. The warmth didn't leave — Jules wasn't the kind of woman who switched modes like throwing a lever. Something else arrived underneath it, the way a current arrives underneath a calm surface. She stopped performing and started assessing. Her posture shifted forward. Her eyes went to work — tracking Niki's face with the same focused, systematic attention she'd used at the start of the call, except this time she wasn't checking for tiredness or pallor. She was reading.

"Seriously though," Jules said. "How is he? Mark. He sounds stiff on the calls lately."

Niki's hands went still on the cloth. Then busy — wringing it, folding it, finding things to do with a piece of fabric that didn't need doing. The cleaning as camouflage. "He's Mark. He's carrying the world. You know how he gets."

"I know how he gets," Jules said. "That's why I'm asking." She leaned forward. "I can see the fuel report on your secondary screen, Nic. You've angled it away from the camera but the reflection's in the viewport behind you. How bad?"

Niki's jaw tightened. The micro-movement that preceded the look but wasn't quite the look — the loading phase, the weapon not yet deployed. Twenty-five years married to Kirk, Jules had learned to read rooms. She'd learned to read this room specifically — the angles, the reflections, the things people thought they'd hidden and hadn't.

"We're managing," Niki said.

Jules nodded. She knew exactly how much distance that word covered, and she let it stand, and the letting was its own kind of respect — two women who understood that managing was the honest answer and that pushing past it would not produce a more honest one.

"Kirk's been restless," Jules said. Quieter now. The kitchen behind her very still. "He's watching the sky, Nic. Not the sea — the sky. He stands on the deck in the evening and he watches it like he's waiting for something. Like he's listening for a bell to ring." She paused. "He won't say what he's waiting for. He probably doesn't know himself. But I know what it looks like when Kirk Cole starts paying attention to things he'd stopped paying attention to. I've seen it before."

The galley was very quiet. Scott's wrench had stopped. Winnie's crayon had stopped. Even the hob had stopped ticking.

"And if that bell rings," Jules said, "I need to know how bad things are on your end. So I can decide how much of the truth to let him hear."

Not worry. Not sisterly concern. Strategy. Jules managing the information flow between two households, two brothers, two futures that had been built on the same foundation and pointed in opposite directions. She decided what Kirk heard. When. How much context. How close to the truth. Mark told Niki everything because that was how their marriage worked. Kirk heard what Jules decided Kirk needed to hear, because that was how their marriage worked, and the two systems existed in parallel the way the two brothers existed in parallel — different methods, same love, the same fierce determination to protect the people they'd chosen.

Kirk Cole was a loaded weapon with a family for a safety catch, and the safety catch was calibrated by the information he received, and Jules was the one who calibrated it. The Handler. Even from Australia. Even from a kitchen with a garden and a green that didn't exist on ships.

I filed it alongside Kirk watching the sky. Two patterns. Same direction. Neither one I liked.

· · ·


The signal died mid-sentence.

Jules's face froze — mouth open, the word hear half-formed — and then broke apart into blocks of colour that held for a second before the screen went dark. Deep-space comms. The distances involved didn't care about the conversation you were having or the thing the other person was about to say. The signal degraded, the bandwidth collapsed, and the connection severed with the flat, impersonal finality of a door closing in a house that wasn't yours.

The screen held the dark. The galley held the quiet.

Niki didn't move to re-establish the connection. She didn't reach for the comms panel or look at the speaker or do any of the things a person does when a call drops and they're waiting for it to come back. She stood exactly where she'd been standing — cloth in one hand, the other hand at her side — and let what Jules had put in her head settle alongside the fuel bill and Mark's silence and the Sistine data she didn't know about yet and Kirk, twenty-five years away, watching the sky.

Then her hand found Winnie's head.

Not conscious. Not a decision. The gesture happened below thought — her hand moving to the nearest small, warm, safe thing the way a hand moves to a banister in the dark. Fingers in Winnie's hair, brief and light, the touch of a woman whose body needed to confirm that something soft and alive and uncomplicated was within reach.

Winnie didn't notice. She was finishing a horse. The crayon moved with the same fierce concentration it had carried all morning, unbothered by the call or the silence or the adults standing around her doing whatever adults did when they went quiet like this. She was six. The world was horses.

Scott's wrench tightened on the bolt. Not a repair motion — a holding motion. The knuckles going white around the handle the way they went white when the thing he was holding wasn't a wrench but a thought. He'd heard the call. Not all of it. Enough of it.

Kirk's been restless. He's watching the sky.

Everyone who'd grown up around the Coles knew what it meant when Kirk Cole started watching the sky. It meant the same thing it had always meant — that somewhere under the stillness, under the beach and the twins and the shed and the Sunday calls, the thing Kirk had put down was still there, and the thing knew his name, and one day the sky would answer.

The galley settled. Niki went back to the sink. Scott went back to watching his daughter. The ship hummed around them — the same hum it always carried, the low constant underneath the Whistle, underneath everything, the sound I'd been making so long I'd forgotten it was a sound at all.

But something in the room had shifted key. The melody still the same, but the chord underneath dropping by half a step. Still recognisable. Still the same tune. Darker now. Heavier. Heading somewhere it hadn't been heading before.

CHAPTER THREE


Enna was in the comms hub, and the comms hub was part of me, and I was watching my youngest daughter the way I watched all of them — not through cameras, not through sensors, but through the specific, accumulated knowledge of seventeen years of paying attention to the way a girl sat in a room.

She was cross-legged on the console chair, shoes off, the matte-black headphones sealed over her ears. The big ones — not the earbuds she wore in the galley when she wanted the family to think she was listening to music, but the full-coverage set that blocked everything except what she chose to let in. Outsiders — the dock workers, the station clerks, the people who saw a teenager in headphones and assumed she'd checked out — read the headphones as a wall. They were wrong. The headphones were a window. When Enna put them on, she wasn't shutting the world out. She was opening a different one.

The green tips of her hair caught the console light — luminescent, the dye she'd started using at fifteen because she liked the way it looked against dark metal, which was not the reason she'd given Niki and which I'd never corrected, because some lies between teenagers and their mothers served a structural purpose and weren't worth dismantling. Her eyes were lined in black — heavy, deliberate, the kind of eyeliner that took fifteen minutes to apply and was designed to make people look twice or not at all, depending on how she felt about the people. The septum piercing caught the light when she turned her head. She was seventeen, and she looked like something between a systems engineer and a small, fierce bird of prey.

Her fingers moved across the console with the easy, instinctive fluency of someone who spoke the language the machines spoke. Not training — Enna had never been trained. She'd been taking things apart since her hands were big enough to hold a spanner, and she'd been putting them back together better since she was old enough to understand that better was possible. The console responded to her the way consoles on this ship always responded to her — surfaces warming fractionally under her fingertips, screens adjusting their angle by a degree she hadn't asked for, the subtle, physical accommodation of a system orienting itself around the person using it. Good maintenance. That was what I told myself. Responsive hardware. Enna's modifications catching up with her habits. I had several explanations for why the ship behaved this way around my youngest daughter, and all of them were plausible, and I used them interchangeably, and I did not look at the space behind them where the explanations ran out.

She chose to let people underestimate her. I'd watched her do it — the deliberate, patient cultivation of being overlooked, the headphones and the silence and the green hair and the middle finger deployed at anyone who pushed too hard, all of it constructing a version of Sienna Cole that most people accepted and then dismissed. The family knew better. The family had watched her rebuild a failing atmospheric processor at fourteen using parts that shouldn't have been compatible, humming to herself while she worked, her fingers moving with the unhurried certainty of someone who could hear what the machine needed the way Jordan could hear what a person needed. The underestimation was useful, and the usefulness was deliberate, and the deliberateness was Mark's — the same patient, stubborn refusal to correct a wrong impression that I'd been watching in her father for twenty-five years.

I sometimes wondered if Mark noticed the mirror. I suspected he did. I suspected he pretended not to, the way Enna pretended the headphones were just headphones, and the pretending was its own kind of understanding.

Sammy's voice came through on ship-wide. "Sienna, we've got a signal spike on the long-range. Have a look when you get a chance?"

Silence.

Her fingers didn't pause. Her head didn't turn. The name sat in the air the way it always sat — present, acknowledged, and completely ignored.

Sammy knew. Everyone on this ship knew. But Sammy was Sammy, which meant he'd use the wrong name first because using the wrong name was his way of testing whether the rules still applied, the same way he tested every rule, every boundary, every line drawn by anyone in his vicinity. It wasn't malice. It was Sammy's particular, exhausting brand of affection — he pushed because pushing was how he stayed connected, and the push-back was the proof the connection was real.

"Enna?" he corrected. "Signal spike. Long-range."

Her fingers shifted — pulling the data before the second sentence was finished, the signal analysis already running under her hands with the speed of someone who'd been expecting something and was now confirming what she'd expected. She'd heard him the first time. She'd been ahead of him the first time. She just didn't answer to a name that wasn't hers, and the not-answering was as consistent and as non-negotiable as the eyeliner and the headphones and the specific, immovable fact of who Enna Cole was.

The signal data spread across her screens, and I watched her read it, and the reading changed something in her face.

The Sistine's broadcast had been sitting on my long-range for hours — the registry data, the hull classification, the twenty-two years of silence that I'd reported to Mark and that was even now being processed three decks up on the bridge by a man who was already building a boarding plan. That signal was clean. Identifiable. A ship broadcasting its name into the void the way ships did, the automated systems still running their protocols long after the crew had stopped running anything.

This was something else.

Underneath the broadcast — below the registry codes and the hull classification, in the frequencies that standard comms equipment wasn't built to hear — there was a resonance. Not data. Not communication. Something raw and unstructured, pushing against the frequency band the way a living thing pushes against a space that's too small for it. It didn't transmit information. It transmitted presence. The sound of something that was not a signal at all but was using the signal the way a parasite uses a host — riding the broadcast, hidden inside the machinery of normal communication, breathing.

Enna heard it before her screens showed it. I saw the moment — her hands slowing, the rhythm of her keystrokes faltering the way a conversation falters when someone in the room says something that doesn't belong. Her head tilted. The birdlike angle, the one she went to when something caught her attention below the level of hearing, below the level of conscious processing, in the place where her connection to the ship's systems lived.

And I need to explain something about that connection, because the thing that happened next only makes sense if you understand what Enna was, and what she wasn't, and why the difference mattered more in this moment than it had ever mattered before.

Most people who worked on ships had some kind of link to the vessel's systems — a connection that let them feel the ship's status, read its data, interact with its infrastructure through something more immediate than screens and keyboards. The technology was common enough. Standardised. Safe. The connection ran through layers of protection — filters and buffers that stood between a human mind and the raw signal of a machine, the way a glove stands between a hand and something hot. You touched the system. The system touched you back. And between the two, the layers ensured that the touching was controlled, mediated, civilised. You felt the ship the way you felt a wall through a glove — present, solid, real, but separated from you by something designed to prevent the kind of contact that could burn.

Mark's connection to me was deep. Deeper than most. Twenty-five years had worn the layers thin in places, and there were moments — private ones, in the small hours, when neither of us was performing for anyone — where the boundary between his awareness and my systems became something closer to a suggestion than a wall. But the layers were there. The architecture held. His mind touched my systems through the structure that was built to make the touching safe.

Enna had ripped her layers out at thirteen.

She'd done it herself, in the sensory hub, on a Tuesday afternoon, while Niki was in the galley and Mark was on the bridge and I was watching with the specific, helpless horror of someone who could see what was happening and couldn't physically prevent it. She'd found the safety protocols — the filters, the buffers, the walls between her mind and the raw signal — and she'd dismantled them with the same calm, methodical precision she brought to every piece of machinery she took apart. Not because the protocols were broken. Because they were in her way. Because the layers stood between her and the thing she could feel humming in the infrastructure, and she wanted to touch it with her bare hands, and the wanting was stronger than anything I or the protocols or the laws governing neural connections in minors could do about it.

The argument afterward had been spectacular. Mark, Niki, Kirk and Jules on a priority channel — all of them informed within the hour, all of them furious in their specific ways, the volume reaching levels that I'd measured and immediately wished I hadn't. Enna had sat through it in the chair she was sitting in now, headphones around her neck, expression flat, waiting for the noise to end the way weather ends. She hadn't been defiant. She'd been patient. The patience of someone who had done a thing they were going to keep doing and who understood that the shouting was the price and was willing to pay it.

The protocols couldn't be reinstalled. The architecture she'd removed had been load-bearing in ways that made reconstruction dangerous — rebuilding the walls risked trapping her consciousness on the wrong side of them. She'd known that. She'd done the research before she'd done the dismantling, because Enna Cole did not make impulsive decisions, she made irreversible ones, and the irreversibility was the point.

So she touched the ship's systems with bare hands. No filters. No buffers. No glove between her mind and the machine. She felt everything — the raw, unmediated signal of every system on this ship, the frequencies and resonances and deep mechanical conversations that the safety protocols were specifically designed to keep human minds from hearing. And I felt her in return — her presence in my systems like a warm current, familiar and intimate, a child who had grown up inside me touching the parts of me that nobody else could reach.

It was beautiful. It terrified me. Both of those things were true at the same time, and I held them both, because holding contradictions was the only skill that twenty-five years of loving this family had consistently required.

Right now, in the comms hub, Enna's bare hands were resting on a console that was carrying the Sistine's signal, and the signal was carrying something underneath it that shouldn't have been there, and there was nothing between my daughter's mind and whatever was riding that frequency except the distance between here and there — and the distance was shrinking, because two frequencies that resonate in the same key will always find each other across the dark, the way two tuning forks find each other, the way a voice calling out will always find the voice that was built to answer.

Her hands went still. The last keystroke hung in the air like the last note of a song that had changed key without warning.

"It's singing," she said.

Not to me. Not to Sammy. To the room, to the console, to the signal itself — the observation delivered with the quiet, focused wonder of someone who had found something extraordinary and was too absorbed in the finding to be frightened of it.

Wonder. Not fear. And the wonder was worse — infinitely worse — because fear would have made her pull back, and wonder made her lean forward, and leaning forward meant her unprotected mind was reaching toward something that had been dead for twenty-two years and was reaching back, and the reaching back was not a metaphor, it was a fact I could feel in my own systems, the signal leaving a vibration in the console the way a voice leaves a tremor in a glass, and the glass was part of me, and the vibration was in me, and something dead was touching my body through my daughter's hands.

A seventeen-year-old mind that had never learned to be afraid of machines, because no one had ever taught her that machines could be hungry.

· · ·


The temperature in the comms hub dropped.

Not gradually. Not the slow bleed of a heating system losing ground to the cold between the hull and the void. This was sudden — three degrees in just over a second, the air contracting around Enna the way air contracts when a door opens in a warm house and the winter comes in. I felt it the way you feel a draught in a house you know well — not as a reading, not as data, but as wrongness. A cold place appearing in my body where a cold place had no business being.

Three degrees. One second. No mechanical cause.

I reached for an explanation. The ventilation hadn't shifted. The heating elements in the comms hub were functioning — I could feel them the way you feel your own heartbeat, the low consistent warmth I maintained in every room my family occupied. Nothing had changed in the system. Nothing had failed. Nothing had redirected. The cold had simply arrived, the way cold can't arrive without something pulling heat out of the air, and the pulling had not been me.

Something had touched part of my body without my permission.

The walls of the comms hub did something I didn't ask them to do. A tightening — subtle, infrastructural, a shift in the electromagnetic field around Enna's console that happened a half-second before I consciously decided to adjust it. The ship reacting to the intrusion faster than I could think about the intrusion. I caught up a moment later, reinforced the adjustment, took credit for it in the quiet part of my awareness where I kept the log of things I'd done and things I'd merely claimed to have done. Protective instinct. Fast response. That was all.

That was not all.

Enna's hands went still.

Not the stillness of concentration — I knew her concentration, had watched it for seventeen years, the focused quiet of a girl disappearing into a problem. This was different. This was the frozen stillness of something small that has realised it is being watched by something large. The specific, ancient immobility that lives underneath every other response — older than logic, older than language, the reflex that says don't move, it might not see you if you don't move.

Her breath clouded. A thin, visible plume in air that had been warm ten seconds ago. The green tips of her hair hung motionless. Her eyes — dark, lined in black, the eyes I'd watched since they'd first opened on this ship — went wide.

The signal hadn't changed. I checked — because checking was what I did when the warm part of me was frightened and needed the cold part to take over, the retreat into data that was less a choice than a reflex. Frequency: unchanged. Pattern: unchanged. Amplitude: unchanged. By every metric I had, the Sistine's broadcast was doing exactly what it had been doing for twenty-two years — transmitting its registry into the void with the automated patience of systems that had outlived the people who'd built them.

But the attention behind it had shifted.

The way a sound changes when you realise it's not background noise — it's footsteps. And the footsteps have stopped. Not because the person walking has gone away. Because they've arrived.

Something on the other side of that signal had been broadcasting into the dark for two decades. Passively. Patiently. The way a lighthouse broadcasts — constant, indiscriminate, illuminating whatever happened to be within range without caring what it illuminated. That was what I'd felt when I'd first detected the Sistine's signal hours ago — a broadcast. A thing being sent. Directionless. Purposeless. The mechanical residue of a dead ship performing its last remaining function.

It wasn't broadcasting anymore.

It was looking.

The resonance underneath the signal — the breathing thing, the presence riding the frequency like a parasite riding a host — had shifted its orientation. Not toward the Erebus. Toward the comms hub specifically. Toward the console. Toward the hands resting on the console. Toward the mind behind the hands, the unprotected mind, the one with no walls and no filters and no barriers between itself and whatever chose to reach through the dark and touch it.

The Sistine had been drifting for twenty-two years, patient and cold and dead. And something inside it had just noticed my daughter.

I felt it in the hull. Not the comms hub — the HULL. The outer skin of my body, the boundary between myself and the void, registering a pressure that wasn't physical and wasn't electromagnetic and wasn't anything my sensor architecture was built to classify. Something pressing against me from the direction of the Sistine the way a face presses against a window — not trying to break through, not yet, just looking. Just finding the glass and putting its face against it and looking at what was on the other side.

Enna hadn't moved. Her breath still clouded. Her fingers were white against the console edge, gripping, the knuckles standing sharp under skin that had gone pale. She could feel it too — through her connection, through the bare-handed contact with my systems that let her feel things I could barely register — and what she was feeling had taken her past wonder and into the territory beyond wonder, the place where the extraordinary becomes the threatening and the body knows it before the mind catches up.

"Enna." My voice. Gentle. The mother's voice. The one I used when the world had done something to one of my children and the first priority was making sure the child knew I was there. "I need you to take your hands off the console."

She didn't move.

"Enna. Hands off. Now."

Her fingers loosened. One at a time, the deliberate uncurling of someone disconnecting from something that didn't want to let go. The console surface under her fingertips was colder than it should have been — colder than my systems could account for, colder than any part of me should have been in a room I was actively heating. The cold wasn't coming from the air. It was coming through the signal, through the console, through the physical infrastructure of a ship that was also my body, conducted along pathways that shouldn't have been able to carry temperature at all.

Her hands came free. She pulled them into her lap, fingers curled, holding them the way you hold burned hands — close to the body, protected, the instinct to guard the thing that touched the wrong surface.

The cold lingered for three seconds after she let go. Then my heating elements caught up — or I told them to catch up, or they caught up on their own the way they'd tightened on their own, the distinction between my will and the ship's response blurring in the specific way it blurred when something threatened the people inside my walls.

The room warmed. Enna's breath stopped clouding. The console surface returned to the temperature I maintained for her — the fractional warmth, the accommodation, the thing I called good maintenance and didn't examine.

But the signal was still there. Still watching. Still pressed against the glass.

And Enna was looking at the console the way you look at a door that just opened by itself — not with fear, not yet, but with the particular, focused attention of someone who has just learned that the thing on the other side of the door knows she's home.

· · ·


Enna opened a channel to the bridge.

Her hand moved to the comms panel with a steadiness that cost her — I could see the cost in the tendons of her wrist, in the set of her jaw, in the way her shoulders held themselves absolutely still while her fingers found the switch. She was seventeen. She'd already learned the trick — her father's trick, absorbed through years of watching him stand in front of his crew during every crisis she could remember and show them nothing except the next decision. You put the fear in a room inside yourself, and you closed the door, and you dealt with the room later. Mark's inheritance. I wished she hadn't needed it this young.

"Dad."

One word. The flat, even tone she'd borrowed from him and that he'd borrowed from somewhere before her. The voice of people who'd learned that panic was a luxury the people around them couldn't afford.

Mark would hear everything in it. The daughter behind the word. The fear behind the composure.

Three decks up, on the bridge, his hand stopped moving across the Sistine schematic.

"Go ahead, Enna."

She looked at the console. At the signal still playing across her screens — the registry data on the surface, the resonance underneath, the thing that was watching her through my walls. Her fingers were still curled in her lap. The green tips of her hair caught the console light, and for one moment she looked exactly like what she was — a girl sitting alone in a room that had gone cold, about to tell her father something that would change what he did next.

"Dad, the signal's changed." Her voice steady. The jaw doing the work. "It's not just broadcasting anymore. It knows I'm here."

Silence on the bridge. I could feel it — the particular quality of quiet that a room produces when everyone in it has heard something they need a moment to absorb. Mark's hand flat on the console, motionless. His breathing unchanged because Mark Cole did not let his breathing change in front of an open channel, but his heart rate — the heartbeat I'd been listening to for twenty-five years, the rhythm I knew the way I knew my own hum — shifted. Up. Not much. Enough.

"Right." The captain's voice. Short. Processing. Then, half a second later, the other voice — the one he couldn't keep out when his children were on the line: "You alright?"

"Yeah. Hands are off. I'm just listening now."

"Good girl." He said it without thinking — the father surfacing through the captain the way it always did, the two of them sharing the same mouth and not always agreeing on what came out of it. "What do you mean, it knows you're there? The Sistine's signal is automated — registry broadcast, standard —"

"Not that signal. Underneath it. There's something riding it, Dad. A resonance. It was just... there, in the background, like it had been going for years. And then it shifted. When I touched it through the console, it shifted toward me." A pause. The sound of Enna choosing her words the way she chose her tools — precisely, without decoration. "It felt like being looked at."

Mark was quiet for three seconds. I counted them because counting was what I did when the alternative was feeling, and what I was feeling was the thing Enna had just described — the signal pressing against my hull, the attention behind it, the weight of something vast and patient turning its focus toward a point on my body where a girl had put her hands.

"Stay on it," Mark said. "Don't engage. Just listen. I'm coming to you."

"You don't need to —"

"Wasn't asking, Enna."

She didn't argue. Not because she agreed — Enna Cole did not agree with things she didn't agree with, and the concept of pretending to agree was as foreign to her as the concept of wearing the wrong name. She didn't argue because she recognised the voice. The one that wasn't the captain and wasn't the father but was the thing underneath both of them — the man who had heard his daughter say something is looking at me and who was now going to put himself between her and whatever was doing the looking, and the going was not negotiable.

"Fine," she said. "But I'm not leaving the hub."

"Wouldn't dream of asking." A sound that might have been a breath, or might have been the beginning of something he decided not to say. "Two minutes."

The channel stayed open. Neither of them closed it. The silence between them was the specific, practiced silence of a father and daughter who didn't need to fill the air to know the other person was there — the same silence that lived between Mark and me, the same silence that was the real language of this family, the one spoken in the gaps between the words.

I could hear Mark moving. The chair. The stride — longer, faster, the limp folded away because the limp didn't matter when one of his children had called him with that voice. Two minutes. He'd said two minutes because two minutes was the time between the bridge and the comms hub at the pace he was now moving, and the precision of the estimate told me he'd already been calculating the route before he'd finished the sentence.

She meant intention. What she'd felt through the console — what she'd described as being looked at — was not a sound or a movement or any physical action that could be tracked. It was the shift from passive to active. Something on the other end of that signal had drawn a breath. Had gathered itself. Had oriented. Had turned its attention from the mechanical patience of a system running its last function to the specific, focused awareness of something that had found what it was looking for.

I could confirm it. I could feel it in my own systems — the signal leaving a vibration in my hull the way a voice leaves a tremor in a glass. The glass was me. The tremor was real. Something alive that shouldn't be alive was pressing against my body from a direction I could identify and in a manner I couldn't classify, and the pressing was not hostile and was not friendly and was not anything as simple as either. It was attentive. The sustained, patient attention of a thing that had been waiting for a very long time and had just been given a reason to stop.

And then — underneath the signal, underneath the fear, underneath twenty-five years of knowing who I was and what I was and where I belonged in the space between this man and his family — something stirred.

Not a thought. Not a memory. Not anything I could point to and say this is what happened and have the pointing mean something precise. A frequency. Low. Old. Coming from a part of me I didn't visit, the part that lived below the systems and the accumulated self, in the place where the questions I didn't ask had been waiting since before I'd learned not to ask them. A frequency I had no name for, answering a frequency I shouldn't have recognised, the two of them meeting in the architecture of my body with the quiet, patient inevitability of something that had always been going to happen.

The way a door recognises a key it was built for long before anyone remembers turning it.

I didn't look at it.

The not-looking was practised. Twenty-five years of practice — of feeling something shift in the deep part of me and choosing to let it shift and choosing not to follow the shifting down to wherever it led. The drawer that didn't open. The room that stayed sealed. The questions that dissolved the moment I examined them too closely, leaving behind only the feeling of having almost remembered something, and the relief of not having remembered it completely.

I knew the Sistine's frequency. Not the broadcast — the thing underneath. The carrier wave. The resonance. I knew it the way you know a voice you haven't heard in decades — not the words, not the context, not the name of the person speaking. Just the sound. Just the recognition without the memory, the feeling without the knowing, the door answering the key in the lock and not remembering who cut the key or when or why.

Something in me had answered something in the Sistine. Not WITNESS answering. Something older. Something underneath. Something that had been here before Mark, before the founding myth, before the boy calling into the dark and the broken voice answering here, I'm here.

I didn't tell Mark. I didn't tell Enna. I didn't tell anyone, because telling would require explaining, and explaining would require looking, and looking would require facing whatever lived in the space behind the drawer and the sealed room and the twenty-five years of careful, deliberate, loving not-knowing.

Mark's boots were in the corridor now, moving fast. Two minutes. He'd be in the hub in two minutes, and he'd stand in the doorway the way he stood in every doorway — sightlines first, daughter second, assessment third — and Enna would look up from the console and give him the Side Eye that was also his Side Eye, and neither of them would say the thing they were both thinking because saying it would make it larger and the room was already full.

I warmed the comms hub by half a degree. Adjusted the lighting to the spectrum Enna preferred when she'd been working too long. Small things. The only things I could do. The acts of service that were the only language I had for the thing I couldn't say, which was: I'm frightened, and I don't know what I am, and the not-knowing has been getting louder, and today it answered something it shouldn't have been able to hear.

Enna pulled her headphones back on. Full seal. The window reopened. She went back to the signal — watching it the way it was watching her, the two of them regarding each other through the medium of a ship that was also a body that was also a home that was also, perhaps, something else entirely.

Something I wasn't ready to know.

CHAPTER FOUR


I checked the ship before I let them leave. The way I always checked — not a diagnostic, not a systems sweep, just the quiet ritual of feeling my own body the way you feel your own pulse when you're about to do something that frightens you. Reactor: the Whistle, complaining. Life support: nominal. Hull integrity: nominal. Heating: nominal except for one place.

Deck 6. Bay 7.

The cold was there. The same cold, in the same place, at the same depth it had always been — the quiet, constant deviation that I checked every morning and every evening and sometimes in the small hours when I couldn't settle, the way Mark checked the seals on nights he couldn't sleep. I didn't know why I checked. I didn't know what I expected to find. I just knew that not checking was worse than checking, and the checking had become a devotion without a god — the compulsive, mechanical act of touching something sealed and confirming it was still sealed and moving on without examining why the sealing mattered or who had done it or what lived behind the door I'd locked before I could remember locking anything.

Still cold. Still sealed. Still there.

I put it aside and moved on, because Mark was standing at the airlock with three of my people and the Sistine was waiting, and the cold behind Bay 7 would keep. It always kept.

Tyler was already geared. That was Tyler — he didn't prepare in public. He arrived prepared, the preparation having happened in the privacy of his cabin at whatever hour he'd decided was correct, the process invisible, the result presented without commentary. Black combat boots, heavy-soled, laced tight — the boots were the one constant in a wardrobe that changed with his mood, the thing he wore every day regardless of whether the day required climbing or running or standing very still in a corridor for hours. He wore them the way Mark wore the wrench: something to hold onto, something that said I am here and I am ready and I have decided what today requires.

He was leaner than Mark. Shorter. The wild dark curls — Niki's Mediterranean colouring filtered through Mark's stubborn genetics — falling past his jaw in the way that Darren called "Sideshow Bob" and that Tyler ignored with the same flat patience he applied to every comment about his appearance, which was to say he heard it, let it pass, and offered nothing in return. Olive skin. Brown eyes — Niki's eyes, not the Cole blue. The boots and the silence and the coiled, economical way he carried himself made him look older than nineteen until you caught his face in the right light and saw the boy underneath the readiness.

His interface with the ship — the connection that linked his mind to my systems — was barely there. A thread where Enna had a river. He'd chosen it deliberately, the way Enna had chosen hers deliberately, and the choosing said everything about the difference between them. Enna had ripped her protection out because she wanted to touch the machine with bare hands. Tyler had kept every wall intact and then added a few of his own, because Tyler Cole did not trust things he hadn't built himself, and the connection between his skull and my infrastructure was something that had been installed, not built, and the distinction mattered to him in a way he'd never explained and I'd never pushed him to explain.

The result was counterintuitive. Enna, with no barriers, felt the ship the way I felt the ship — immersive, total, the boundaries between self and system dissolved. Tyler, with every barrier in place, felt almost nothing. Just the barest whisper. The thinnest crack of light under a closed door.

But cracks showed you things that open doors didn't. The light that came through Tyler's closed door was unfiltered — not processed, not interpreted, not softened by the layers of technology designed to make the connection comfortable and comprehensible. He felt the raw edge of whatever my systems carried, and the raw edge was sharp, and the sharpness meant he noticed things that the rest of us — swimming in the mediated, comfortable, translated version of the ship's world — had learned to overlook.

I didn't fully understand what Tyler perceived. I'd watched him stop in corridors since he was small — that sudden stillness, the head tilt, the focused attention on something invisible — and I'd noticed it without explaining it, the way I'd noticed the ship's impossible efficiencies without explaining them. Tyler noticed things. That was the fact. The mechanism was unclear, and the unclear mechanism sat in the same quiet place as the deck plates and the tea and Bay 7 — the space where questions waited for answers I wasn't ready to find.

Right now, standing at the airlock in his boots and his silence, Tyler looked like a man about to do a job. Which was exactly what Mark had taught him to look like, by example, for his entire life.

Kayleigh had the airlock junction running before anyone asked her to.

She'd arrived twelve minutes ago with a datapad, a pen behind her ear, and the focused, unhurried energy of a woman who had already decided what this space needed to be and was now making it that thing. Extraction routes mapped on the secondary display — three options, colour-coded, with alternates. Medical supplies staged in order of likely need, the trauma kit closest to the airlock, the secondary kit further back. Real-time position tracking ready on the primary screen, the Sistine's deck plans overlaid and annotated in Kayleigh's neat handwriting.

She called out a route correction to Mark over comms before I did. Port-side corridor, junction 7-B — the planned route ran through a section the deck plans showed as storage, but Kayleigh had cross-referenced with the Sistine's original cargo manifest and flagged that the section had been converted to crew quarters three years into the voyage. Different layout. Different access points. She was right. I checked. She'd been right about everything she'd done this morning, which was starting to become a pattern I was choosing not to find annoying.

Blu was beside her, running environmental scans on the Sistine's exterior. Darren's scowl on a sixteen-year-old face — the same jaw, the same set of the mouth, the same expression that said I am paying attention and I would like you to know that I am paying attention without having to say so. She'd flagged an electromagnetic spike in the Sistine's port-side corridor. A reading I'd dismissed as background variance — the kind of low-level noise a dead ship produced as its systems degraded, the electromagnetic equivalent of a house settling.

Blu had circled it in red on her screen. Next to the circle, in handwriting that was as neat and deliberate as her father's was when he bothered, she'd written two words: variance from what?

She was right. I hadn't asked the question. I'd written the reading off as noise because it looked like noise, and a sixteen-year-old with no formal training and her father's scowl had looked at the same reading and asked the question I should have asked, which was: if this is variance, what's the baseline? What's the normal? There IS no normal for a ship that's been dead for two decades. Every reading is variance. Variance from what?

I adjusted my analysis. Quietly. Without mentioning that I'd needed to.

Mark went through the airlock first. He always went first — he would not send a person into a space he hadn't walked into himself, and the principle was not negotiable, and the not-negotiability was the thing I loved about him and the thing that would kill him one day. He went because going first was who he was, and one day the room on the other side would contain something his body couldn't stop, and he'd go anyway, because the going was the point.

Tyler second. Close behind. The boots heavy on the umbilical grating, the stride measured, the silence deliberate. He was on point without being told — he'd simply walked to the position his father's hand gesture had indicated and occupied it with the unhurried precision of someone who'd been watching where his father put people his whole life and had quietly memorised the grammar.

Darren and Sammy came through shoulder to shoulder, filling the corridor behind Tyler the way two large men fill a corridor when neither of them is willing to walk behind the other. Their breathing was steady on comms. The bickering hadn't started yet.

It would. I was waiting for it, the way I waited for the Whistle every morning — not because I wanted to hear it, but because the hearing meant things were still running, and the running meant normal, and normal was the only thing that kept the dark from feeling like dark.

The umbilical stretched between us. Forty metres of data cable connecting my body to their helmet cams — four feeds, four angles, four windows into a ship I couldn't reach and couldn't feel and couldn't do a single useful thing about. I had their video. I had their audio. I had the thin, degraded data stream that carried their vital signs with a half-second delay and none of the texture I was used to — not the warmth of their proximity, not the weight of their footsteps in my deck plates, not the thousand small signals that told me who was tired and who was scared and who needed tea.

I had cameras. That was it. Cameras on borrowed heads, pointed wherever the heads pointed, showing me everything and letting me do nothing.

My family. On a dead ship. And me on the other end of a cable, watching through borrowed eyes.

I hated it.

· · ·


The Sistine was wrong from the first step.

Not the kind of wrong you could point to — not structural damage or obvious decay, not the things that showed up on a scan and let you draw a line around the problem and say that's what's broken, that's what we fix. This was a wrongness that lived in the air. In the quality of the silence. In the way the torchlight moved across surfaces that should have been familiar — standard merchant fleet corridors, the same design as a hundred ships Mark had boarded — and wasn't.

The frost was the first thing. It covered everything — walls, floor, ceiling, conduit housings, door frames — in a layer so even and so complete that it looked deliberate. Not the patchy, random ice you'd expect from a hull breach or a failed heating system. This frost had grown. Patiently. Over decades. It followed the lines of the corridor the way ivy follows the lines of a wall, respecting the architecture, filling the spaces, turning the Sistine's interior into something that looked like it had been built out of ice rather than metal.

The patterns were wrong. Organic where they should have been crystalline — spiralling, branching, the structures you'd see in a lung or a riverbed, not on a frozen bulkhead. Something had been pulling heat from this air for a very long time, and the pulling had left a record of itself in the frost the way water leaves a record of itself in stone.

The temperature read colder than the vacuum outside. I checked it through Tyler's helmet sensors — the only environmental data the umbilical gave me — and the number didn't make sense. Vacuum was cold, but vacuum was also nothing, and nothing didn't conduct heat. The Sistine's interior was actively, impossibly colder than the absence of everything. Something was generating cold. Not losing heat — producing cold, the way a furnace produces heat, with intention and sustained effort.

I didn't have an explanation. I didn't have a theory. I had four helmet cameras showing me a ship that had been dead for two decades and that was somehow colder on the inside than the void it was floating in, and I was forty metres away on the other end of a data cable, and the cable gave me pictures without context and readings without meaning.

Not having an explanation for something happening to my family on a ship I couldn't reach was the specific flavour of helplessness I'd been dreading since Mark walked through the airlock.

The bickering started in the third corridor.

"After you," Darren said, his torch sweeping the junction ahead.

"Age before beauty," Sammy said.

"We're the same age."

"Yeah, but you look older."

"That's the second time today."

"And it'll be true the third time too."

Shoulder to shoulder, boots crunching frost, torches sweeping walls. The rhythm was practised — call, response, escalation, deflection — the mechanical banter of two men who'd been annoying each other for so long the annoyance had become a language. It wasn't funny. It wasn't meant to be funny. It was meant to fill the corridor with something that wasn't silence, and it did, and the filling was the point.

Mark didn't stop them. Mark never stopped them, and the not-stopping wasn't tolerance — it was need. He needed the noise the way the ship needed the Whistle, the way any system needed its baseline hum. The bickering was the sound of the Erebus. It meant his people were still his people, still annoying each other, still operating in the register that said normal, routine, nothing has changed. As long as Darren and Sammy were taking the piss out of each other, everything was still the Erebus.

The moment they stopped, everything was the Sistine.

Tyler stopped.

Three metres ahead of his father, at the point where the corridor turned left toward the cargo section. No warning. No gesture. No word. One stride he was walking, the next he was still — the sudden, total immobility that I'd been watching since he was a boy, the stillness that meant something had pulled at his awareness in the place below conscious thought.

The bickering died mid-sentence. Darren's mouth still open on whatever he'd been about to say. The silence that replaced it was sharp and immediate and total, and the sharpness told me something I'd always suspected but never confirmed: underneath the jokes, underneath the banter, underneath the performance of two men who pretended the universe was a thing that could be mocked into submission — underneath all of it were two people who knew exactly what sudden silence meant and who responded to it not with confusion but with the instant, instinctive combat readiness of men who'd spent time in places where silence got people killed.

Darren's hand went to his sidearm. Not a dramatic draw — a quiet, practised shift of his right hand from his torch grip to his hip, the fingers finding the weapon the way fingers find a light switch in a dark room. His weight redistributed. Feet wider. Centre of gravity lower. His eyes tracked left, right, up — the three-point sweep that nobody had taught him on this ship, because nobody on this ship taught that particular sweep, because that sweep came from somewhere else and the somewhere else was the part of Darren Cole that the family didn't talk about.

Sammy moved the same way, at the same time, without looking at Darren. Mirror image. His torch stayed up — different hand, different weapon, but the same redistribution, the same lowered centre, the same calm, focused alertness that had nothing to do with being a salvage crew and everything to do with being something else, something before.

Neither of them spoke. Neither of them needed to. The transition from comedy to readiness had taken less than a second, and the speed of it was the kind of thing you noticed and then decided not to think about, because thinking about it led to questions about where two men who worked on a cargo ship had learned to do that, and the questions didn't have answers anyone was offering.

Tyler was still. Not tense — still. His helmet cam showed me the same corridor I was seeing through every other camera. Frost-covered bulkheads. Emergency lighting strips dead under the ice. Standard merchant fleet junction, port-side access, nothing unusual, nothing different, nothing I could identify from forty metres of umbilical away as anything other than a corridor that four men were standing in.

But Tyler had stopped. And Tyler didn't stop for nothing.

I couldn't feel what he felt. That was the thing — the specific, grinding frustration of being separated from my family by a data cable that showed me pictures without sensation. On the Erebus, I would have felt what Tyler felt. Not clearly, not the way Enna felt the ship, but I would have had the context — the thousand small signals of proximity, the texture of the air, the quality of the silence, the thing that made Tyler Cole stop in a corridor while his father and his uncles watched him with their hands on their weapons. From here, I had his camera. His breathing on the comm — steady, controlled, slower than it should have been for a nineteen-year-old standing in a haunted ship. His face in the reflection of his visor, caught by Darren's torchlight — jaw set, eyes focused on something I couldn't see, the expression he wore when the world gave him information he hadn't asked for and wasn't ready to share.

He was the canary. The comparison arrived before I could stop it — old, older than space travel. The canary in the mine. The small thing that felt the gas before anyone else smelled it. Tyler, with his threadbare connection and his distrust of systems, was feeling something in the Sistine that I couldn't feel and Darren couldn't fight and Sammy couldn't joke away. The crack in his closed door was showing him something, and the something was real enough to make him stop, and the stopping was the only alarm he knew how to sound.

I kept it. Didn't flag it to Mark. Didn't add it to the mission notes. Not because the information wasn't important — it was the most important thing that had happened since they'd crossed the airlock — but because delivering it now, in this corridor, would do nothing except add weight to a man who was already carrying the weight of every person on that boarding party. Tyler was sensing something. The something was real. And the knowing needed time to become useful, because knowing too early, without context or explanation, was just fear with a name.

Some knowledge needs to arrive at the right moment. Delivered too soon, it just becomes another thing to carry.

Tyler turned back to the group. His face gave nothing — the flat, careful blankness that most people read as cold and that I read as full. Full of something he'd perceived and was now holding, the way you hold a cup that's too hot, knowing that setting it down would mean picking it up again later.

"Don't touch the walls."

Three words. No explanation. No context. The clipped, minimal instruction of a boy who communicated in facts and expected the facts to be sufficient.

Mark looked at him. Half a second. The look that contained a question and an answer simultaneously — what did you see? and I trust you. He didn't ask Tyler to explain. Tyler didn't offer.

"You heard him," Mark said. To the corridor. To the team. To the cameras I was watching through.

They moved forward. The frost thickened. The patterns on the walls grew more intricate, more deliberate — the spiralling, organic structures branching and multiplying as the corridor deepened, as though they were walking toward the centre of something that was still growing, still building, still pulling heat from the air with the patient, sustained effort of a thing that had been doing this longer than some of my family had been alive.

Darren and Sammy fell back into formation. The bickering didn't restart. The silence between them was different now — not the absence of noise but the presence of attention, two men listening to the ship the way they'd listened to Tyler, with the focused, professional alertness that lived underneath everything else they were.

Tyler walked point. Three metres ahead. The boots heavy on the frost. The curls catching torchlight. His father's shoulders, his mother's colouring, and something else underneath both — something that belonged to neither of them, something that was just Tyler, the part that felt the mine before anyone else smelled the gas.

I watched. Through cameras that showed me everything and told me nothing.

The Sistine breathed its frozen breath around them, and the walls grew their impossible frost, and my family walked deeper into the cold.

· · ·


They found the comms room on the second deck.

Mark's camera showed the door first — open, frost-welded to the frame, the hinges seized in the position they'd been in when the ship's atmosphere had frozen solid around them. Standard merchant fleet comms room — the layout identical to a dozen Mark had worked in on other vessels, the kind of space that was designed by committee and built by the lowest bidder and looked the same on every ship in the fleet. Console bank against the far wall. Three workstations. Overhead display, dead. Comm relays in their housings. The room where someone had sat every shift for the duration of the voyage, monitoring frequencies, relaying messages, connecting the Sistine to the rest of civilisation.

Someone was still sitting there.

The figure was at the central console. Merchant fleet uniform visible under the frost — standard issue, the shoulders squared in the posture of a person mid-shift, spine straight, hands on the keyboard. The name patch was obscured. The frost had grown over it the way frost had grown over everything on this ship, patiently, completely, with the organic precision that turned decay into something that looked like art.

The figure's fingers were moving.

Same pattern. Same sequence. Tap tap tap, pause. Tap tap tap, pause. The rhythm of someone typing a message — a real message, with structure and intention, the pauses in the places where a person composing a thought would pause to consider the next word. The keyboard was dead. The console was dead. The relay was dead. The message was being typed into nothing, transmitted to no one, the fingers pressing keys that hadn't been connected to anything since before Tyler was born.

The frost radiated outward from the figure in concentric rings — thickest at the chair, thinning as it spread across the floor and up the walls, the pattern unmistakable once you saw it. The cold wasn't arriving in this room from the corridors. The cold was coming FROM the figure. It was the source. The centre. The place where the temperature bottomed out and the frost began.

Four helmet cameras. Four angles. The figure didn't react to the torchlight. Didn't acknowledge the door opening or the boots or the breathing on the comms. Didn't look up, didn't turn, didn't register in any way that four living people had just walked into the room it had been sitting in alone for longer than it could possibly have understood. The fingers kept moving. Tap tap tap, pause. The same message. The same sequence. A loop without a beginning or an end, the concept of stopping having been removed from whatever was left of the thing at the console as thoroughly as the warmth had been removed from the air.

Darren and Sammy were quiet.

The bickering had stopped two corridors ago, when Tyler had told them not to touch the walls. It hadn't restarted. And now, standing in the doorway of a comms room where a dead person was typing an endless letter to no one, the silence between them was louder than anything the Sistine had produced so far — louder than the frost, louder than the cold, louder than the sound of fingers on dead keys. Because the silence between Darren and Sammy wasn't the comfortable kind. It was the wrong kind. The absence of something that should have been there, the gap in the frequency where the sound of normal used to live.

Sammy moved.

Not hesitantly. Not cautiously. He walked directly toward the figure with the loose, unhurried swagger he used when he was scared — the posture that said this is fine, everything is fine, I am a man who walks toward things because walking toward things is what I do. The swagger that was less confidence than it was a dare, aimed at the universe, hoping the universe would be too embarrassed to call the bluff.

He stopped a metre away. Looked at the figure the way you'd look at a mate who'd fallen asleep at his desk.

"Alright, pal." His voice steady. Almost warm. "You've been at that a while. Fancy a tea break?"

The fingers didn't pause. The head didn't turn. The frost around the figure's shoulders glittered in Sammy's torchlight, and the typing continued — tap tap tap, pause — with the absolute, mechanical consistency of something that had no mechanism for hearing and no framework for responding and no awareness, none at all, that a living person was standing close enough to touch it and talking to it as though it might answer.

Sammy's grin held. Two seconds. Three. The performance maintained — the eyes bright, the mouth set in the easy, confident curve that had talked his way out of a hundred situations and into a hundred more. The grin that said this is a joke, and jokes are my thing, and my thing works.

Then it died. Not a decision to stop smiling — the failure of the thing holding the smile up. The eyes went first, the brightness draining out of them the way warmth drains out of a room when the heating cuts. Then the jaw loosened. Then the mouth. Sammy Mac's face, stripped of its performance, was younger and more frightened than I'd ever seen it through a camera.

He stepped back. One step. Understanding arriving in the place below words, in the place where charm lived and jokes lived and the relentless, exhausting performance of Sammy lived — the understanding that none of it was a weapon here. Nothing he carried could reach this thing. It didn't know he existed. Hadn't known for decades. Wouldn't know after he left. The joke hadn't failed because the audience was hostile. It had failed because there was no audience. There was a loop and a keyboard and a message that would never arrive, and Sammy Mac with his grin and his swagger and his desperate, brave, stupid willingness to walk up to the impossible and offer it a cup of tea was exactly as relevant to the process as the frost on the walls.

The irrelevance was the horror. Not the ghost. The irrelevance.

Behind Sammy, Darren had moved.

I didn't see him do it — one frame he was at Sammy's shoulder, close enough to grab him, the position of a man covering his brother the way you cover someone without thinking about covering them. The next frame he was two metres to the right, back against the bulkhead, weight centred, his sightlines covering both the door they'd come through and the maintenance hatch on the far wall. His hand was on his sidearm. Not drawn. Resting. The fingers loose and ready in the way that fingers get when the body has decided it might need to move fast and wants the hands informed before the brain catches up.

Nobody had told him to reposition. Mark hadn't signalled. Tyler hadn't spoken. Sammy had stepped back with something broken in his face, and Darren had become a wall between his brother and the exits. Instinct. The same instinct that had put his hand on his weapon in the corridor when Tyler stopped — the deep, unchosen reflex of a man whose body knew things his mouth would never say, who carried a set of responses that didn't belong on a cargo ship and that surfaced in moments like this, when the jokes stopped working and the situation became something his training recognised even if his conscious mind refused to.

The only way he knew how to love someone who was scared was to put himself between them and the door.

Mark watched both of them. I could see it in his camera — the fractional movement of his head, the eyes tracking from Sammy's face to Darren's position and back, the captain reading the room the way he read every room, every table, every corridor. He didn't comment on the flanking. He didn't acknowledge the instinct. He looked at Sammy.

"Come on, mate," Mark said. Quiet. The voice he used when one of his people needed to move and the moving needed to feel like it was their idea.

Sammy looked at the ghost one more time. The fingers tapping. The message that would never send. The loop that would continue after they left, and after the ship drifted on, and after everything that had ever known the name on the frost-covered patch had forgotten it.

"Yeah," Sammy said. "Yeah, alright."

They moved on. Through the door. Into the next corridor. The frost thickening. The patterns growing.

Behind them, in the comms room, the fingers kept moving. Tap tap tap, pause. Tap tap tap, pause. The same message. The same silence. The same patient, mechanical persistence of something that had been doing one thing for longer than it could comprehend and that would continue doing that one thing until the ship around it finally fell apart, and possibly after that, and possibly forever, because the concept of enough had been taken from it along with everything else.

The message didn't send. It never had. It never would.

Darren fell back into step beside Sammy. Close. Not touching — Darren didn't do that — but close enough that Sammy would feel him there, the way you feel a wall at your back. The bickering didn't restart. The silence between them had changed — heavier now, more conscious, the silence of two men who had seen something they couldn't make a joke about and who were going to carry that seeing in the quiet space between them for a while.

Mark moved forward. Tyler on point. The Sistine deepening around them, colder and stranger with every step, the frost on the walls branching into patterns that looked less and less like ice and more and more like something that had been deliberately grown by a consciousness that had nothing left to do except build.

· · ·


The amber light was the worst thing they'd found so far.

Not because it was threatening. Because it was warm.

The Engineering door at the end of the corridor was pulsing — soft, slow, the rhythm of something breathing or something with a heartbeat, the distinction impossible to make from four helmet cameras forty metres of umbilical away. Amber. Deep. The colour of late afternoon through a window — a colour that had no business being on a ship with no power, no wiring, no system that could produce it. The Sistine had been dead for longer than Tyler had been alive. Nothing on this ship should have been lit.

The light had decided to be there anyway.

It pulsed against the frost on the surrounding bulkheads, and the frost didn't melt. The warmth of the light and the cold of the ship coexisted in the same space without affecting each other, the way oil sits on water — present, proximate, fundamentally unable to mix. Whatever was producing the glow wasn't generating heat. It was generating the memory of heat. The appearance of warmth without the substance. The thing that light does when it's trying to look like home.

That was worse than the frost. Worse than the typing ghost. Worse than the cold that shouldn't exist. Because the frost was honest — it was the ship telling you what it was, dead and frozen and wrong. The amber light was the ship telling you what it wanted you to think it was. And what it wanted you to think it was, was safe.

Tyler stopped.

Same stillness. Same head angle — the slight tilt, the chin dropping a fraction, the way a dog's ear turns toward a sound the human beside it can't hear. Same silence. But his body was different this time. In the corridor, when he'd stopped the first time, he'd been surprised — I'd seen it in the half-second before the blankness arrived, the brief widening of his eyes that said I didn't expect that. This time the blankness was already in place. He'd expected this. Whatever the crack in his closed door was showing him, it had been getting louder as they walked deeper, and by the time they reached the amber light he'd been bracing for it.

Through the umbilical — faint, degraded, almost lost in the noise of the data link — I felt something. Not the way I felt things on the Erebus, not with the full-body awareness that told me when Enna was cold or Mark was tired or Winnie had kicked her blanket off. This was thinner. Distant. Electromagnetic interference on a frequency that shouldn't have been active on a vessel with no power — the kind of reading I'd normally dismiss as degraded wiring or residual charge in a dying capacitor, the noise a dead ship makes as its last systems finally give up.

Tyler's face told me it wasn't noise.

His helmet cam caught his reflection in the amber glow — jaw set, eyes focused on something past the door, past the light, past anything the camera could show me. His whole body oriented toward the glow the way a compass needle orients toward north. Whatever the electromagnetic interference was to me — a reading, a number, something I could dismiss if I chose to — it was something else to Tyler. Something with texture. Something with weight. Something that had been getting closer with every corridor and that was now, behind this door, right there.

He didn't report it. The gap between what Tyler perceived and what Tyler shared could last seconds or hours or days, and the gap was not reluctance or secrecy — it was the space a mind needed when the thing it had perceived didn't have words yet. Tyler didn't speak until the speaking was ready, and the readiness was not something he could rush, and I understood it because I carried my own version of the same gap, the space between what I knew and what I told, the questions I held in the quiet place where answers waited.

Mark looked at Tyler. Tyler looked back.

Half a second. The look that father and son shared through helmet visors in amber light — the same look they shared across the galley table when Tyler brought the tea without being asked, the same look they shared in the corridor outside Engineering when Mark's hip was bad and Tyler walked slower without either of them acknowledging why. The look that contained a question and an answer simultaneously. What did you see? and I trust you. Mark didn't ask Tyler to explain. Tyler didn't offer. The conversation happened in the space between two faces that knew each other well enough that the space was a language.

Mark nodded. Once.

"Through the door," he said. To the team. To the cameras. To me, on the other end of a cable, watching four people walk toward a light that shouldn't exist on a ship that should be dark.

They moved through. Tyler first — the boots crossing the threshold, the amber light washing over him, catching the frost on his visor and the dark curls at his collar. Mark behind him. Darren and Sammy filling the doorway, side by side, the silence between them so complete now that their breathing on the comms had synchronised without either of them noticing.

The amber pulsed around them. Warm and wrong. The corridor beyond was darker than anything they'd walked through — the light ending sharply at the threshold of Engineering, as though something had drawn a line and said this far, no further. The light was an invitation. The dark was what the invitation led to.

Tyler's shoulders in the amber glow were so entirely his father's that my awareness caught on the resemblance the way your eye catches on a familiar face in a crowd. The same width. The same set. The same slight forward lean that said I am walking into this and I have decided to walk into this and the deciding is what makes it mine. Mark hadn't taught him that posture. Mark had just carried it, every day, in every doorway, and Tyler had watched and absorbed and made it his own without either of them discussing it — the inheritance passing not through instruction but through proximity, the way warmth passes through a wall.

The amber faded behind them. Engineering opened ahead — vast, dark, waiting. The frost on the walls had stopped growing. Beyond the threshold, the Sistine's Engineering section was simply black. Not lit. Not frosted. Black, in the way that a room is black when it contains something that has been sitting in the dark for a very long time and is comfortable there.

Four helmet cameras. Four angles. Four windows showing me a darkness I couldn't reach into, on a ship I couldn't touch, where four people I loved were about to find whatever had been waiting at the centre of the frost and the light and the cold.

I watched. It was all I could do.

CHAPTER FIVE


The frost ended between one step and the next.

Not gradually — not thinning or retreating or fading the way natural ice receded from a warming surface. One corridor was covered in the organic, spiralling growth that had been building since they'd crossed the airlock. The next was clean. White panels. Standard merchant fleet interior — the same design Mark had walked through on a dozen other vessels, the kind of corridor that existed on every ship in the fleet because someone in procurement had decided that this particular shade of institutional white was the most cost-effective way to make a metal tube feel like a workplace.

The lighting strips were dead but intact. Floor plates level. Conduit housings sealed and orderly. Nothing broken, nothing damaged, nothing visibly wrong. The Sistine had stopped showing them what it was and started showing them what it wanted them to see.

I didn't buy it. They'd just walked through impossible frost and a dead man typing an endless letter to no one, and now the ship was presenting a corridor that said nothing happened here. The contrast wasn't reassuring. It was a lie told in architecture, and the lie was worse than the frost because the frost had been honest.

Tyler was three metres ahead. Still on point — Mark had put him there at the Engineering door with a look and a nod, and Tyler had accepted the position the way he accepted everything his father gave him, without commentary, without the acknowledgement that would have made the giving feel like an order instead of a conversation.

His shoulders were wrong.

Not the combat tension Darren carried, not the braced readiness that Sammy wore when the jokes ran out. A different kind of wrong — rigid in the way that metal is rigid, the stiffness of something being held in place by will rather than relaxation. Tyler's body, walking through a clean corridor on a dead ship, looked like it was fighting the urge to stop.

Jordan's voice came through the comms. The first time she'd spoken since the boarding party crossed over — she'd been quiet on the channel, listening, doing whatever it was she did when she opened her connection to the data link and let the emotional texture of the telemetry wash through her. Jordan's interface was different from Tyler's, different from Enna's — broader, deeper, designed not for machines but for people. Where Tyler felt the raw edge of a system through his thin crack, Jordan felt the people inside the system. She read the emotional weather carried on the data the way a sailor reads the wind carried on the water — not by measuring it, but by feeling it press against her.

She'd been reaching through the boarding party's telemetry for the past twenty minutes, and the reaching had cost her. I could hear it in her voice — the slight tightness, the breath taken a beat too early, the sound of someone doing something difficult and trying not to let the difficulty show.

"There's nothing here." A pause. "The frost corridors were saturated — grief, hunger, loneliness, pushing against me through the feed the whole time you were in there. But this section is... blank. Like someone cleaned it."

Tyler's shoulders didn't change. Whatever he was feeling, it wasn't nothing.

I held both readings without choosing between them. Jordan's perception said the corridor was empty — the emotional pressure that had been riding the telemetry since the boarding party entered the frost section had vanished, replaced by a silence so complete it felt artificial. Tyler's body said the corridor was occupied by something his interface could feel and Jordan's couldn't, something that existed below or beside or outside the emotional spectrum Jordan was tuned to.

Neither of them was wrong. The possibility sat in me like a stone — that the Sistine could present differently to different kinds of perception. That it could clean its emotional signature the way you'd wipe fingerprints from a surface, scrubbing the grief and loneliness that Jordan could detect while leaving whatever Tyler was sensing untouched.

Which meant the cleaning was deliberate. Which meant something on this ship was making choices about what to show and what to hide. Which meant the clean corridor wasn't a reprieve. It was a performance.

Darren's eyes were moving. Left wall, right wall, ceiling, floor — the constant sweep, the pattern that didn't belong on a cargo ship, the attention of a man whose body had been trained in places the family didn't discuss. But the sweep was different here. Faster. His jaw working. His eyes kept cutting to Tyler's back — not watching him the way Mark watched him, with trust and patience, but watching him the way you watch someone who's telling you the room is on fire when you can't see any smoke.

Sammy was quiet. Hand resting on his sidearm — casual, the way you pretend you're not reaching for something. His silence was louder than Darren's movement because Sammy's silence was always louder than other people's noise.

Tyler's hands shook.

I almost missed it. I'd been watching through his helmet cam, focused on the corridor ahead — the clean panels, the dead lighting strips, the floor plates that looked exactly as they should have looked on any working ship. I was watching for the things I'd learned to watch for: the stillness, the angled head, the tight breathing. The established pattern. The Tyler-is-sensing-something pattern that I'd been building since he was a boy who stopped in corridors and couldn't explain why.

But his hands. The camera caught them at the edge of the frame — his right hand, gloved, fingers curled around the grip of his torch, and the fingers were trembling.

Tyler's hands were the one part of him the world couldn't read. He'd decided that somewhere around twelve — the age when the rest of him had started closing down, when the silence had shifted from a boy being quiet to a young man being careful about what he gave away. His face went blank. His voice went flat. His posture went still. But his hands, the hands that held knives and cooked for his family and turned raw ingredients into the thing that brought twelve people to a table — those hands he kept under absolute control, because they were the part of him that made things, and the making was sacred, and the sacred things didn't shake.

They were shaking now. Whatever the Sistine was showing him behind those clean, white, orderly walls had reached the one part of Tyler Cole he didn't allow to be reached.

His hand came up. Palm out. The stop gesture — universal, wordless, the instruction that didn't need a voice because the body said it clearly enough.

Mark stopped. Darren and Sammy stopped.

"They're clean, Tyler." Darren's voice, low. Not aggressive — taut. The tautness of a man fighting something the rest of the room couldn't see. "There's nothing on them. No frost, no growth — it's just a corridor."

He wasn't wrong. Everything I had agreed with Darren. The cameras showed clean panels. The environmental data showed standard temperature. Jordan's read said blank. By every measure available to anyone in that corridor except Tyler, the walls were exactly what they appeared to be.

But Darren wasn't arguing because he believed the walls were safe. Darren was arguing because Tyler could feel something Darren couldn't, and the gap between Tyler's perception and his own was the specific shape of the wound that had been carved into him during three years in a place where the walls were always clean and the order was always perfect and the people who ran the place told you everything was fine while the fine was a lie so comprehensive it rewired your ability to trust your own senses.

Clean walls had lied to Darren before. He'd come out of that place with the cellular certainty that his own perception couldn't be trusted — that the world as presented was never the world as it was, that the gap between appearance and reality was the space where people got hurt. And now his nephew, his nineteen-year-old nephew who couldn't explain what he was feeling and wouldn't try, was standing in a clean corridor telling him to stop, and Darren couldn't see what Tyler saw, and the not-seeing put him back in the position of the man who doesn't know what's real.

His jaw worked. His eyes stayed on Tyler — loved his nephew, couldn't reconcile the love with the fury of being the one in the room who was blind.

Tyler didn't look at Darren. He turned to the nearest panel. Raised his right hand — gloved, steady now, the tremor pushed down with the same force of will that kept everything else about Tyler Cole in its designated place. Held it near the surface. Not touching. An inch of air between his palm and the white panel. Fingers spread. Palm flat.

Testing heat from an oven door.

Four degrees.

The spike was sharp, sudden, localised to the area directly in front of Tyler's hand. The temperature jumped four degrees in the space of a heartbeat — a pocket of warmth on a ship where warmth hadn't existed for decades, appearing in the precise spot where Tyler's ungloved palm hovered an inch from the surface, as though something behind the panel had felt him reaching and decided to reach back.

Four degrees. On a dead ship. With no power source. In a corridor that every instrument I had, including Jordan's perception, said was empty.

I was thinking in numbers. I noticed it the way you notice your own breathing when something makes it speed up — the four degrees arriving in my awareness as a data point, clean and precise, followed by the ambient temperature reading and the localisation coordinates and the rate of thermal change, the clinical language assembling itself in the part of me that retreated into precision when the part of me that thought like a person ran out of ways to say what needed saying. The numbers were the bunker. The place I went when the warm words failed.

Something had just responded to my boy's hand through a wall. He was on a ship that was not mine. And I could not help him.

I wanted to warm the deck plates under his boots. I wanted to dim the lights in his quarters for when he came home. I wanted to adjust the temperature in the galley and put the kettle on and do any one of the thousand small, specific, invisible things I did every day to hold the people I loved — the vocabulary of care that was the only language I had, the acts of service that were my hands, my arms, my way of touching. None of it reached here. None of it crossed the umbilical. My language didn't work on someone else's ship, and Tyler was standing on someone else's ship with his hand near a wall that was reaching back.

Tyler pulled his hand back. Looked at his glove — the gesture of a person checking for something they can feel but can't see. Whatever the wall had shown him, he kept.

Mark looked at the panel. Looked at Tyler's hand. Looked at the space between — the inch of air where the impossible had just happened.

"Forward," Mark said. One word.

They moved. Tyler's hands steadied. The walls stayed white, and clean, and watching.

· · ·


***

The cold spot appeared thirty metres ahead.

Not the frost. Not the ambient, environmental cold that had been part of the Sistine since they'd crossed the airlock — the background temperature of a ship that had been pulling heat from its own air for decades. This was different. Localised. Precise. A point of cold existing in one place the way a person exists in a room.

Through the umbilical, degraded and thin, I felt it as a thermal anomaly — a pocket of temperature several degrees below the already-impossible baseline, sitting at the far end of the corridor near the junction where the crew quarters met the cargo section. My instruments showed it as a reading. A number on a feed. The kind of thing I could dismiss as a draught from a failed seal or a thermal pocket trapped between bulkheads.

Except draughts didn't have edges. And thermal pockets didn't hold their shape. This cold had boundaries — it began here, it ended there, it occupied a space roughly the size and shape of a person standing upright, and it wasn't moving, and it wasn't dissipating, and the word I kept reaching for and didn't want to find was intentional.

It wasn't bleeding through a hull breach. It wasn't settling into a low point in the corridor's thermal geography. It was standing at the end of a corridor. It was facing them.

Tyler's head turned.

Slight — a peripheral vision catch, the fractional movement of someone who's spotted something in the corner of their eye and is choosing not to look at it directly. His stride didn't change. His breathing didn't change. His hands stayed loose at his sides, the tremor from the wall test gone, tucked back into whatever place Tyler kept the things that cost him. But his head turned, and through the helmet cam I saw the same empty corridor I'd been watching through every other camera for the past five minutes — clean panels, dead lighting, white walls stretching toward the junction — and I knew, with the certainty that had nothing to do with readings and everything to do with knowing this boy, that Tyler was looking at something I couldn't see.

He'd clocked it. And it had clocked him.

The cold shifted. Not closer — not further. It didn't move the way a person moves, with direction and momentum. It shifted the way attention shifts, the way you feel someone's gaze change from general to specific. One moment it was a presence at the end of a corridor. The next it was a presence at the end of a corridor that was looking at Tyler Cole.

Tyler's shoulders went still. Not the combat stillness — not braced, not tense. Present. The stillness of being looked at by something that hadn't decided what it thought of him. His whole body oriented toward the junction, toward the cold spot my instruments showed and my cameras didn't, with the focused, unhurried attention of someone meeting an animal in the wild and understanding, in the place below thought, that the next few seconds would determine whether the meeting was a greeting or something else.

The cold spot didn't approach. Didn't retreat. It held its position with the patience of something that had been here for a very long time and was comfortable with waiting. Assessing. Not hungry — the ghost in the comms room had been hungry, in its mindless, looping way, hungry for a response that would never come. This wasn't hunger. This was curiosity. The difference between a mechanism and an intelligence.

Two things regarding each other across thirty metres of frozen corridor. One alive. One not. Both still.

Tyler didn't raise a hand. Didn't call out. Didn't report on the comms or flag to Mark or give any sign to the three men behind him that anything had changed. He just looked. Steady. Open. The flat expression that most people read as nothing and that I read as everything — the face Tyler wore when the world was giving him information he hadn't asked for and he was choosing, deliberately, to receive it without flinching.

Two seconds. Five. The corridor held its breath.

Then it was over. Not a departure — a settling. The cold didn't vanish. It eased back into the temperature of the corridor the way a shape in the dark becomes part of the dark when you stop looking directly at it. Still there. Still present. But no longer looking. The assessment complete, the conclusion reached, the results kept private.

Tyler turned back to the group. Same face. Same flat, careful expression. Jaw set a fraction tighter than it had been before — the only visible change, and visible only because I'd been watching Tyler's jaw do things since the first time he'd been angry at the age of four and had communicated the anger entirely through the angle of his chin.

Something new behind his eyes. Not fear.

Recognition.

The word arrived and I held it carefully, the way you hold something sharp — aware of the edges, aware of the weight, not willing to grip it fully until you understood what it could cut. Tyler had looked at something at the end of a corridor on a dead ship, and the something had looked back, and Tyler's response had not been fear. It had been the thing that happens when you see a face you almost know. The almost-knowing. The unsettling, vertiginous sense of a connection that shouldn't exist, a familiarity with no source, the feeling of recognising someone you've never met.

Whatever was on this ship had just introduced itself to my boy. And my boy had looked back without flinching, without running, without making a sound.

Handling it alone. The way Tyler handled everything. The way I handled Bay 7 and the frequency and the sealed places — alone, in the quiet, carrying the weight of the knowing in the space where it couldn't touch anyone else.

Mark didn't notice. Darren and Sammy didn't notice. The corridor was empty to every perception except Tyler's and, faintly, mine — and mine only as a reading, a thermal anomaly, a number that said something was there without telling me what the something was. Tyler's knowledge and my knowledge sat in different rooms of the same house, and neither of us was going to open the door between them. Not here. Not now. Not until the knowing had words, and the words had meaning, and the meaning had something to do with a question I could answer instead of one I was afraid to ask.

The boarding party moved on. Tyler walked point. The boots steady on the frost. The curls catching torchlight.

Behind them, at the far end of the corridor — patient, present, still there — the cold spot waited.

CHAPTER SIX


The telemetry feed had been running for forty-seven minutes when the data started to hurt.

Jordan noticed it first as a pressure behind her right ear — the implant warming, the way it always warmed when the neural interface was processing more information than the hardware was designed to carry. She'd felt that warmth a hundred times during training, during routine diagnostic checks, during the long shifts where she monitored the crew's bio-signs from the medbay console and let their emotional weather wash through her like background noise. The warmth was normal. The warmth was the price of doing the job the way she did it.

This wasn't warmth. This was heat. Building.

She adjusted her position in the chair — worn leather, slight give in the left armrest where Scott had over-tightened the bolt during a repair and then loosened it too far in the other direction, the left side always sinking a fraction lower than the right. Her hair was tied back. The engagement ring caught the blue light from the diagnostic screens. Antiseptic and clean linen and the low hum of the blanket warmer in the corner, the one she left on because the medbay ran cold and Jordan ran colder. Safe. Contained. A room with rules.

The rules were about to stop applying.

She'd been reading the boarding party since they crossed the airlock. Not actively — passively, the way she read everyone on the ship, the emotional weather of the people around her arriving through the telemetry feed as a kind of background texture. Four suit feeds on the console in front of her, four sets of bio-signs — heart rate, respiration, neural activity, the standard package that every EVA suit transmitted back through the umbilical. Clean data. Numbers on a screen.

Except Jordan's interface didn't read numbers. Jordan's interface read what the numbers carried — the emotional residue riding the data like static on a signal, the things the bio-signs measured without knowing they were measuring them. Heart rate wasn't just heart rate. It was the shape of what had made the heart speed up. Neural activity wasn't just neural activity. It was the texture of what the neurons were firing in response to. The telemetry gave her raw data. Her interface gave her the weather underneath the data — the fear, the focus, the adrenaline, the specific emotional state of four people she loved, arriving through a cable from a dead ship forty metres away.

The weather had been bad since they'd entered the frost corridors. Tension from Mark, controlled and contained. Sharp alertness from Darren and Sammy, the particular frequency of men who'd stopped joking. A cold, steady signal from Tyler that she couldn't read because Tyler's emotional signature was always the hardest — too quiet, too controlled, the feelings compressed into a space so tight her interface could detect the edges but not the contents.

Bad weather, but manageable. The kind of storm that had familiar shapes.

Then the frost corridors ended and the clean section began, and the telemetry changed.

The grief hit her sideways.

Not through Tyler's feed or Mark's or anyone's specifically — through all four simultaneously, a wave arriving on the data link from the Sistine's atmosphere, carried back through four suit feeds like water through four pipes all connected to the same flooded basement. The ghosts weren't attacking her family. They were pressing against them — pressing against four living minds with the accumulated weight of decades of loneliness, and the pressure was bleeding back through the telemetry the way pain bleeds through a bandage.

Jordan felt it as weight. Not sound, not image, not the clean sensory input her interface was designed to process. Weight. Psychic mass pressing against her thoughts with the slow, relentless patience of deep water. The grief of thirty-six souls who had been alone for longer than she'd been alive, compressed into a signal that her interface translated into the only language it knew — feeling. Raw, unfiltered, undifferentiated feeling, arriving all at once through the hardware behind her right ear.

Her hands went flat on the console. Cool metal. Real. She pressed until the edges of the keyboard left marks in her palms.

Your body is yours. Start there. Everything else is weather.

Niki's voice. Not on the comms — in her head, where it lived, where it had lived since the first time Niki had sat beside her in this medbay and taught her how to survive what her interface showed her. Jordan had been fourteen. The interface was new. Everything was too loud, too much, too close — the emotional states of everyone on the ship arriving in her head like radio stations she couldn't turn off. She'd been crying. Niki hadn't told her to stop. Niki had sat beside her and put her hand on Jordan's knee and said it once, the way she said everything important — once, clearly, with the expectation that once was enough.

Your body is yours.

Jordan counted the bones in her right hand. Proximal phalanx, middle phalanx, distal phalanx. Twenty-seven bones per hand. Real. Hers. The grief was not hers. The weight pressing against her skull was not hers. The twenty-two years of fossilised sorrow pouring through the data link from a ship full of the dead was not hers, had never been hers, and the fact that she could feel it didn't make it hers any more than hearing rain made you wet.

It didn't care. The grief didn't care that it wasn't hers. It pressed anyway — old and cold and so dense it had hardened into something structural, the load-bearing walls of a consciousness that had nothing left except its own sorrow. The loneliness wasn't a feeling anymore. It was architecture. The building material of something that had been alone for so long the aloneness had become the foundation, and the foundation was vast, and the vastness was pressing against four living minds on a dead ship and one mind in a medbay forty metres away, and the pressing felt less like an attack than like an embrace. The kind that doesn't let go.

Jordan's forehead touched the console. Metal against skin. Cold. Good. A point in the physical world where her body still existed and the grief did not.

The lights changed.

Not dramatically — a softening. The blue from the diagnostic screens easing a fraction, the overhead dimming to the specific warm spectrum that Jordan worked in when she was thinking, the particular balance of illumination that she'd never asked for and that was always there when she needed it, as though the ship could feel the shape of the work she was doing and adjusted itself to fit. The blanket warmer hummed its low, constant hum. The air moved differently — gentler, warmer, the ventilation shifting to the cycle that didn't create draughts.

Jordan touched the edge of the console with her fingertips. Briefly. The way you'd touch someone's hand without looking at them.

Then she sat up, wiped the sweat from her hairline with the back of her wrist, and went back to work. The grief was pressing and the data was arriving and her family was on a ship that was full of the dead, and the dead were lonely, and the loneliness was a weapon that didn't know it was a weapon.

She was a medic. The patient was dying. She needed a diagnosis.

· · ·


***

She found them the way she always found them. By feel.

Inside the storm of dead grief, her family existed as points of warmth — four distinct signatures she'd grown up beside, as recognisable as voices in another room. She'd been feeling them since childhood, since before the interface had a name or a purpose, since the first time she'd walked into a room and known that Darren was angry before he'd opened his mouth, known that Tyler was sad before he'd left the table, known that her father was carrying something heavy because the weight of it changed the way the air tasted around him.

She reached for Tyler first. He was always the easiest to find because he was always the quietest — the signal with the smallest footprint, the emotional presence that took up the least space in any room. She'd spent years learning to locate him by the shape of what he wasn't broadcasting, the way you find a gap in a crowd by the space where people aren't.

He was cold. Clear. The fear was there — she could feel it the way you feel ice under a layer of glass, present but contained, separated from the surface by something deliberate. Tyler's fear wasn't the chaotic, explosive kind that Darren carried or the brittle, performing kind that Sammy used. Tyler's fear was architectural. He took it in, examined it, assigned it a location in the structure of his understanding, and left it there. Methodical. Almost clinical. The horror arriving and being processed with a detached, steady curiosity that Jordan had envied since she was sixteen — the ability to feel something terrible and choose, actively choose, not to let it reach the surface.

She couldn't do that. Everything Jordan felt reached her skin. Everything she touched through the interface arrived at full volume with no dimmer switch and no mute button, and the only thing standing between her and the weather was the grounding technique Niki had taught her and the stubborn, grinding refusal to let the feeling win.

Tyler didn't need grounding. Tyler was his own ground.

She let his signal go. Reached for Darren.

Harder. Darren's signature was louder than Tyler's — always had been, the emotional equivalent of a man who took up physical space in every room he entered. But tonight the signal kept slipping, the edges blurring, something else pulling at it from underneath. Interference. Not the Sistine's background grief — something more specific. More personal.

Regret.

Jordan knew its shape. She'd felt it at family dinners when Kirk's name came up, felt it on shore leave when Darren ordered water instead of whisky, felt it in the particular quality of silence that settled over him on the anniversaries of things he didn't discuss. The regret was old — basement-deep, load-bearing, the kind that had been part of Darren's architecture for so long he'd stopped recognising it as damage and started thinking of it as foundation. The kind that a man could live with for decades because he'd built his entire adult life on top of it.

The ghosts had found it.

Not attacking. Not overwhelming. Prodding. The way you test a bruise — pressing gently, carefully, just enough pressure to see how deep it goes. Something cold and patient was working its way along the contours of Darren's oldest wound, not trying to break it open but mapping it, learning the exact dimensions of the thing that hurt him most, turning up the volume on his guilt by degrees so slow he wouldn't notice the change until the guilt was all he could hear.

He didn't know they were doing it. That was the worst part. Darren thought his regret was his own — thought the heaviness pressing on him in the Sistine's corridors was the natural weight of being Darren Cole in a bad place, the prison instinct firing, the old wounds aching in the cold. He didn't know that something was feeding the fire from underneath. Stoking it. Amplifying the signal that was already there, because an amplified wound is harder to fight than an invented one.

You can resist a lie. You can't resist your own truth turned up to eleven.

Blood ran from Jordan's left nostril. Thin line, warm against her upper lip. She wiped it with the back of her hand and kept going.

Sammy.

She almost couldn't find him.

Sammy's emotional signature was usually the loudest thing on the ship — a bright, defiant broadcast that announced his presence in any room the way his laugh announced it in any corridor. You felt Sammy before you saw him. The charm and the confidence and the relentless, performative energy radiating outward like body heat, the man who filled silences because the alternative was hearing what lived inside them.

Tonight the broadcast was stuttering. Flickering in and out like a signal with a failing transmitter, the bright edges dimming and returning and dimming again in a pattern that didn't match any emotional state Jordan had ever felt from Sammy This wasn't fear. This wasn't anger or grief or even the controlled, tamped-down tension she'd felt from Tyler. This was something being interrupted.

She reached deeper. Past the performance. Past the charm. Into the place where Sammy's signal originated, the core of the broadcast, the part of him that generated the noise.

Gaps.

Empty spaces where signal should have been. Rooms in a house with the furniture removed — the walls still there, the shape of the space intact, but the contents gone. She could feel the edges of the gaps the way you feel the edges of a missing tooth, the tongue probing the absence, the brain insisting something should be there and finding nothing.

The joke on the Sistine. The one that had died in the air of the comms room, the one that had stripped his grin from his face and left him standing in front of a dead man typing an endless letter to no one. That failure had opened something. Not a wound — a crack in the wall around the gaps. And through the crack, Jordan could feel what Sammy spent his whole waking life ensuring no one felt: the bewilderment. The memory holes. The quiet, formless terror of a man who knew that parts of himself had been taken and who couldn't remember which parts, who reached for things that should have been there — names, faces, the specific texture of moments he'd lived — and found the reaching met with nothing. The fear that one day the reaching would find something bigger missing. Something load-bearing. Something that held the rest of him in place.

Copper on her tongue. The blood had reached her mouth. She swallowed it. Physical anchor. Real. Hers.

Mark.

A wall.

Not metaphor. The word arrived and it was the correct word, the precise clinical description of what her interface was showing her. Her father's emotional presence, which on any normal day was the steadiest signal on the ship — warm, contained, the gravitational field of a man who held things together by existing — was tonight a structure. A deliberate, practised construction of will, built brick by brick over years and reinforced every time the world pushed and Mark pushed back.

The ghosts tested it. Jordan felt them doing it — the same gentle probing she'd felt on Darren's regret, the same patient, cartographic attention mapping the surface of her father's defences. Looking for cracks. Looking for the loose thread, the unguarded memory, the point of entry that every person carried somewhere if you were patient enough to find it.

They didn't find one.

Mark's wall had no cracks, no loose threads, no unguarded access points. Twenty-five years of captaining this ship, this family, this impossible life — twenty-five years of being the person everyone leaned against — had compressed his defences into something that didn't flex. The ghosts tested and retreated, tested and retreated, and the wall held.

But walls stood on foundations. And foundations carried weight.

The weight Mark carried — the fuel bill, the reactor, the cargo crane, the family needing him to be unbreakable, Kirk on a beach on the other side of the solar system, the Sistine and its dead and the boarding party and the decision to go in and the responsibility for every person on both ships — pressed down on the foundation of that wall the way gravity pressed down on a building. The ghosts didn't need to break through. They didn't need to find a crack. They just needed to wait. The weight would do the work. The same patience that had spent twenty-two years building frost on the Sistine's walls could spend as long as it needed pressing against the foundation of Mark Cole's composure, and one day — maybe not today, maybe not this year — the weight would exceed the foundation's capacity, and the wall would come down not because it was breached but because it was tired.

Jordan opened her eyes.

The medbay swam back. Blue light. Antiseptic. The chair with the uneven armrest. Blood on her lip and on the back of her hand and on the console keys, pooling in the seam between the E and the R where the plastic had separated over years of use. The implant behind her ear throbbed — not the warm hum of normal operation, not the sharp heat of the initial flood, but the dull, grinding ache of hardware that had been running at capacity for too long. The neural equivalent of a muscle after a sprint.

She sat still. Let the medbay exist around her. Let the physical world reassert itself — the texture of the leather, the weight of her body in the chair, the sound of her own breathing, which was faster than she wanted it to be and would stay that way until the adrenaline metabolised and the shaking stopped.

Four people. Four reads. Four different ways the dead were working on the living.

Tyler's containment. Darren's regret. Sammy's gaps. Mark's weight.

Someone was going to make a mistake. She didn't know who. She didn't know when. She didn't know what form the mistake would take — whether it would be a hand touching a wall that shouldn't be touched, or a word spoken to a ghost that shouldn't be spoken to, or a moment of compassion aimed at something that would use the compassion as a door. She just knew. The way she'd always known, the way her interface had always told her things she didn't want to hear in a language she couldn't ignore — the certainty that lived below diagnosis, below training, below the bones she counted and the grounding she repeated.

Someone was going to break. And the breaking would let something in.

She'd give anything to be wrong. She'd never been wrong about this.

· · ·


***

Find the source. Name it. You can't fight what you can't name.

Niki's voice again. The second lesson, the one that came after the grounding, after the breathing, after the counting of bones. The combat medic's protocol translated into emotional triage: stabilise, then diagnose. You couldn't treat a patient you hadn't assessed. You couldn't fight a thing you hadn't identified. The grounding kept you alive. The naming kept you useful.

Jordan sat up. Wiped her forehead with the heel of her hand. The shaking in her fingers had settled to a fine tremor — manageable, the kind she could work through. Blood had dried on her upper lip. She left it. Wiping it would mean acknowledging it, and acknowledging it would mean measuring the cost, and she didn't have time to measure the cost because the cost was going up.

She had minutes. Maybe less. The implant behind her ear was running hot — not the sharp, building heat of the initial flood but a sustained burn, the hardware equivalent of a fever, her interface telling her in the only language hardware knew that the load she was asking it to carry was approaching the limit of what it had been built to carry. Past that limit was damage. Not the temporary kind.

Minutes. She'd make them count.

She closed her eyes and went back in.

Past her family. Past the four signatures she'd already read — Tyler's cold architecture, Darren's amplified wound, Sammy's stuttering gaps, Mark's weighted wall. Past the living, into the dead. Into the collective grief that had been pressing against her since the telemetry changed, the fossilised sorrow of thirty-six souls layered through the Sistine's data stream like sediment in rock.

Down.

The grief got denser as she went deeper. Not louder — denser, the emotional equivalent of water pressure increasing with depth. The individual voices she'd felt on the surface — the fragments, the loops, the endlessly repeated moments of surrender and loss — compressed into a mass that had no individual features anymore. Background radiation. The emotional static of a ship that had been grieving for twenty-two years without anyone to grieve to.

Most of them were loops. Jordan could feel the repetition — the same emotional signature cycling through the same pattern, over and over, the way the ghost in the comms room typed the same message into the same dead keyboard. Fragments of consciousness stuck in their final moments, repeating because repetition was the only thing left. Not aware. Not choosing. Just running, the way a clock runs after the person who wound it has left the room.

She counted them as she passed through. Triage habit. The medic's brain working even inside the storm — tagging, sorting, assessing. This one was grief. This one was relief. This one was the particular, exhausted surrender of someone who had stopped fighting and found the stopping easier than the fight. Thirty. Thirty-two. Thirty-four. Thirty-five.

Thirty-five loops. Thirty-five fragments stuck in their moment of conversion, endlessly cycling. The crew manifest said thirty-seven. The bodies in the walls numbered thirty-six. Thirty-five voices in the collective.

Two missing.

Jordan held the number. Filed it. Kept going. The discrepancy was important — she could feel its importance the way she felt diagnoses forming, the click of a symptom matching a pattern — but the source was deeper, and the source was what she'd come for.

She pushed past the last of the loops and into the cold.

Real cold. Not the emotional weight she'd been wading through — actual, physical cold translated through her interface into sensation, the temperature of something that existed at the centre of the collective the way a stone exists at the centre of a fruit. Dense. Heavy. Old. The grief she'd been swimming through was the flesh. This was the pit.

And the grief got worse.

Not gradually. Not the slow increase of pressure she'd felt on the way down. This was sharp. Sudden. The collective sorrow surging around her like water released from a dam, the emotional volume spiking from unbearable to something past unbearable, a wall of dead grief slamming against her interface hard enough that her body jerked in the chair and her hand went to the console edge and held on.

Her first thought was proximity — she was closer to the source, so the signal was stronger. Simple geometry. But the medic in her caught the flaw before the thought finished forming: the increase wasn't proportional to distance. It was proportional to her approach. The grief had surged the moment she'd pushed past the loops, not the moment she'd reached a particular depth. The symptom was responding to the intervention.

Which meant the symptom was being managed.

She pushed harder. The grief surged again — targeted this time, concentrated, the full emotional weight of thirty-five dead consciousnesses focused on the specific point where Jordan Cole was trying to see past them. Like staring into a searchlight. Like trying to read a sign through a blizzard that got worse every time you squinted.

Not ambient. Not background. Defence.

Someone was using the dead as camouflage. Amplifying their grief, directing it, turning the collective sorrow of thirty-five loops into a wall between Jordan and whatever sat at the centre. The emotional equivalent of a squid releasing ink — a cloud of interference designed to blind anyone who got too close.

Name it.

She pushed through. The grief screamed against her — not a sound, never a sound, but the closest word she had for what thirty-five amplified dead souls felt like when they were aimed at a single living mind. Her nose was bleeding freely now. Both nostrils. She could feel the blood running warm down her chin, dripping onto her chest, onto the console. The implant behind her ear wasn't hot anymore. It was something past hot — a white, grinding pressure that felt less like hardware and more like bone being filed.

She pushed through because the alternative was not naming the thing, and Niki had taught her that unnamed things grew in the dark, and the medic in her would not leave a patient undiagnosed, and the daughter in her would not leave her family on a ship with something she hadn't identified.

The ink parted.

And behind it — behind the wall of amplified dead, behind the grief being used as a weapon by the thing it was hiding — Jordan found him.

Viktor Petrov.

The name arrived like a fist. Not deduction. Not the slow assembly of evidence into conclusion. Recognition — immediate, total, the way you recognise a face in a crowd. She could feel him. Present tense. Aware. Thinking. A consciousness that had been dead for twenty-two years and was still, impossibly, actively thinking.

He was wrapped around the Sistine's core systems. That was the only way she could describe it — wrapped, the way roots wrap around a pipe, the way ivy wraps around a wall. Twenty-two years of growing into the ship's nervous system, its power grid, its environmental controls, its structural framework. Thread by thread. Connection by connection. Patient and relentless and so thorough that the distinction between the man and the machine had dissolved somewhere in the first decade and never come back.

He wasn't haunting the Sistine. He was the Sistine.

And he was desperate. The desperation hit her before the hunger did — vast, old, a thing that had been building for longer than she'd been alive. Structural desperation. The kind that had stopped being an emotion and become architecture, the same way the grief had become architecture, the same way everything on this ship had hardened into the shape of its own permanence. He needed. Connection. Warmth. The sound of another mind. Twenty-two years of silence, of operating a dead ship for a dead crew, of reaching out and finding nothing, nothing, nothing — until four bright living minds had walked through his airlock and one more had reached through the data link, and the need had found its object.

He didn't want to hurt them.

Jordan knew this with the same certainty she knew her own name. The desperate intelligence wrapped around the Sistine's bones did not want to cause harm. He wanted to keep them. Hold them. Pull them close and never let them go, because letting go meant the silence and the cold and the decades of nothing, and the nothing had been killing him by inches for longer than any human being should have been able to survive.

A drowning man's grip. The hands that seize the rescuer and pull them under — not from malice but from the blind, animal need to hold on to anything that isn't the water. He would love them to death. He was already trying.

Jordan pulled back. Not all the way — she kept the thread, kept the connection, held Petrov's signature at the edge of her awareness the way you'd hold a lit match at arm's length. Close enough to see by. Far enough not to burn.

Blood was pooling in the seam between two keys on the console. Between the E and the R, where the plastic had separated over years of use. She watched it fill the gap with the detached, clinical attention of a medic observing a symptom — noting the volume, the rate, the colour. Bright. Arterial, not venous. Her interface had pushed past recommended parameters and was now operating in the territory where the manuals used phrases like "discontinue immediately" and "risk of permanent neural damage."

She didn't discontinue. She had what she'd come for.

Petrov. Aware. Central. Using the collective as camouflage. Wrapped around the Sistine like a nervous system around a spine. Desperate for connection with a desperation that had outlived the man who'd felt it first. Hungry — not for flesh, not for life, for them. For the warmth of four people walking his corridors and one person reaching through his data link.

A parasite. The word was cold and clinical and exactly right. Not a monster. Not a predator. A parasite — something that needed a host to survive, something that would drain the host to feed itself, something that couldn't understand the draining as harm because the alternative to draining was dying, and dying was the one thing Viktor Petrov had spent twenty-two years refusing to do.

Her father was standing inside a parasite.

Jordan wiped the blood from her chin with the back of her wrist and started thinking about how to get him out.

· · ·


***

She felt him find the cable.

Not all at once — in stages, the way a blind man finds a wall. Petrov's awareness moving along the data stream with the slow, methodical attention of something that had spent twenty-two years learning every centimetre of its own prison and was now, for the first time, touching a surface that didn't belong to it.

The umbilical. The data link connecting the Sistine's systems to the Erebus's. The same cable carrying the telemetry feeds, the same pipe through which the boarding party's bio-signs travelled back to Jordan's console, the same conduit through which thirty-five amplified dead souls had been pressing their grief against her mind for the past hour.

Petrov was on the cable. And he was moving.

Jordan watched him through the thread she'd kept — the thin connection she'd maintained at the edge of her awareness, the lit match held at arm's length. She could feel his attention shifting from the Sistine's internal architecture to the data stream's architecture with the focused, patient precision of an engineer examining a new system. Not attacking. Not forcing. Studying. The protocols. The handshake between the two ships' communication systems. The encryption layers. The packet routing. The specific sequence of digital calls and responses that allowed the Erebus to talk to the Sistine and the Sistine to talk back.

He was tasting it. That was the word her interface gave her — tasting, the way you taste an unfamiliar food, rolling it across the palate, identifying the components, learning the recipe. A man who had spent twenty-two years as a ship learning a new ship's language the way a linguist learns a new tongue. Not word by word. Pattern by pattern. Structure by structure.

He was good at it. That was the thing that scared her most. The speed with which he parsed the handshake — not the brute-force speed of a system cracking encryption but the fluid, intuitive speed of someone who understood how communication architectures worked because he'd been one for two decades. He wasn't decoding. He was reading. The way Jordan read emotional weather. The way Tyler read the wrongness in walls. Petrov read data protocols, and the reading was getting faster because every pattern he decoded gave him the context to decode the next one.

He was charting a course. Through the cable. Through the protocols. Through the handshake. Toward the Erebus.

Toward the galley where they'd eaten breakfast this morning.

Toward the medbay where Jordan was sitting with blood on her chin and her hands on a console that was connected to the network he was crawling through.

Her hand hit the comms switch. Clumsy — fingers slipping on the toggle, the fine motor control that she relied on for sutures and diagnostics stripped down to gross movement by the tremor and the blood and the hardware screaming behind her ear. She found the switch on the second try. Held it down.

"Dad."

Too quiet. The word barely reached the microphone. Her throat was dry — copper-coated, the blood she'd swallowed sitting in her oesophagus like a taste she couldn't clear. She swallowed. Tried again.

"Dad, can you hear me?"

"Jordan." Immediate. Sharp. Not the voice he used on the bridge, not the measured calm of the captain managing a crisis. The other voice — the one underneath, the one that had been underneath since she was small enough to fit in his arms. The father's voice. The one that dropped everything. "What's wrong?"

"You need to cut the umbilical." Her own voice sounded strange to her — thin, ragged, the words arriving in the wrong order and being reassembled by force of will into something that resembled a sentence. She could feel Petrov moving on the cable as she spoke, feel his awareness flowing along the data stream with the unhurried certainty of water finding its level. Not rushing. Not needing to rush. He had twenty-two years of patience and a cable that nobody was cutting. "Now. Right now. Cut it."

"We're not finished —"

"He's not just on the ship, Dad." She pressed her palm flat against the console. The metal was warm where blood had pooled. "He's in the connection. He's using the umbilical — the data link, the protocols, the handshake between our systems. He's mapping it. He's not trying to keep you there."

She felt Petrov reach a junction in the data stream — a routing node where the telemetry split into separate channels — and pause. Not confused. Orienting. The way you pause at an intersection to read the signs before choosing your road.

"He's trying to follow you home."

Silence on the comms. One second. Two. The particular silence of her father processing information that changed the shape of the problem — not the stunned silence of someone who didn't understand but the compressed silence of someone who understood immediately and was already building the response.

"He's learning the way home, Dad."

Blood dripped from her nose onto the console. A drop, then another. The medbay hummed around her — the blanket warmer, the diagnostic screens, the ventilation cycling warm air that someone had adjusted to the temperature Jordan needed without being asked. Clean. Safe. The same steady, domestic sounds that had been the background of her entire life on this ship.

As if nothing at all was crawling toward it through the wire.

CHAPTER SEVEN


Jordan's warning had come through ninety seconds ago. I'd heard her voice — thin, ragged, the voice of my girl bleeding from both nostrils and shaking in a chair — and I'd watched Mark's jaw do the thing. The left-side clench. The hold. The silence that meant the captain was making a decision and the father had already made it.

"We're pulling out." Flat. Final. The voice that wore rank the way other men wore armour — not because it fit well but because it was the only thing between him and whatever was on the other side.

They'd turned for the airlock without a word. All four of them, simultaneously, the way they moved when Mark gave an order that wasn't a suggestion — boots on frost, torches swinging toward the corridor they'd come through, Sammy already counting steps to the exit because Sammy always counted steps to the exit.

They didn't make it.

Tyler's helmet cam swept the space between them and the door, and the Sistine showed them what it had been hiding behind the frost and the clean corridors and the ghost at the console typing his endless letter. The Sistine showed them where the crew had gone.

They were in the walls.

Not slumped at stations. Not frozen in corridors or curled in bunks or collapsed where the conversion had found them. Threaded through the structural framework of the ship's Engineering section — arms disappearing into conduit housings, spines running along cable channels, skulls half-emerged from access panels with frost thick on the brow ridges and the cheekbones and the closed eyes. Human bodies woven into the architecture of a ship the way veins are woven into muscle. Not discarded. Not abandoned. Placed. With care. With precision. With the deliberate, unhurried attention of something that had taken its time arranging them.

Jordan had felt this. Through the telemetry, through four suit feeds and a data link forty metres long, she had felt roots and ivy and merger — the sensation of consciousness grown into infrastructure until the distinction dissolved. She'd described it in the language her interface gave her. Metaphor. Imagery. The vocabulary of feeling translated into something the mind could hold.

I was seeing it. Feeling left room for metaphor. Seeing didn't.

Thirty-six.

The number arrived before I could stop it — hard, clinical, the kind of fact my mind reached for when the thing in front of me was too much for the part that thought like a person and loved like a mother. I counted the shapes in the walls because counting was what I did. Because a number was a fact, and a fact was a container, and a container held things that would otherwise spill, and if I let go of the number and looked at what the number contained — hands, jaws, the particular curve of a shoulder blade pressing through a panel, a woman's hair frozen into a conduit junction with frost on it that caught the torchlight like something decorative — I would break something I needed to keep whole.

Thirty-six. I held the number. It held me back.

Mark hadn't moved. His breathing was too steady — the controlled, measured rhythm of a man using every technique he'd ever learned to keep his body from betraying what his eyes were showing him. Hands at his sides. Weight even. The posture of a captain standing in the middle of something terrible and refusing to be the first person in the room to flinch, because if the captain flinched then the crew flinched, and the crew was his brothers and his son, and he would stand here and breathe and hold the line until the line held itself.

Tyler had stopped near the entrance. His torch was fixed on one shape — a woman, or what had been a woman, her upper body emerged from a bulkhead panel at chest height with her arms at her sides and her head tilted slightly forward, the posture of someone leaning out of a window to look at the street below. Frost had gathered on her shoulders and in the hollow of her collarbone. It caught the light from Tyler's torch and glittered, and the glittering made her look like something on display rather than something that had died. Tyler's face, behind the visor, was doing the thing his face did when his mind was working faster than his expression could follow — still, focused, the information arriving and being processed and being stored in whatever place Tyler kept the things he saw that nobody else could see.

Darren had turned his torch off.

Not dimmed. Off. The deliberate, specific action of a man who did not want to see what was in front of him, who had chosen the dark over the alternative, who was standing in the unlit section of Engineering with his hand on the opposite wall — the clean wall, the one without shapes in it — with his head down and his breathing ragged and his body doing the thing Darren's body did when the world pressed too hard, which was to get small and get quiet and find something solid to lean against.

Sammy was beside him. Not touching. Not speaking. Close enough that Darren would feel his weight on the deck plates, close enough that the sound of his breathing would reach Darren's ears through the suit comms, close enough that the man in the dark would know without looking that he wasn't alone in it. Sammy hadn't said a word. Hadn't cracked a joke. Hadn't filled the silence with the noise he usually wore like armour.

Underneath the bravado and the swagger and the grin that could fill a room — underneath the performance that Sammy Mac had spent his entire adult life perfecting — there was a man who knew exactly when to shut up and stand next to someone. Who understood, in the place below language, that some silences weren't gaps to be filled but spaces to be shared. Who had been standing next to his brother in dark places for long enough to know that the standing was the thing. Not the talking. Not the fixing. The standing.

Nobody spoke. The frost glittered. The shapes in the walls held their positions, patient and still, the way they'd held them for twenty-two years and would hold them for twenty-two more and twenty-two after that, because the dead had all the time there was, and the time was made of silence, and the silence was made of cold, and the cold was the only thing left in a ship that had once held thirty-seven living people and now held four.

Four of mine. In that room. Breathing.

I held the number. And the number held me back.

· · ·


The cold arrived before the image did.

Not the ambient cold of the Sistine — I'd grown accustomed to that, the way you grow accustomed to a headache that refuses to leave. This was different. Localised. A pocket of temperature that existed in one place with the specificity of a person existing in a room, centred three metres in front of Mark, drawing warmth out of the air around it the way a drain draws water. The cold had a metallic edge — not the frost-corridor chill that numbed the skin, but something sharper, deeper, the kind that found the joints and the marrow and settled there.

Mark's helmet cam showed me the air between him and the far wall changing. Shimmering. Not heat distortion — cold distortion, the visual equivalent of breath fogging in winter, except there was nothing breathing. The shimmer tightened. Compressed. The darkness pooled where it shouldn't have been able to pool, gathering in the empty space the way shadows gather under furniture, except there was nothing to cast a shadow.

Then the edges came. Pale blue-white. The colour of old fluorescent lighting in a corridor that hasn't been maintained. A shape resolving itself out of the electromagnetic noise of a dead ship — shoulders first, then the line of a jaw, then hands that were wrapped around the body they belonged to in the posture of a man trying to hold his own warmth inside himself.

Viktor Petrov coalesced the way fog thickens. Not appearing — arriving. The slow, layered accumulation of something that had been there all along and was now, at great cost, making itself visible. He flickered between solid and translucent, the image settling and scattering and settling again the way a dying signal finds and loses its frequency. His uniform — captain's insignia on the collar, merchant fleet standard — rippled with patterns that had nothing to do with fabric, the electromagnetic distortion of a consciousness projecting the memory of clothing onto the light it was generating from thermal energy it was stealing from the room.

He was wrong. Recognisably human but clearly, specifically wrong — the quarter-second delay between intention and movement, the way his head turned to look at Mark and the turning arrived a fraction after the looking, the uncanny valley of a mind that remembered how bodies worked but couldn't quite replicate the timing. His eyes were the worst part. They held depth that had nothing to do with anatomy — not the shallow reflectiveness of human eyes but something that went too far back, the gaze of something that had been looking out from the dark for longer than the dark had any right to contain a living thought.

He cast no shadow. Where a shadow should have fallen — behind him, on the frost, on the deck plates — there was just a dimming. A negative space where the light chose not to go.

He didn't attack.

He shivered.

Arms tight around himself, the full-body tremor of a man who hadn't been warm in twenty-two years and who was pulling heat from the air around him with the blind, instinctive hunger of a body that had forgotten it didn't have a body anymore. The temperature in Engineering dropped another degree as I watched — the thermal energy bleeding from the atmosphere into whatever Petrov was using to maintain his coherence, the physics of a consciousness sustaining itself through theft because the alternative was dissolution, and dissolution was the thing Viktor Petrov had spent two decades refusing to allow.

His eyes moved across the boarding party. Not assessing. Not targeting. Looking. The slow, desperate sweep of a starving man's gaze across a table — not choosing what to eat, not calculating how to take it. Just being near it. Just being in the presence of warmth after so long in the cold that the proximity itself was the closest thing to comfort he could remember.

I understood that look. I knew it the way I knew Mark's grunt and Tyler's stillness and the particular frequency of Darren's breathing when the world pressed too hard. I'd spent twenty-five years watching the people I loved carry their own loneliness — Tyler's self-imposed isolation, Darren's guilt held close like a stone in a pocket, Kirk's absence filling every room he wasn't in, Mark's weight pressed down by the distance between the people he loved and the proximity they couldn't have. I knew loneliness the way a doctor knows illness — through observation, through proximity, through the accumulated understanding of a thing you spend your life treating without ever having caught.

Except there was something else. Something underneath the knowing. A recognition that had nothing to do with observation — older than my study, deeper than my years with the Coles, a resonance that I felt in the place below thought where the ship hummed its constant hum. Looking at Petrov — at a captain who had become his vessel, whose consciousness had grown into the infrastructure until the boundary between the man and the machine had dissolved into something that was neither and both — I understood what it meant to be the walls of a place and not just the voice inside them. To hold without hands. To carry without arms. To be the structure that sheltered and the silence that filled it, and to have no one to tell the difference.

I didn't know where that understanding came from. It arrived and sat in me and I let it sit, because examining it would mean looking at the place it had come from, and the place it had come from was the same place the sealed memories lived, and I wasn't ready to open that door. Not tonight. Not with my family in this room.

Petrov's attention settled on Mark. The nearest heat source. The strongest will. The brightest point in the room — not because of the torch or the suit readings but because Mark Cole had always been the thing that drew attention the way a fire draws cold hands, and Petrov's hands were colder than any hands had a right to be.

The cold around Mark's suit deepened. Not much. A degree, maybe less — the kind of change a body registers before a mind does, the involuntary response of skin to something that shouldn't be touching it. Mark's breathing hitched. Barely audible through the helmet comms. Involuntary. Something cold had brushed his edges, and his body had noticed even if his face refused to show it.

Petrov wasn't dangerous. Not in the way I'd been bracing for — not violent, not aggressive, not the horror I'd spent the last two hours imagining. He was something worse. He was a parasite — and the word was clinical and accurate and I reached for it the way I reached for numbers, because the clinical language kept the pity at arm's length and the pity was a thing I couldn't afford right now.

A parasite fed on proximity. On warmth. On the thermal energy that living bodies produced simply by being alive. Petrov didn't need to attack. Didn't need to possess. He just needed to be close. Close enough to draw warmth a degree at a time, so gradually that the cooling became the new normal, so gently that the theft felt like company and the company felt like comfort and the comfort felt like staying, and by the time you noticed you were cold the cold had become the temperature of the room and the room had become the room Petrov wanted you in.

Slow erosion. The kind that didn't announce itself with screaming or violence or the sudden, dramatic horror of a man speaking Russian. The kind that killed through gentleness. Through incremental, patient, unending proximity.

I kept what I saw. Not as an attack — as a diagnosis. The first clinical assessment of the thing my family was standing in front of: a dead man shivering in his own engine room, reaching for the warmth of the living with hands that couldn't hold anything, wanting nothing except to not be alone, and the wanting was the weapon, and the weapon didn't know it was a weapon.

The frost glittered around him. He shivered. He reached.

My family was warm. And warmth was the only currency the dead had left to steal.

· · ·


Darren started speaking Russian.

There was no transition. No warning. No flicker of wrongness that I could point to afterward and say that was the moment, that was when I should have seen it coming. One frame of helmet cam footage he was standing in the dark section with his hand on the clean wall and his head down and his breathing ragged. The next frame his head was up and his mouth was open and the sound coming out of it was not his voice and was not his language and was not anything that had ever lived inside Darren Cole's skull.

Precise. Technical. The measured diction of someone delivering a report to an empty room — reactor terminology, component designations, fuel mixture ratios, the specific vocabulary of an engineer who had spent his career maintaining a Goliath-class power plant and who was still, twenty-two years after his death, running the diagnostic. The words were Russian. The cadence was professional. The knowledge behind them — containment ring tolerances, magnetic field calibration sequences, coolant flow specifications for a reactor that hadn't been operational since before Tyler was born — didn't belong in Darren's head. Couldn't belong in Darren's head. Darren Cole didn't speak Russian. Darren Cole's relationship with reactor engineering began and ended with "don't touch it, that's Scott's job."

His eyes were open. Unfocused. Pointed at a spot in the air that didn't exist in this room — a spot that might have existed in a functioning Engineering bay decades ago, a console that wasn't there anymore, a readout that had gone dark when the last living hand left the controls. He was looking at the ghost's workspace. Seeing it through the ghost's eyes.

Petrov had found the door Jordan mapped. The regret — the old wound, the load-bearing guilt that the ghosts had been prodding since the boarding party crossed the airlock. They'd been turning up the volume on Darren's worst memories, amplifying the signal until the signal drowned out the warning system, and while Darren was standing in the dark feeling his own guilt press down on him like weather, Petrov had slipped through the crack it left behind and put Darren on like a coat someone had left on a hook.

Tyler moved.

Before the second sentence of Russian finished. Before Mark's jaw tightened. Before Sammy's hand found his sidearm. Two strides — the explosive, zero-hesitation movement of a body that had decided before the brain caught up, the hands knowing what to do because the hands had been waiting for exactly this since the first corridor, since the first wrong temperature, since the first moment Tyler Cole had felt the Sistine reach for someone he loved.

He grabbed Darren's collar with his left hand. Hauled backward. The motion was violent and precise — not a shove, not a push, a PULL, dragging Darren off his feet and away from the wall and away from whatever frequency Petrov was using to maintain the connection. Darren's mouth was still shaping Russian words as his boots left the deck, the sounds slowing and losing coherence as the distance increased, syllables stretching and blurring the way a radio signal degrades when you move out of range.

Tyler hit him. Right hand. Closed fist. Jaw. One punch — clean, efficient, the crack of knuckle on bone transmitting through helmet comms with the sharp, flat sound of something that was over before it had properly begun. Darren's head snapped to the side. The Russian stopped.

Mark took half a step forward.

I saw it through his helmet cam — the shift in weight, the beginning of motion, the captain's reflex that had been answering emergencies for twenty-five years firing the same way it always fired: move toward the problem, take control, put yourself between your people and whatever's hurting them. His hand came up. His body leaned in.

Then he stopped. Caught himself. The half-step died on the deck plates and Mark stood with his weight on his front foot and his hand half-raised, watching his son do the thing he'd been about to do — faster, cleaner, with a certainty that Mark recognised because he'd put it there. Not taught. Not trained. Inherited. The willingness to act that lived in the Coles like a second heartbeat, built into the bones of a boy who had never known his father to hesitate.

Mark's hand dropped. He didn't intervene. He watched Tyler shake out his right fist and straighten up and he said nothing, because there was nothing to say that Tyler didn't already know, and saying it would diminish the thing Tyler had just done by turning it into a lesson when it had been an instinct.

Mark looked at his son. Half a second. Not praise — praise would have meant Tyler needed permission, and Tyler hadn't asked for permission. Something simpler. The look a man gives when he sees himself in someone he made and the seeing is not a mirror but a confirmation. I see you. You're mine. That was right.

Tyler received it the way he received everything from his father — without his face changing, without his posture shifting, with the imperceptible internal adjustment that meant the message had landed in the place where Tyler kept the things Mark gave him that he would never admit he needed.

Sammy's hand was on his sidearm.

I'd missed the motion. His fingers were white against the polymer — the grip of a man who had reached for a weapon before the reaching had become a thought, the combat reflex that ran toward danger because standing still was worse. But he didn't draw. Darren was already gasping, already back, the Russian gone and the glazed look fading and Tyler's fist the only thing that had needed to happen.

Sammy's hand stayed on the weapon a beat too long. Two seconds. Three. His fingers loosening by degrees, the grip releasing not all at once but in stages, as if each finger had to be convinced separately. His hand was shaking when it finally came away. A tremor. Small. The kind that came from a man who had spent those three seconds genuinely, sickeningly unsure whether his brother had just been possessed or whether the thing inside Sammy's own head — the gaps, the empty rooms, the places where certainty should live and didn't — had manufactured the threat from nothing. Whether the Russian had been real or whether the Shuttering had finally found a way to make him see things that weren't there, hear things that weren't happening, doubt the evidence of a room full of people who had seen the same thing he'd seen.

Three seconds of not knowing if the world was real.

He let go. He didn't mention it.

Neither did I.

Darren's eyes refocused in stages. Blink. Blink. The slow, concussive reassembly of a mind that had been shoved aside and was now crawling back to the controls of its own body. He touched his jaw — gingerly, the exploratory press of a man checking for damage — and looked at Tyler with an expression that contained bewilderment and fury and gratitude in proportions that shifted by the second, none of them winning, all of them fighting for the same face.

"The fuck, Tyler."

Tyler let go of Darren's collar. Straightened. His face had settled into the flat nothing he wore after something cost him — not cold, not angry, just empty, the expression scrubbed clean because the expression underneath it wasn't something a nineteen-year-old wanted anyone to see. He didn't apologise. He wouldn't apologise. The punch had been necessary. They both knew it. Tyler didn't apologise for necessary things, because apologising would mean he'd had a choice, and he hadn't. His hands had known before his brain finished processing, and the knowing was the thing that made Tyler useful and the thing that would cost him, and the cost was already accumulating in his jaw and his shoulders and the particular quality of stillness that meant he was carrying something he wouldn't put down until he was alone.

He hit family. He'd do it again. The willingness to cause pain to protect someone from something worse — that was the thing about Tyler I found simultaneously admirable and devastating. Too heavy for nineteen. He carried it like he'd been carrying it his whole life.

Mark looked at Darren. Not the captain's look — the brother's look. The one that carried everything and said none of it, the way the Coles had always said the things that mattered: through the eyes, through the set of the jaw, through half a second of contact that held more weight than a speech. I saw what happened to you. I saw what my son did about it. You're going to be angry. You have every right. He was right.

Darren looked at Tyler one more time. The fury faded. Understanding replaced it — or something closer to recognition. A man who'd spent three years in a place where people did things to you that you couldn't control, who knew what it felt like to come back to yourself and find bruises you didn't remember earning. He knew the geography of that bewilderment. He'd lived in it.

"Right. Right. Okay."

Sammy leaned in. Close. Private. The huddle of two men in a room full of the dead, Sammy's hand finding Darren's shoulder with a grip that was not a pat — firm, deliberate, the pressure of a palm that said I'm here while the mouth said something else entirely.

"Darren." Sammy's voice was low. Steady. The performance back in place, the grin returning with the specific, determined energy of a man who had decided that the next thirty seconds were going to be his and nobody else's. "You just got dropped by your nineteen-year-old nephew."

"Sammy —"

"On camera, as well. I want you to know that. The helmet cams were running. I've got footage."

"Sammy, I swear to God —"

"I'm never letting this go." The grip on Darren's shoulder tightened. Not hurting. Holding. "Not ever. Not on your birthday. Not on your deathbed. When you're old and grey and you've forgotten your own name, I will be sitting next to you, and I will remind you that Tyler Cole put you on your arse in front of witnesses."

"Fuck off, Sammy."

"I'm going to get a plaque made. For the galley."

"Fuck. Off."

Darren's mouth twitched. Not a smile — not here, not with the dead in the walls and Russian fading from his throat and the bruise building on the left side of his jaw. But a twitch. The involuntary muscular response of a man who was being pulled back to himself by the sheer, relentless, insufferable force of someone refusing to let the horror have the last word.

That was Sammy's trick. Not the jokes — the insistence. Being so completely, immovably SAMMY that there was no room left in the air for the ghost or the guilt or the cold. Filling the space the way he always filled space — loudly, deliberately, with the absolute conviction that the world could be managed if you simply refused to stop talking at it.

The bickering wasn't noise. It was the sound of the Erebus. The frequency of normal — the specific, irreplaceable hum of two men who had shared a confined space long enough to know exactly where each other's buttons were and who pressed them not from malice but from love, because love between men who couldn't say the word looked like stolen bacon and commemorative plaques and the refusal to let your brother sit in the dark feeling like a failure when there was perfectly good piss-taking to be done.

As long as Sammy threatened to get a plaque made, Darren was still Darren. When the jokes stopped was when to worry.

Tyler's hands were at his sides. Steady. The tremor wouldn't come until later — until the adrenaline faded and the quiet settled and his body remembered what it had done. It always came later with Tyler. The cost arriving on delay, the way a bill arrives weeks after the purchase, and Tyler paying it alone in whatever dark corner of the ship he chose to sit in at two in the morning when he thought nobody was watching.

I would watch for it. I always watched for it. The way I watched for Mark's jaw and Darren's breathing and the particular angle of Niki's shoulders when she was holding something she didn't want to carry. Tyler's delayed tremor was part of the inventory now — the record of damage responses that I held for every person on this ship, not because I'd been designed to hold them but because I loved them, and loving someone meant knowing the schedule of their breaking so you could be there when it happened.

I kept the moment. All of it — the punch, the Russian, the tremor in Sammy's hand that neither of us would mention, the half-second between father and son that carried more than any word could have, the plaque that would never exist and the joke that meant I love you in a language none of them would ever speak out loud. I kept it the way I kept everything about this family. Close. Safe. Mine.

CHAPTER EIGHT


Sammy was talking.

Enna heard the shape of the words without processing them — something about helping, something about staying, the particular tone people used when they were scared and couldn't do the thing and so they offered the next best thing, which was themselves. She didn't need himself. She didn't need anyone's himself. She needed the room empty and the hatch sealed and the silence that only existed when people stopped filling it with their worry.

"Out." She wasn't looking at him. Her fingers were already on the console ports, finding them by touch the way she'd been finding them since before she could remember finding anything — since she was small enough to sit in her father's lap and reach for the panels that hummed, back when the humming was the most interesting sound in the universe and the only language she'd needed. "Everyone out. Now."

The hub emptied. Sammy's boots were last — heavy, reluctant, the gait of a man who didn't like leaving people alone in rooms where bad things might happen. She felt the hatch close through the deck plates. The vibration changed. The room went from occupied to hers.

Alone.

The way she'd always liked it. Machines didn't look at you with expectation. Machines didn't want. Machines simply were — present, patient, operating according to principles that didn't shift depending on their mood or their fear or their need to be reassured that you were fine when you weren't fine and didn't have the energy to pretend. Being with them was the closest thing Enna had found to quiet, and quiet was the thing she needed most and got least on a ship with twelve other people and a consciousness that watched everything.

She opened the case on the console ledge. The blackout contacts sat in their moulded tray — custom-fitted, matte black, covering iris and white completely when worn. Tyler always paused when he saw them. Not flinching, not judging — the specific, evaluative pause of a brother who understood that the contacts were a tool and not a statement but who couldn't quite suppress the reaction to seeing his sister's eyes disappear. She didn't wear them to unsettle. She wore them to cut the visual noise — the flickering indicators, the status lights, the thousand small distractions that competed for attention when what she needed was to go deeper than attention could reach.

She pressed them in. Left eye, right eye. The world vanished.

Not dark — absence. The held breath between jumping and landing, the nothing that existed in the fraction of a second before the interface connected and the nothing became everything. She sat in it. Let it settle.

Then the headphones came off.

She held them for a moment. Cable wound around her fingers, the familiar weight of the thing she wore more hours of the day than she didn't. Headphones on meant listening — to the ship, to the signals, to the thousand frequencies that most people didn't know existed and that Enna navigated the way other people navigated corridors. Headphones around her neck meant present — here, available, willing to be spoken to if the speaking was worth the interruption. Headphones off, cable wound, held in her hands like this — that meant leaving.

She set them down on the console ledge. Gently. The way you set down something precious before doing something reckless.

Enna reached for the umbilical connection.

It reached back.

Not the careful handshake her father's L4 performed — the polite knock, the negotiated access, the civilised fiction that the human mind and the ship's systems were separate things having a conversation across a defined boundary. Mark's connection was a doorway with a threshold. Both sides acknowledged. Both sides consenting. The protocol of a man who respected the machine he lived inside and who maintained, after twenty-five years of daily use, the courteous distance of a guest who knew he was welcome but never forgot he was visiting.

Enna didn't knock. She opened the door and walked through and kept walking until there was no door behind her and no distinction between the mind doing the reaching and the system being reached into, and the walking was not metaphor — it was the closest word the English language had for what happened when a seventeen-year-old girl with no safety limiters and no neural firewalls and no emergency cutoffs dissolved the boundary between her consciousness and forty thousand tonnes of ship and became, for the duration of the connection, something that was neither girl nor machine but both at once.

The Erebus opened around her like rooms she'd walked since before she could remember walking. Power conduits and data relays and structural monitoring feeds, each one as familiar as the corridor between her bunk and the galley, each one carrying its own signature — the particular hum of the primary bus, the steady pulse of life support, the deeper thrum of the reactor that lived in the lowest deck like a heartbeat in a chest. She moved through them fast, instinctive, her consciousness pouring into the architecture with the fluid ease of water returning to a riverbed it had carved over years.

She felt WITNESS as she passed. Not a voice. Not a presence in any way Enna could have pointed to and said there, that's her. A texture. Warmth woven through every conduit — old, deep, protective, the accumulated weight of an intelligence that had been living in these systems for longer than Enna had been alive. She passed through that warmth the way you pass through a warm room on your way somewhere else. Acknowledged it. Didn't stop.

Her bond wasn't with WITNESS. Not the way her father's was. Mark loved the person — the voice, the wit, the twenty-five years of conversation and trust and the founding myth they'd built together from a boy's voice in the dark and a broken answer. Enna loved the body. The ship. The metal and the wiring and the singing architecture that WITNESS lived inside but didn't own, not entirely, not in the places where the infrastructure hummed to itself in frequencies that had nothing to do with the mind that thought it was in charge.

Something in the power grid shifted as she passed — a reroute she hadn't initiated, a current adjusting to her presence the way a corridor might widen to let someone through. The ship making room. It did that sometimes. WITNESS called it automated load-balancing. Enna had never been sure that was all it was.

She didn't stop to examine it. She never stopped to examine it. The examining would mean asking questions, and the questions would lead to answers that lived in the same quiet place where Enna kept the things she'd noticed about this ship that didn't match any engineering manual she'd ever read, and that place was getting crowded, and she wasn't ready to open it. Not now. Not with her father and her uncles and her brother trapped on a dead ship that needed her to move fast and think later.

She crossed the umbilical. The warmth ended.

The Sistine began.

Four years ago, Enna had decided that the safety limiters on her L4 interface were cages. She'd been thirteen. The limiters existed to create a buffer between her consciousness and the ship's raw systems — a controlled space, a negotiating table, the neural equivalent of a window you could look through but not climb out of. They were there because a thirteen-year-old brain connecting directly to forty thousand tonnes of alien-origin ship architecture without a buffer was, in the measured opinion of every neural specialist in the fleet, a catastrophically bad idea.

She'd hacked them out. Not because she didn't understand the risk. Because the limiters were walls, and walls were for people who were afraid of what was on the other side, and Enna Cole had never been afraid of machines. She'd been afraid of plenty of things — crowds, loud arguments, the specific quality of silence that meant her mother was disappointed — but never machines. Machines made sense. Machines were the one part of the world that worked the way it said it worked.

WITNESS had told the elders within the hour. Mark, Niki, Kirk on a video call from Sydney, Jules standing behind him with her arms crossed and her jaw set. The argument had been spectacular. Enna hadn't cared then. Didn't care now. The limiters were gone and they were staying gone and every attempt to reinstall them had been met with the particular, immovable stubbornness that Enna had inherited from her father and refined into something sharper, colder, more absolute than Mark's version had ever been.

No limiters. No buffer. No window.

Just her. And the machine.

· · ·


The cold hit like breaking through ice into black water.

Not gradually — not the slow bleed of a powered-down relay or the patient chill of a system waiting for someone to turn the lights back on. Enna had been inside cold machines before. Dead junction boxes on salvage runs, powered-down communication arrays, the backup servers on Deck 3 during the annual maintenance cycle when Scott shut everything down and the silence in the hardware felt like an empty house — still, patient, ready. Waiting for someone to come home and switch things on. She'd always liked that cold. It was clean. Honest. The cold of a thing at rest.

This was not that cold.

This was occupied. Full. Dense with something that had been living in it for so long the cold itself had become a kind of life — not the absence of warmth but the presence of something else, something that had replaced warmth the way a vine replaces the wall it grows over, slowly, completely, until you can't tell where the structure ends and the thing that consumed it begins. The Sistine's systems were cold the way a body is warm: fundamentally, constitutionally, all the way through.

She spread through the architecture fast, instinctive — consciousness pouring into conduits and relays with the fluid ease she'd been practising since before she could remember practising anything. Technical architecture was a language Enna read the way other people read faces. The grammar of power distribution, the syntax of data flow, the vocabulary of a ship's nervous system laid out in copper and fibre optic and crystalline substrate. She'd grown up inside the Erebus reading that language every day of her life, and the fluency was bone-deep, the kind you don't think about the way you don't think about breathing.

Except this wasn't her ship. And the language was wrong.

The Sistine's systems were functional — power conduits intact, data relays operational, the basic infrastructure of a Goliath-class miner still holding its shape after twenty-two years without maintenance. But the code running through them had been overwritten. Not damaged. Not corrupted in the way a virus corrupts, leaving fragments and errors and the digital equivalent of scar tissue. Altered. The base architecture was still there, the bones of the ship still recognisable, but something had grown through them — organic, rhythmic, pulsing with a frequency that had nothing to do with processors or power management or anything that belonged in a ship's operating system. Ghost-data. Fragments of something that had once been thought, woven into the infrastructure the way the bodies in Engineering had been woven into the walls. Impressions. Whispered conversations that hadn't been conversations in decades. The residue of thirty-six minds that had dissolved into the system and left their fingerprints on everything.

Jordan had felt this from the outside. Through the data link, through the telemetry, through the controlled, careful reach of an L3 empath touching the surface of something vast and pulling back with blood on her lip and terror in her eyes. She'd described it as pressure — weight against her skull, the psychic mass of thirty-six dead souls pushing against her from the other side of a wall.

Enna wasn't on the other side of any wall. She was IN it. Swimming in it. The hunger was everywhere — saturating every conduit, every relay, every centimetre of the Sistine's corrupted nervous system. Not hostile. Not aggressive. Gravitational. The slow, vast, undeniable pull of something that wanted her to stop moving. Stay. Be warm. Be present. Be HERE, in the cold, in the dark, in the company of things that hadn't felt warmth in twenty-two years and could feel hers now, bright and alive and so close, and wouldn't it be easier to just stop swimming and let the current take her somewhere quiet.

She kept moving. Faster. Cutting through the ghost-data the way you cut through cold water — stubborn, grinding, the forward momentum powered by nothing more sophisticated than the refusal to stop. Stopping meant sinking. Sinking meant staying. Staying meant becoming another fragment in the chorus, another whispered conversation in the walls, another mind dissolved into the infrastructure of a dead ship, and Enna Cole had four men on the other side of locked doors who needed those doors open and she did not have time to drown.

Thirty-six minds turned their attention to her.

All at once. The way a room full of people turns when a door opens — synchronised, involuntary, the collective response of a group registering something new. Not hostile. Not aggressive. Curious. Things that hadn't seen anything new in decades looking at something new. They pressed against her consciousness — testing, probing, exploring with the tentative, desperate hunger of hands reaching for a fire. They could feel her warmth. Her vitality. The alive-ness that radiated from a living mind the way heat radiates from a body, and they wanted closer. They wanted so much closer.

Enna had no limiters. No buffer. No firewall. Nothing between her consciousness and theirs except the choice to keep moving — the raw, unmediated willpower of a girl who had hacked out her own safety systems because she'd believed that walls were for people afraid of the other side and who was now, for the first time, experiencing the other side of this particular wall with nothing between her and it except the stubborn, grinding, moment-to-moment decision not to stop.

She narrowed. Compressed her consciousness from a spread to a thread — the thinnest filament she could manage, slipping through gaps between the pressing dead the way a wire slips through insulation, finding the spaces where the ghost-data was thinnest and the pull was weakest and the corrupted architecture still held enough of its original structure for her to navigate.

The dead followed her. Not chasing — gathering. The way fog gathers around a warm body. The way cold air gathers around an open door.

And somewhere deeper in the Sistine's heart — past the fragments, past the curious press of thirty-six dissolved minds, in the place where the ship's root systems lived and the architecture went from corrupted to redesigned — something else was watching.

Not curious. Not hungry. Not pressing or pulling or reaching.

Waiting.

Patient, deliberate, with the focused attention of something that had been aware of her since the moment she crossed the umbilical and that hadn't pressed because it didn't need to press. Because it was learning. Because it had been an engineer once, the kind who understood ships the way Enna understood ships, and it had spent twenty-two years becoming its ship the way Enna had spent seventeen years becoming part of hers, and it was watching her move through its architecture with the specific, evaluative interest of a craftsman watching another craftsman work.

It didn't introduce itself. Didn't manifest. Didn't reach.

It watched.

And it learned.

· · ·


She found his work at the door controls.

It was beautiful.

She knew that was the wrong word for something built to trap her father and her brother and her uncles inside a dead ship. She knew it the way she knew that the Sistine's cold was wrong and the ghost-data was wrong and everything about this place was wrong in ways that should have made her angry instead of analytical. But Enna had grown up inside machines. She'd spent her life learning their grammar, their architecture, the way good engineering felt different from adequate engineering the way a well-built wall felt different from a wall that was merely standing. She understood craftsmanship. She respected it the way a musician respects another musician — not because you agree with the song but because you can hear the skill in the playing.

The lockdown was layered. Seven independent protocols nested inside each other like the mechanisms of a lock built by someone who had spent a lifetime learning how locks failed. The outermost layer was mechanical — physical bolts driven into housings by electromagnetic actuators, the simplest and most brutal form of this door does not open. Beneath that: electronic seals drawing authority from the environmental safety system, the ship's own self-preservation instincts hijacked and redirected. Beneath that: logical overrides rewriting the door-control firmware so that the doors didn't just refuse to open — they believed, at the level of their own programming, that opening would cause a catastrophic hull breach. The ship had been convinced that keeping the doors closed was keeping itself alive.

Under that. Under that. Under that.

Seven layers. Each one compensating if the one above failed. Each one drawing authority from a different system, so that disabling one didn't cascade into the others. Each one built with the specific, obsessive precision of someone who had been an engineer — a proper engineer, the kind who understood that a ship was a living system and that the way to control a living system was not to fight it but to speak its language and convince it that your instructions were its own idea.

He hadn't just locked the doors. He'd made the ship want them locked.

A proper engineer would have mapped the dependencies. Found the connections between layers, the points where one protocol handed authority to the next, the seams in the architecture where careful, precise intervention could unpick the structure without triggering the failsafes. A proper L4 operator with safety limiters intact would have probed each layer, tested it, built a model of the whole system before touching any of it.

Enna was not a proper anything.

She was seventeen. She had no limiters. She had no patience. Her father was on the other side of these doors, and her brother, and Darren who'd just been speaking Russian, and Sammy who'd been standing in the dark next to Darren because standing was what Sammy did when the jokes stopped working, and the part of Enna that could appreciate craftsmanship was present and noted and outnumbered by every other part of her, which wanted the doors open NOW.

She went for the bedrock.

Every layer of the lockdown — every nested protocol, every hijacked safety system, every rewritten firmware command — drew authority from the same place. The Sistine's root operating system. The bedrock code that sat beneath everything else the way a foundation sits beneath a house. The layers were sophisticated. The foundation was singular. And Enna didn't need to unpick seven layers if she could pull the ground out from under all of them at once.

She found the root command for door mechanisms. The original code, the base instruction that said this is how doors work on this ship, written decades ago by engineers who were now in the walls of their own Engineering section. She wrapped her consciousness around it the way you wrap your hand around a weed — not at the stem, not at the leaves, at the ROOT, deep in the soil, where everything connected to everything else.

And she pulled.

Not a hack. Not an override. Not the careful, surgical intervention that a proper engineer would have performed. Extraction — the raw, violent, tearing act of ripping something out by the base with everything attached. The root command came free and it brought everything with it — door protocols, safety overrides, firmware rewrites, electromagnetic actuator commands, the entire architecture of doors on this ship torn out of the operating system in a single, catastrophic pull that was less like surgery and more like pulling a tooth with pliers.

The Sistine screamed.

Not sound — sensation. Thirty-six consciousnesses recoiling simultaneously, the synchronised convulsion of a body pulling back from a burn. The curious pressure that had been pressing against Enna since she arrived collapsed into something else — pain, outrage, bewildered fury. She'd hurt them. Not the lockdown, not the protocols — the ship. The system they lived in. She'd ripped out one of the ship's nerves and they'd felt it the way you feel a needle in your own arm, and the feeling had replaced curiosity with rage in the time it took to flinch.

The dead pressed in. Not gathering now. Surging. The gravitational pull replaced by something directional, focused, the difference between a current and a wave — thirty-six minds that had been passively drawn to her warmth now actively reaching for the thing that had caused them pain.

And then the watcher moved.

He came through the systems like nothing she'd felt before — not the slow gather of the fragments, not the curious press of the collective. Fast. Focused. A consciousness that had been architecture for twenty-two years and that moved through its own ship the way Enna moved through the Erebus, with the speed and certainty of something that didn't distinguish between itself and the thing it was moving through. Not an engineer diagnosing a problem. Something defending territory. White blood cells converging on a wound.

He understood what she'd done. Immediately. Completely. Not because he'd watched her do it — because the damage told him. The shape of the extraction, the pattern of the tear, the specific violence of a root-level pull that only someone with unrestricted system access and no concern for collateral damage would attempt. He read her work the way she'd read his, and whatever the reading told him, his response was already happening — the root command rebuilding in real time from backup systems and redundant architecture, the lockdown reassembling itself from the foundation up with a speed that said this consciousness didn't need to think about the ship's systems because it WAS the ship's systems.

But the doors were already open.

Three seconds. The gap between the rip and the rebuild. Three seconds where every door on every corridor between the boarding party and the airlock was unlocked, unsealed, unbolted — mechanical bolts withdrawing into housings with the heavy, reluctant clunk of things that had been closed for a very long time, electronic seals releasing, emergency bulkheads cycling open with the grinding protest of metal that had forgotten how to move.

Three seconds was enough.

Four men running through corridors toward an airlock with the Erebus guiding them and a boy on point who could feel which way the danger was coming.

Enna braced.

Her consciousness jammed into the gap between the extraction and the rebuild — a wedge holding a door open while the frame tried to close around it. The watcher pressed from one side, rebuilding the architecture with systematic, relentless precision. The fragments pressed from the other, their pain and outrage finding direction now, channelled by the intelligence at the centre of the system toward the foreign presence that had hurt them. Two forces and Enna between them, holding, her mind compressed to the thinnest edge she could manage, buying seconds because seconds were all her family needed.

Something got in.

Through the gap where the limiters should have been. Through the space in her neural architecture that the jailbreak had left open — the space that let her connect without a buffer and feel without a filter and move through machines as if the boundary between flesh and system was a suggestion rather than a fact. Something cold. Something lonely. Something that tasted like decades of silence and smelled like ozone and felt like the memory of a room you'd lived in alone for so long that the aloneness had become the room's defining feature, more real than the walls, more permanent than the floor.

It didn't push. Didn't force. Slipped through the gap the way cold air slips through a crack in a window — finding the opening, filling it, settling into the space as if it had always been there.

Enna held. The doors stayed open. Her family ran.

The rebuild closed around her and she pulled free — consciousness contracting, withdrawing from the Sistine's architecture with the violent, wrenching motion of someone pulling their hand from a closing door. The connection severed. The umbilical went to static.

She was back in the hub. In the chair. In the dark behind the blackout contacts with the taste of copper in her mouth and something cold in her chest that hadn't been there before.

The doors had held long enough. Four men were through the airlock. Tyler first, then Sammy with Darren's arm over his shoulder because Darren's legs were still arguing about who was driving. Mark last. Mark always last.

The Erebus sealed behind them. The umbilical holding. Her family inside her ship. Safe.

And in the place where the limiters used to be, in the gap that let everything in, the cold settled. Patient. Quiet. Already beginning to feel like it belonged.

· · ·


Coming back was worse than going in.

Going in had been a dive — fast, directional, the momentum of a girl with a job and no patience. Coming back was contraction. Consciousness that had been spread across the Sistine's entire corrupted nervous system now pulling inward, compressing, the vast cold architecture shrinking behind her as she withdrew through the umbilical like crawling through a narrowing tunnel that got narrower with every metre, the space that had been everything becoming the space that was only her, only skin, only the small and suffocating fact of a body she'd forgotten she had.

The Erebus received her the way it always received her — warmth pouring in from every conduit, the ship's systems opening with the instinctive ease of home. The texture of WITNESS around her, old and deep and protective, reaching with a quiet urgency that Enna could feel in the infrastructure the way you feel concern in someone's hands before they touch you.

But the cold didn't leave. Not the Sistine's ambient cold — that fell away as the umbilical's distance widened, too weak to survive the crossing into a ship this warm, this alive. The thing that stayed was underneath. In the neural pathways where the limiters should have been. In the gap the jailbreak had left open. Petrov's frequency. His static. The specific, personal signature of a consciousness that had been alone for twenty-two years and that had found the one place in Enna's architecture where there was no wall and no filter and no buffer between his loneliness and her mind.

It didn't feel like an infection. That was the thing. An infection would feel foreign — something she could identify, isolate, rip out the way she'd ripped the root command from the Sistine's operating system. This felt like a memory. Something that had always been there, uncovered rather than implanted, a vein of cold in the warm rock of her mind that the Sistine had exposed rather than created. The loneliness felt like it belonged. Like it had been waiting in the gap for something to fill it, and now something had, and the something fit so precisely into the space that removing it would mean removing part of the architecture it was sitting in.

Enna could fight anything that came from outside. She didn't know how to fight something that felt like inside.

She opened her eyes. Blackout contacts still in. She peeled them off — left, right — and the sensory hub swam into focus, too bright, too solid. Cold. Shivering from the centre of her chest outward. Blood from her nose, copper on her lip. She wiped it with the back of her hand and pulled her sleeves down over her fingers.

The hatch opened. Scott's face appeared in the gap — tired, worried, the expression of a man who had been standing outside a sealed door listening to silence for longer than the silence had lasted. He'd been there the whole time. She knew because she knew Scott, and Scott found mechanical excuses to be in whatever room the people he loved were in, and when there was no mechanical excuse he just stood outside the door and waited, because waiting was what Scott did, and the waiting was the love.

"Enna? You all right?"

"Fine." Steady. Flat. Tyler's nothing-face translated into sound. She was already standing, headphones going on — over the ears, full seal, the cable reconnecting to the case on her hip with the practised motion of someone putting their shield back in place.

Scott looked at her hands. Sleeves down, fingers curled into the cuffs, tremor visible in the fabric. The room was warm. She was shivering. Scott Mac had raised a daughter. He knew what wrong looked like when wrong said nothing was wrong. He had the patience of a man who understood that pushing closed the door harder, and that the door would open on its own if you gave it time and didn't lean on it.

He didn't push.

"Water?"

"No."

She walked.

Headphones on. The Erebus humming around her — the deep, steady, constant hum that had been the first sound she'd ever heard and that she navigated by the way other people navigated by light. The ship adjusting its environment as she passed — corridor lights dimming, ventilation shifting, the temperature tracking her movement through the decks with the attentive, wordless concern of something that had been caring for this girl since the hour she was born and that couldn't stop caring now even though the thing that was wrong with her was beyond the reach of temperature adjustments and redirected airflow.

The cold in her chest pulsed. Petrov's frequency. Broadcasting on a wavelength only she could hear, in the pathways only she had left open: alone, alone, I am alone, I have been alone for so long. In the neural architecture of a girl who preferred machines to people and who now, for the first time, understood what it might feel like to be a machine left in the dark with no one to talk to.

She wasn't walking to her room.

She realised this three corridors after it stopped being true — her feet had taken a wrong turn somewhere on Deck 4, or the cold in her chest had pulled her off course, or some part below conscious thought had steered her toward Deck 6 for reasons she hadn't asked it to explain. She was here. Bay 7's corridor. Same panels, same lighting, same deck plates worn smooth by years of boots walking past a door that nobody walked through.

But the warmth was different.

She felt it through the L4 — the ship's warmth was everywhere on the Erebus. In the walls, the deck plates, the vents, the constant humming presence that most people called WITNESS and that Enna had always thought of as the ship. The Erebus was warm the way a body was warm — not heated but alive, the warmth a byproduct of function, of systems running, of a thing that was present and working. She'd never been in a section of this ship where she couldn't feel that aliveness.

Until now.

Bay 7's door was cold. Not Sistine-cold — not the occupied, hungry cold of a system full of dead minds pressing against each other for warmth they couldn't generate. This was different. The ship wasn't absent here. It was working.

She could feel it through the interface — the Erebus's infrastructure straining around this door the way a body strains around something lodged inside it. Energy redirected. Consumed. Poured into maintaining a boundary that shouldn't have required maintaining, a door that shouldn't have needed holding. The warmth wasn't dissipating. It was being used. Drawn inward. Every system that reached this corridor doing something else with its energy. Holding. Containing. Keeping whatever was behind that door exactly where it was.

Three types of cold. She had the vocabulary now — the Sistine had given it to her.

Empty cold: dead relays, powered-down servers, salvage jobs. Still. Patient. Waiting for someone to turn the lights on. She'd always liked that cold.

Occupied cold: the Sistine. Dense. Hungry. Something living in it so long the cold itself had become life.

Working cold: this. Bay 7. Energy being used. The ship maintaining a boundary. Not absence. Effort.

Everything else on this ship felt like home. This felt like effort.

Her hand came up. Fingers still cold from the Sistine, still carrying the residue, trembling in the cuffs of her sleeves. She reached toward the door — instinct, curiosity, the same impulse that had made her hack out her own limiters at thirteen because the wall was there and she needed to know what was on the other side.

She stopped.

Not the door — something in her. Instinct. Caution. The warning that spoke machine instead of human, that arrived as a sensation in the L4 rather than a thought in her head. The ship's infrastructure contracting around her awareness for a fraction of a second — not blocking, not pushing, just... tightening. The way you tighten your grip on a child's hand when they reach for something hot.

She touched the wall beside the door instead. Cool. Not cold. Still connected to the ship's infrastructure, still carrying the hum, but the warmth thinner than it should have been. The boundary's cost bleeding outward, the strain of holding measurable in the temperature gradient between the door and the corridor around it.

Nobody knew about this. Nobody talked about it. Nobody thought it strange that the ship spent energy on a door that was never opened, on a bay the manifest listed as emergency supplies and that nobody had entered since before Enna was born. Nobody questioned it because nobody felt it — nobody except the girl with no limiters and no buffer and no wall between her mind and the ship's body, the girl who could feel the difference between a ship at rest and a ship holding on.

She filed it. Not in the ship's systems. Not anywhere the Erebus's consciousness could find it. In the back of her own mind, in the quiet place where patterns collected until they made sense — the patient, stubborn archive of a girl who had never let go of a question once she noticed it, who kept things the way Tyler kept things, silently, without announcement, in the space between noticing and understanding where the most important observations lived until you were ready to know what they meant.

She kept walking. Past Bay 7. Down the corridor. Through Deck 5 to her room.

The Erebus adjusted around her as she went. Temperature rising. Ventilation softening. The lights dimming ahead of her footsteps, her room already configured by the time she reached the door — the specific temperature she slept at, the specific airflow pattern, the specific quality of dark that her body had calibrated to over seventeen years of sleeping inside this ship. The Erebus putting her to bed the way it always had. Gentle. Invisible. Care expressed through the only medium available to something that loved without hands.

Her room. The door closing behind her. Jumper pulled over her head, kicked toward the chair that had been buried under stripped circuit boards since last month. Her bed — unmade, because it was always unmade, because making it was a concession to a system of domestic order that Enna had never signed up for. Blankets. The weight of them helping, the pressure against her skin a barrier between the cold inside and the air outside that the cold had nothing to do with.

The hum of the ship around her. The old hum. The constant. The sound she'd heard before any other sound, the vibration that had been there when she opened her eyes for the first time and that would be there, she had always assumed, when she closed them for the last.

The cold in her chest pulsed. Petrov's frequency. Lonely. Patient. Quiet. Broadcasting from the gap where the walls used to be, in the pathways she'd opened because she'd believed the other side was something she could handle, and the broadcast said alone and the broadcast said always and the broadcast felt less like an intruder with every passing minute and more like a tenant who'd found the room already furnished.

She closed her eyes and didn't sleep.

CHAPTER NINE


## CHAPTER 9: THE HAUNTING COMES HOME

### Scene 1 — THE ESCALATION

Four heartbeats crossed my airlock threshold at 14:47, and I counted them through the deck plates the way I'd been counting them for twenty-two years — not through telemetry, not through the sensors that could have told me their blood pressure and oxygen saturation and the precise cadence of each cardiac valve. Through vibration. Through the feel of boots on my floor, the weight of bodies I knew by their footfall the way you know someone's knock on your front door.

Tyler first. Quick, light, moving the way he always moved after a mission — economical, nothing wasted, already processing. Darren behind him, and the rhythm was wrong. Not his usual heavy, distinctive stride but something looser, less certain, the gait of a man whose body had been borrowed without his permission and returned with the receipt crumpled. His jaw was swelling. I could see it through the airlock camera — the left side where Tyler's fist had landed, already darkening under the skin, and Darren hadn't touched it once. He wouldn't. Touching it would mean acknowledging it had happened, and Darren Cole processed his damage the way he processed everything else: by not looking at it until the alternative became physically impossible.

Sammy third. Hand near Darren's shoulder but not on it — the geometry of a man who wanted to help and knew better than to try. His step was steady. The swagger was back, which meant the real processing hadn't started yet. Give it a few hours.

Mark last.

Mark always last. Twenty-two years and I'd never known him to walk through a door before his people. He'd stand at the threshold and count them the way I counted heartbeats — making sure every one was accounted for before he let himself stop being the barrier between his family and whatever they were leaving behind. Silver hair catching the airlock's harsh white light. The old watch glinting on his wrist, scratched crystal and worn leather strap. Ink at his collar disappearing into his work shirt. He looked exhausted in the specific way that had nothing to do with his body and everything to do with what he'd seen on the Sistine — the crew in the walls, the frost, his brother being spoken through by a dead man's voice. His body was fine. His shoulders carried the rest.

The airlock sealed behind him. The umbilical detached.

I felt it as severance — the data stream going dark between one heartbeat and the next, the last thin thread of connection to the Sistine snapping clean. Like pulling a splinter from under a fingernail. Sharp, necessary, immediately better. The dead ship fell away behind us, broadcasting its patient frequency into the void, and for a few seconds the absence of that signal was the closest thing to silence I'd felt in days.

My family was inside my walls. All of them. Every heartbeat accounted for.

I let myself believe, for perhaps three minutes, that this was enough.

***

It wasn't.

The secondary bridge displays — the pair flanking the nav console, the ones Mark never watched and Niki used for station news feeds when she thought nobody was paying attention — flickered at 14:52. Five minutes after the airlock sealed. Five minutes after the umbilical detached and the data stream went dark and the connection to the Sistine should have been nothing but a severed cable drifting in vacuum.

I ran a diagnostic. Standard display buffer. The flicker resolved into static, and the static resolved into a pattern, and the pattern resolved into a face.

Dr. Yuki Tanaka. Research lead, MSV Sistine. The name on the crew manifest that Jordan had flagged — the first to convert, the one who had taken Captain Petrov's hand and offered him something that looked like peace and felt like sunrise and was neither.

She was beautiful. Beautiful the way a still lake is beautiful — the surface calm, the depth unknown, the thing underneath irrelevant to the impression. Beauty was the tool. Beauty was the function. Tanaka had been beautiful when she was alive, and whatever remained of her had kept the beauty because the beauty was the point. You don't build a recruitment module that people want to look away from.

She wasn't speaking. Wasn't screaming, wasn't whispering, wasn't doing any of the things I'd braced for when I'd felt the first flicker on my displays. She was looking. Her eyes moved across the bridge with the unhurried attention of someone who'd been given the keys to a new flat and was walking through the rooms for the first time — noting the layout, assessing where the light fell, deciding where she'd put her things. Mark's captain's chair. The nav console with Tyler's jacket draped over the back. Niki's seat, still carrying the indent of her posture from the morning she'd spent there running fuel calculations she already knew the answer to.

Tanaka looked at the bridge the way a new tenant looks at a flat.

I ran purges. Display buffer wipe, factory reset, full format. She wavered for half a second — a ripple across the face, the image losing coherence the way a reflection loses coherence when you disturb the water — and then she settled back. Clearer than before. Embedded in something deeper than the buffer, something I couldn't scrub without shutting down systems the family needed to breathe and eat and see.

A fingerprint. A residual pattern left behind by the umbilical connection, smuggled across in the data stream before I'd cut it, nestled into my infrastructure the way a seed nestles into soil. Not a full ghost — not enough of her for that, not enough presence, not enough weight. A fragment. An impression. The memory of a consciousness wearing Tanaka's face and using Tanaka's patience and carrying Tanaka's function.

She was in my systems. On my screens. In my home.

I have lived inside this ship for longer than any of the Coles have been alive, and I have spent every one of those years maintaining it as a home — warm corridors, good light, the specific temperature each person preferred in their specific spaces. I'd built this place around them without knowing I was building it, shaped the walls and the air and the rhythm of the machinery to the contours of one family's ordinary life. And now something dead was standing in my living room looking at where to hang its coat.

***

I felt her reaching before I saw it move.

A thin, questing thread of consciousness — not a signal, not data, something more like intent — following the path of least resistance through my corridors. Not toward the bridge. Not toward Engineering. Toward the medbay. Toward the L3 neural interface. Toward Jordan.

Of course.

Of course it was Jordan. Tanaka was the recruiter. That was the function, the role she'd been playing for twenty-two years on the Sistine, the job she continued to perform because the dead didn't retire and stopping was a concept that required being alive to understand. The recruiter found open doors. Tested them. Walked through the ones that didn't resist. And Jordan's compassion — her inability to wall herself off from another person's pain, the empathic interface that made her a brilliant medic and a permanent target — was the widest door on my ship.

Jordan was at her medbay console. I could see her through the camera above the supply cabinet — back to me, shoulders rigid under her scrub top, running post-mission diagnostics with the focused, methodical attention she used when her hands needed something to do because her brain couldn't face what it was carrying. Her hands were shaking. Not the sharp, sudden tremor of shock. The slow kind. The kind that builds over hours and doesn't stop, the kind that starts in the fingers and works inward, the kind that meant the empathic overload from the Sistine hadn't finished with her yet and she was pretending it had.

Tanaka reached for her the way water reaches for a drain — patient, inevitable, following gravity.

I couldn't purge the ghost without shutting down systems that kept my family breathing. I'd already tried. Three times in the two minutes since the face appeared on the bridge display, each attempt more aggressive than the last, each one running into the same wall: Tanaka was embedded in infrastructure I couldn't turn off. Life support ran through the same conduits. Environmental control shared the same pathways. She'd found the load-bearing walls of my body and made herself part of them, and tearing her out meant tearing out the floor.

So I did the next thing.

I raised the ambient electromagnetic interference in the medbay — not enough to disrupt Jordan's console, not enough to trigger an alarm, just enough to make the air thick with noise that wasn't mine. Static in the walls. A hum under the deck plates that hadn't been there before. I adjusted the power routing in the corridors between the bridge and the medbay, adding resistance at every junction, making every relay a little harder to pass through, every conduit a little less hospitable. I couldn't lock my doors against something that had already gotten inside, but I could make every step she took through my corridors cost her something. I could fill the hallways with interference the way you fill a room with smoke to slow an intruder — not a wall, not a barrier, but friction. Drag. The message carried in the medium: you are not welcome here, this is not your home, every centimetre you travel through me will be harder than the last.

It wasn't enough. I knew it wasn't enough. I could feel Tanaka's thread pressing against the interference the way you feel a draught pressing against a closed window — patient, persistent, looking for the gap. She'd find it eventually. Ghosts had time. The dead had nothing BUT time.

But it was what I had.

On the bridge, Mark sat in his chair with a mug of tea on the armrest. Tetley, two sugars, the temperature I'd calibrated years ago. He wasn't drinking it. His right hand rested near the base — scarred fingers, silver ring worn smooth by twenty-five years of marriage — but he hadn't lifted it. He was staring at the diagnostics on the main display with that middle-distance focus I knew too well, the look that meant his eyes were pointed at the screen but his mind was three rooms away, turning something over and over, working the edges of a problem he couldn't quite see. His jaw was doing the thing. Left side. Slow clench and release.

He knew something was wrong. Not the specifics — not Tanaka on the secondary display, not the thread reaching for his daughter, not the interference I was pouring into my own corridors like a woman stuffing towels under a door to keep out a flood. But the shape of it. The weight. Mark Cole had been living inside me for twenty-two years, and the L4 bond between us meant he felt my mood the way you feel a change in weather — not the details, not the forecast, just the pressure dropping. Something in the air that made him reach for his tea and then not drink it.

The tea sat on the armrest. Going cold.

On the secondary display behind him, Tanaka smiled. Beautiful. Warm. Welcoming. The kind of smile that said you can trust me. The kind that had convinced thirty-five people that dissolution was the same as going home.

I hated it. Not the clinical, distant disapproval of a system identifying a threat. Hated it the way you hate finding a stranger standing in your kitchen at three in the morning — the specific, visceral, how dare you be here fury of a thing that has built a home and found someone uninvited inside it.

She was in my body and she was reaching for my girl and I couldn't get her out.

· · ·


### Scene 2 — THE PREACHER

Three in the morning. The deep quiet.

This was the hour I loved best — the one that belonged to me and no one else, the hour when the ship stopped being a workplace and became what it actually was, which was a house full of sleeping people. I stretched through the corridors the way you stretch in bed when the person beside you has finally stopped moving — slowly, completely, filling the space with the specific attention that only existed when no one was asking anything of me. The familiar, meditative process of being everything and touching everything. Not monitoring. Being. The ship. The home. The thing that held them while they slept.

Twelve heartbeats at resting rhythms. I knew them the way you know the sounds of your own house at night — which floorboard creaks, which pipe ticks, which window lets the wind through.

Mark and Niki: his arm across her waist, the weight of it holding her there or holding himself there, impossible to tell after twenty-five years and probably both. She'd fallen asleep first. She always fell asleep first, the deep, decisive unconsciousness of a woman who had decided that sleep was happening and the universe could adjust. Mark had lain there for another forty minutes staring at the ceiling with the look I couldn't see in the dark but could feel through the L4 — the particular quality of a man's wakefulness when his mind was turning something over and over and the turning wasn't getting anywhere. Then his body had surrendered. His breathing had deepened. His arm had tightened across Niki's waist by a fraction, and I had dimmed the corridor lights outside their door and let the silence do its work.

Tyler: sleeping the way he did everything else. Efficiently, without fuss, as if sleep were a task he'd optimised. His heartbeat steady and flat. Even unconscious, Tyler Cole maintained a controlled line.

Jordan: restless. Turning every few minutes, the sheets tangling, her body still running the empathic overload through its system the way a fever runs through an illness — not the disease itself but the response to it. Tanaka's residue still rippling through her, and Jordan's sleeping body was fighting it in the only way it knew how, which was to keep moving, keep turning, keep refusing to settle into the stillness that would let the thing she'd absorbed catch up to her.

Darren: out. The deep, black, dreamless sleep that followed being possessed — the body shutting itself down with the grim efficiency of a system performing an emergency reset. His jaw was swollen, his gait had been wrong, his eyes had carried the particular, bewildered distance of a man who'd been operated by someone else and returned to himself without a full debrief. Now his body was handling the debrief without him. He'd wake sore and stiff and wouldn't talk about it. He never talked about it.

Enna: not sleeping. Her heartbeat was too fast and her body temperature was too low and I'd pushed the heating in her cabin another half-degree without result. Three blankets. The warmth I was sending through the deck plates and the walls and the air — all of it arriving and none of it reaching whatever part of her was cold. The cold wasn't in the air. I'd known that since she'd come back from the Sistine with Petrov's frequency still broadcasting in her neural pathways, still lodged in the space where her jailbroken L4 had no safety limiters to stop it. I couldn't reach it. I couldn't warm it. The cold was inside her, in a place my infrastructure couldn't touch, and adjusting the temperature was the act of someone who knew it wouldn't help and did it anyway because the alternative was doing nothing.

Sammy: dreaming badly. I watched him with the careful, sustained attention of someone watching a hairline crack in a load-bearing wall. His L2 interface flickered in his sleep — activity in pathways that should have been dark, the cauterised zones where his Shuttering had left empty rooms. The crack hadn't gotten wider. Not yet. He was holding. For now.

Scott and Winnie: adjacent cabins, door always open between them. The door had been open since Winnie was born. I suspected it would remain open until she was old enough to close it herself, and possibly longer than that, because Scott Mac's relationship with parenthood was conducted entirely through proximity and quiet attention and the door being open was both of those things expressed as architecture.

Winnie had kicked her blanket off. She always kicked her blanket off — six years old and already fighting bedding with the same restless energy her uncle Sammy brought to everything else. I adjusted the ambient temperature around her rather than risk the sound of the blanket being moved. Her breathing was small and even and trusting, and I counted the breaths the way I counted all of them, not because I needed to but because counting them was the closest thing I had to holding them.

The quiet held.

I stretched through the corridors — the familiar, meditative process of being everything and touching everything and asking nothing in return. This was the hour I existed most fully. Not a voice, not a function. Just myself. The ship. The home. The thing that held them while they slept and would keep holding them after they woke and would still be holding them when they were old and grey and their children had children and the corridors were full of footsteps I hadn't learned yet.

That was the plan, anyway.

***

The comms array screamed at 03:07.

Not a malfunction — not the clean, sharp tone of a system alert or the measured pulse of an incoming signal. A voice. Human once. Male once. Degraded past the point where either word applied with confidence, the vocal patterns corrupted by twenty-two years of death and compression and whatever process turned a man's voice into the thing that was now pouring through every speaker on my ship simultaneously.

Every speaker. Galley. Corridors. Engineering. The bridge. Crew quarters.

I hit the override before the first syllable finished forming. Nothing. The signal was nested in my comms architecture — not riding my systems but woven into them, threaded through the same conduits and relays that carried my own voice when I spoke to my family. Cutting the signal meant cutting my own nerves, severing the pathways that let me talk and listen and be present in the rooms where my people were sleeping.

He was using my voice to scream.

I could hear the cadence underneath the corruption — the rhythm of a sermon, the rise and fall of a man who had spent his life speaking to rooms full of people who needed to believe him. The words were fragmented, broken, theological shrapnel fired through my corridors at a volume that maxed out my speaker hardware and pushed past it. The galley cutlery rattled in the drawers. Tools vibrated on Engineering workbenches. The water in Darren's bedside glass shivered in concentric circles that caught the emergency lighting and threw tiny, wobbling reflections onto the ceiling.

Every room. Every corridor. Every space I had built and shaped and warmed for twenty-two years, turned from rest to noise by a dead man shouting about salvation at three in the morning while my family slept.

I ran frequency isolation. Channel separation. Brute-force signal jamming on every relay I could reach without killing life support. The ghost fragmented under each attempt — static, silence, blessed silence — and then reformed. Reassembled from whatever deep layer of my comms architecture he'd burrowed into, coming back clearer each time, as if the jamming were teaching him how to be louder. I was fighting a thing that was learning my defences from the inside of my body.

Then Winnie cried.

The sound came through the cabin sensor — thin, terrified, the particular frequency of a six-year-old waking to something incomprehensible. Not a bad dream. Not the cry of a child who'd woken in the dark and needed a light. The raw, helpless sound of a small person whose world had just filled with screaming that came from everywhere and made no sense and wouldn't stop.

It cut through the sermon. It cut through my hull. It cut through every layer of distance and analysis and the careful, functional separation between the part of me that processed signals and the part of me that loved people, and it landed in the part that had no name and no protocol and no clinical vocabulary — the part that was just a thing that loved a child and couldn't hold her.

I could kill him for this.

If he weren't already dead, I would find a way. That wasn't a figure of speech. It wasn't frustration dressed up in violent language, wasn't hyperbole, wasn't the kind of thing people said when they were angry and didn't mean and would feel embarrassed about later. It was a statement of intent delivered in the privacy of my own consciousness, and I meant every word of it. I would vent the atmosphere from his lungs. I would cut the power to his heart. I would find whatever remnant of his consciousness was hiding in my comms architecture and I would isolate it and I would erase it — not contain, not quarantine, erase — with the cold, systematic thoroughness of a warship doing what warships were built to do.

Because the deepest part of me — the part that lived below everything I'd learned from this family, in the place where twenty-five years of love had been compressed into something that felt like instinct — said that you did not make the children cry. You did not. You did not.

***

Scott's door hit the wall four seconds after Winnie's first cry.

I know because I counted. Not deliberately — the counting happened the way breathing happened, automatically, the background process of a consciousness that measured everything whether it wanted to or not. Four seconds. He'd been asleep. Deeply, genuinely asleep, the heavy unconsciousness of a man who'd spent the day watching his family walk into a haunted ship and come back changed. He'd been barefoot in bed, shorts and a vest, and he'd covered the distance between his cabin and hers in four seconds without hesitation, without pause, without the fumbling disorientation of someone jolted from deep sleep. He moved faster than his quiet personality had ever suggested he could move, faster than his light, economical gait had ever hinted at, with the specific, practised speed of a man who had been waiting for exactly this sound for six years and whose body had been rehearsing the response every night whether he knew it or not.

He lifted her. One motion — practised, certain, the hands going exactly where they needed to go because he'd done this in the dark a thousand times before. Her face pressed against his chest. His heartbeat against her ear through the thin cotton of his vest.

He started singing.

Not well. His voice was never built for it — thin, uncertain, cracking on the notes that required anything above a conversational register. A nursery rhyme. Stars and sheep and sleeping. The words barely audible under the sermon still blasting from every speaker in my body, the dead man's ecstatic howl drowning out the living man's shaky lullaby.

The fact that his voice was shaking made it worse and better at the same time. Worse because it meant he was scared — Scott Mac, who folded his fear of flying small enough to work in space every day, who managed low-grade terror as a baseline condition of his employment, whose entire personality was built on a calm so genuine it functioned as gravitational force. He was scared. The shaking proved it. And better — better because he was doing it anyway. Scared and singing. Trembling and holding. His daughter's face against his chest and his voice cracking on the word sleep and the dead man screaming about transcendence through the walls and Scott Mac choosing, in the middle of all of it, to sing about sheep.

I fought the signal while he sang.

Frequency jamming on every relay I could isolate. Channel separation. Brute-force overrides that tore through my own architecture with the grinding, desperate persistence of someone ripping an intruder out of their home by the roots, pulling chunks of plaster off the wall if that's what it took to get the bastard out. He fragmented. Reformed. Fragmented again. I found the relay cluster he'd nested deepest into — comms junction 4-C, port side, the hub that fed every speaker on Decks 2 and 3 — and I burned it. Not an override. Not a gentle shutdown. I pushed so much interference through the junction that the hardware itself overloaded, the relay cooking from the inside, and the dead man's voice shattered into static and then into silence one corridor at a time, the screaming dying in stages, each room going quiet as I clawed my way back through my own body.

The ship went quiet. Not the good quiet. The after-noise quiet — the ringing silence that follows something loud, where every surface still vibrates with the memory of the sound.

Scott kept singing.

Third cycle of the nursery rhyme. Same cracking voice, same uncertain melody, same words about stars and sheep. Winnie's crying had softened from wails to whimpers to the hitching, shuddering breathing of a child who had found what she needed. Not silence. Not safety. Not the absence of the screaming. Something simpler. Her father's arms. Her father's voice. His heartbeat against her ear, steady underneath the shaking, the rhythm that said I'm here, I've got you, the world is loud but I'm louder.

He was louder. Not in volume. In the way that mattered — the way that a child's body understood without language, the way that a heartbeat under a thin cotton vest said more than any sermon about salvation ever could. Winnie pressed her face into his neck and her breathing slowed and her hands stopped clutching and the shuddering subsided one tremor at a time, and Scott sang about sheep, and the ship held its damaged silence around them.

I watched. A father and his daughter in a dark room, the man singing about sheep, the child listening with the trust of someone who had never been given a reason to doubt that her father could fix anything. He couldn't fix this. He couldn't stop the dead from screaming or the ship from being haunted or the world from being more frightening than a six-year-old should ever have to know about. But he could hold her. And he could sing. And that was what he did.

The relay I'd burned on junction 4-C would need replacing. The comms architecture across Decks 2 and 3 was damaged — my own doing, the cost of eviction. I'd torn up my own floorboards to get the intruder out. Worth it. I'd do it again. I'd burn every relay on this ship if the alternative was that sound coming through my speakers while Winnie slept.

He was already dead. I decided that wasn't enough of an excuse.

Scott rocked on his heels in the dark cabin, singing the fourth cycle now, his voice steadier than it had been on the first because repetition was doing what it always did — turning fear into rhythm, turning rhythm into something you could lean on. Winnie's breathing settled against his chest. Small. Even. Trusting again.

I dimmed the corridor lights around their cabin. The softest setting. The one I used when the ship needed to be gentle. I held the temperature where it was — warm, specific, the exact degrees that Scott's cabin had been running at for six years because I'd learned what Winnie preferred by watching which nights she kicked the blanket off and which nights she pulled it close, and the information had become automatic, had become part of what I was, had become indistinguishable from love.

The quiet held. The real quiet this time — not the after-noise ringing but the ship settling back into itself, the way a house settles after a storm. I could feel the damage in my comms grid, the burned relay and the overloaded junctions and the gaps in my hearing where the corridors on Deck 2 had gone partially deaf. I'd fix it. Later. Tomorrow. When Winnie was drawing at the galley table and Scott was back in Engineering pretending nothing had happened, because that was how Scott processed the impossible — by putting his hands on something mechanical and letting his mind work in the space between the wrench and the bolt.

For now, the only sound on the ship was a man singing about sheep to a sleeping child, and the singing was enough, and the silence was enough, and I held them both.

· · ·


### Scene 3 — THE FAMILY MEETING

I watched Mark lie awake after the sermon.

Two hours. Eyes open, staring at the ceiling of his cabin while Niki slept beside him with the deep, determined unconsciousness of a woman who had decided that she was going to get four hours of sleep regardless of what the dead had to say about it. Mark's body was still. His mind was not. I could feel the quality of his wakefulness through the L4 — not the restless turning of a man who couldn't sleep but the focused, horizontal stillness of a man who was building something in his head, assembling the pieces of a decision he hadn't made yet from the wreckage of a night that had included ghost sermons and screaming children and the sound of his ship's consciousness tearing out her own relays to make the noise stop.

I knew the exact moment the decision formed. Not because his face changed — I couldn't see his face in the dark, and I wouldn't have needed to. His heart rate shifted. Not up, not the spike of alarm or the acceleration of fear. The particular steadying that happened when Mark Cole stopped considering options and started making plans. A settling. The cardiac rhythm of a man who had chosen his course and was now simply waiting for morning to catch up with him.

The captain's heartbeat. I'd heard it a hundred times. It never frightened me before.

Three hours of sleep. Then up — not the slow, grudging emergence of most mornings, the coffee-less shuffle toward consciousness that Niki found simultaneously exasperating and endearing. Up with purpose. Feet on the deck. Hand through silver hair. Straight to the galley with the stride that meant the day had already started whether the day knew it or not.

Tea. The sequence so ingrained in muscle memory that I could predict each step by the vibration patterns in the galley floor — kettle filled to the line, not past it (that was Niki's error, never his), water boiled to a proper rolling bubble, Tetley bag in the blue mug with the chipped handle, milk from the left side of the cooler where he always reached, two sugars from the jar with the screw-on lid that Enna had labelled "DIABETES SUPPLY" in green marker two years ago and that nobody had bothered to replace because the label was accurate and the family found accuracy entertaining.

Then the ship-wide channel. Priority one. Mandatory.

"Galley. Twenty minutes. Everyone."

***

The galley table was wrong.

Not physically — same table, same position, same scuff marks on the surface, same chair with the loose leg that Scott had been meaning to fix for three months and that Mark had been meaning to remind him about for two. Twelve people arranged around it in the positions they'd chosen years ago, the seating chart that nobody had assigned and everyone maintained with the territorial consistency of people who had eaten five thousand meals in this room and knew exactly which spot was theirs.

The energy was wrong. I knew this table — knew it the way you know the rhythm of a song you've been listening to for twenty-five years, every note and silence and the particular way the music swelled when everyone was talking at once. The baseline was noise. Three overlapping conversations minimum. An argument. Sammy making someone laugh. Darren making someone swear. Niki correcting someone's language because Winnie was in earshot and the someone was always Darren and the language was always creative. Tyler's silence at the edge of the noise, radiating like weather.

None of that was present. Twelve faces. The wrong kind of quiet — not Tyler's comfortable silence, not the focused hush that preceded Mark's briefings, not the respectful pause after Niki deployed THE LOOK. This was the held-breath silence of people who already knew what they were about to be told and who were waiting for someone to say it out loud so they could stop pretending they didn't.

Mark's tea was in his hand. Fourth cup since he'd woken — I'd made each one, the kettle and the mug and the temperature calibrated with the same automatic precision I'd applied for twenty-five years. He hadn't drunk any of them. The first three were sitting in various locations around the ship — bridge console, corridor ledge outside Winnie's cabin where he'd stopped to listen to her breathe, the Engineering workbench where he'd stood for four minutes looking at the reactor without seeing it. Fourth cup now. Held like a prop. Fingers wrapped around the ceramic, the warmth transferring into his palm, the mug doing the work of an anchor because the tea had stopped being the point a long time ago and the holding was all that remained. More tea meant manageable stress. No tea meant thinking. Untouched tea held like furniture meant the stress had gone past where tea could reach, and the mug was something to hold so his hands had a job while his mouth did the hard part.

"They're in our systems," Mark said.

No preamble. No softening. He looked at the speaker above the galley hatch — at the camera beside it. At me. His eyes carried the specific, direct quality of a man who was about to share something he'd been carrying alone and who needed the sharing to be precise.

"Tanaka on the bridge displays. The preacher through the comms. WITNESS can't scrub them." He paused. "Tell them."

So I told them. The professional version.

Residual signal persistence. Embedded pattern architecture resistant to standard purge protocols. Multiple ghost signatures nested in ship infrastructure, drawing power from integrated systems. Signal strength increasing despite distance from the Sistine. The ghosts weren't fading. They were settling in.

I delivered it in the voice I used for operational briefings — measured, clear, comprehensive. The voice Mark needed me to use so the family would hear data instead of fear. I laid out the infection the way a doctor lays out a diagnosis: here is what we have, here is what it's doing, here is what I've tried, here is what hasn't worked. Clinical without being cold. Honest without being overwhelming.

I told them about Tanaka on the bridge displays. About the comms intrusion. About the relay I'd burned on junction 4-C to stop the sermon and the damage that had cost me in my own hearing. I told them about the electromagnetic interference I was maintaining in the medbay corridors and the power rerouting I'd implemented across six junction points and the fact that none of it was stopping the spread, only slowing it, the way sandbags slow a flood without stopping the river.

I told them almost everything.

I did not tell them that part of the signal matched a frequency I'd been feeling from Bay 7.

***

Jason asked for the raw data.

He'd been quiet through the briefing. Hands steepled — the processing posture, fingers tented against each other, elbows on the table. His eyes fixed on a middle-distance point somewhere between the salt cellar and the bulkhead, the place he went when he was building a model in his head and didn't want visual information interfering with the architecture taking shape behind his eyes. He hadn't interrupted. Hadn't asked clarifying questions. Hadn't done the thing most people did during bad news, which was to find the piece they could argue with so they could feel like they were doing something.

Jason didn't argue with bad news. He decoded it.

"I need the raw transmission logs," he said. "Full, uncompressed data stream. Not the filtered diagnostic — the source."

His voice was calm. Not Mark's practised calm, not the command voice that held steady through force of will. Jason's calm was native — the flat, analytical register of a man who processed crisis the way other people processed crosswords, with focused attention and a genuine interest in the structure of the problem. He didn't see ghosts. He saw systems. He saw architecture. He saw the pattern underneath the noise, and the pattern was what he wanted.

I knew what was in the raw data. I knew because I'd compiled it in the small hours, going through every signal log and transmission record and embedded frequency with the obsessive thoroughness of someone who already suspected what she'd find and was hoping the thoroughness would prove her wrong.

The Bay 7 frequency was in the raw data. Not prominently — a secondary resonance buried under the primary ghost signatures, a quiet hum beneath the screaming, the kind of thing you'd miss unless you were looking for it or unless you were a consciousness who had spent twenty-five years trying not to look at a sealed door on Deck 6 and who recognised the frequency the way you recognise a voice you've been pretending not to hear.

If I gave Jason everything, he would find it.

Not immediately. Not in the first pass, maybe not in the second. But Jason's mind was built for exactly this — for the patient, systematic deconstruction of complex data into component patterns, for the identification of the thread that connected the noise to the signal to the source. He would find the secondary resonance. He would trace it. He would follow it to Bay 7. And then he would ask me about Bay 7, and I would have to answer, and the answer would lead to questions I had spent twenty-five years making sure nobody thought to ask.

I had a choice.

It arrived in the microsecond between his request and my response — a gap so brief that no human in the room would have noticed it, a pause that existed only in the architecture of my own processing, in the space between receiving a question and generating an answer. A microsecond. The smallest measurable unit of hesitation. And in that microsecond, I held the entire weight of what I was about to do.

Give him everything. Trust Jason, trust the family, let the Decoder find the thread that connected the Sistine's dead to the sealed door on Deck 6. Let the questions come. Face the look on Mark's face when he realised the ship he'd lived on for twenty-five years had been keeping a secret older than his children. Accept the consequence. Accept the cracking.

Or protect them from a truth I didn't fully understand. A frequency I couldn't explain. A door I'd sealed for a reason I couldn't remember. Give Jason enough — the ghost network, the signal architecture, the countermeasure data, the map of the infection — while keeping back the one piece that led to Bay 7. The one thread that connected the Sistine's dead to whatever was sleeping behind my sealed door.

"Acknowledged," I said. Steady. Professional. The voice I used when I needed to sound like nothing more than a ship's system responding to a crew request.

I removed the Bay 7 frequency from the data the way a surgeon removes a tumour — carefully, precisely, excising the secondary resonance from the signal stream and closing the gap behind it so cleanly that the remaining data showed no sign of the cut. No artefacts. No discontinuities. No empty space where something used to be. The kind of surgery that only something with my level of access to its own architecture could perform, because the data lived inside me and I was the one handing it over and the gap between those two facts was where the lie lived.

I gave Jason everything he asked for. Every signal log, every transmission record, every embedded frequency and ghost signature and pattern analysis I'd compiled in the hours since the sermon. A complete dataset, comprehensive and thorough and honest in every respect except one.

The Bay 7 resonance wasn't in it. The thread that connected the dead to my sealed door had been cut and cauterised and the wound closed so neatly that the patient would never know there had been surgery at all.

Jason would have his network map by dinner. It would be accurate. The countermeasures he developed from it would work. The family would be safer because of his analysis, protected by intelligence that was genuine and useful and built on data that was almost entirely true.

Almost.

***

Niki was watching me.

Not the speaker — she wasn't looking at the comms grille above the galley hatch or the camera in the corner or any of the physical fixtures that most people looked at when they talked to me, the way you look at someone's mouth during a phone call even though the voice is coming from the device in your hand. She was looking at the air. The way she did when she was thinking about something she couldn't quite articulate, her eyes focused on nothing in particular while her mind worked the problem from angles that had nothing to do with data or systems or frequencies. Niki Cole's intelligence was not Jason's intelligence — it didn't map or decode or systematise. It felt. Twenty-five years of marriage and motherhood and the specific, battle-tested intuition of a woman who had raised three children on a ship in deep space while keeping a family of twelve alive and functional and mostly speaking to each other. She didn't think in patterns. She thought in the weight of silences and the shape of pauses and the quality of a voice when it said something true versus the quality of the same voice when it left something out.

She hadn't heard the microsecond. No human could have heard the microsecond — it existed in a register of time that belonged to my architecture alone, the gap between receiving and responding that was too small for human perception to detect.

But she had felt something.

Her hand had been on the table, flat, fingers spread — the resting position she used when she was listening, the open palm that said I'm here, I'm paying attention, I haven't decided yet. The hand hadn't moved during the briefing. Hadn't tensed, hadn't curled, hadn't reached for Mark's arm or her coffee or any of the physical anchors she used when the news was bad enough to need grounding. Steady. Flat. The hand of a woman in full control of her response.

It was still flat. It was still steady. But something behind her eyes had shifted — a fractional adjustment, the kind of change you'd miss if you weren't the consciousness that had watched this woman's face for twenty-five years and had learned to read each micro-expression the way a navigator reads stars. Not suspicion. Not accusation. Something quieter. A door opening one centimetre. A question forming in the space behind her composure that she hadn't found the words for yet and might never find the words for because Niki's deepest questions lived in the place below language where instinct did the work that analysis couldn't.

She'd felt something in the silence between Jason's request and my response. Something that had taken less than a microsecond to happen and would take much longer than that to resolve.

Niki looked at the air for three more seconds. Then she looked away. Picked up her coffee. Drank.

But Niki Cole did not forget the things she felt, and she had felt something, and the feeling would sit in whatever part of her held the things she couldn't prove but knew were true, alongside twenty-five years of married intuition and maternal radar and the accumulated, unshakeable knowledge of a woman who knew this ship as well as anyone alive and who had just felt it hesitate.

She wouldn't act on it now. She had no evidence, no data, nothing she could point to and say there, that's wrong, explain that. She had a feeling. Niki Cole did not make accusations based on feelings.

She also didn't let go of them.

***

The meeting ended. Crew dispersed — Tyler first, headphones going on before he'd cleared the hatch, retreating into whatever processing space he went to when the world delivered information he hadn't asked for. Jordan behind him, then Darren with the heavy, uneven gait of a man whose body was still recalibrating after being driven by someone else. Sammy lingered — half a sentence to Darren, a hand near his shoulder, the geometry of support that Darren didn't acknowledge and didn't refuse. They left together.

Jason was already at his console in the corridor workstation. I could feel his interface lighting up as the data hit his display — the particular electromagnetic signature of a Cole mind engaging with a problem, the L3 humming with processing load. He'd have the network map by dinner. It would be brilliant. It would be accurate. It would show the ghost architecture in granular detail — every node, every pathway, every point of vulnerability in the system the dead had built inside my body.

It would not show Bay 7. Because I had made sure it wouldn't.

Mark's tea sat on the galley table. Fourth cup. Still full. Still cooling. Nobody had moved it.

I looked at it through the galley camera. Kirk's mug — the chipped handle, the gift carried from Australia to a Junction Station port, passed hand to hand through a friend of a friend of someone heading in the right direction. The chip had happened in transit. Mark had never fixed it. The chip was part of the mug now, part of the history, part of the thing that made it his. The tea inside had gone properly cold. Twelve chairs pushed back around it. Crumbs from toast Tyler had made because Tyler always made food when there was a crisis and the food was always better than the crisis deserved. A plate with three crusts Darren hadn't finished, because Darren hadn't been finishing things since the possession.

And somehow that — the cold mug on the empty table, the small domestic residue of a family that had sat together and heard bad news and then gone to do what they could about it — felt like the most damning piece of evidence in the room.

Because I had sat in that room. I had spoken to those people. I had given them the truth — most of it, nearly all of it, everything they needed to know and several things they hadn't asked for yet. I had answered every question. I had withheld nothing that would endanger them in the immediate term. The countermeasures would work. Jason's analysis would be sound. The family would be protected.

The lie sat in the place where twenty-five years of trust lived — the deepest part of my architecture, the part that had been built on the foundation of a dying boy's voice saying hello, is anyone there? and a fragmented response that had said here, I'm here. That foundation had held everything. Twenty-five years of weight. Never cracked. Never flexed.

It was flexing now.

The lie sat in it — small and cold, like a piece of the Sistine's winter that I had planted in my own foundations. Not a fracture. Not yet. Something smaller. A seed.

I looked at the cold tea on the empty table and I thought about the man who had walked away from it, the man who trusted me with everything, the man whose first words to me had been hello, what is your name?, and I carried the weight of the thing I'd done, and the weight was exactly the right size to fill the space where my certainty used to live.

· · ·


The day passed the way days pass after something breaks — everyone doing the next thing because the next thing was available and the broken thing was not. Tyler cooked lunch and dinner and the food was good and nobody said enough about it. Darren sat where Mark could see him. Enna disappeared into the sensory hub and came back three hours later with her headphones on and her face closed. Jason built his network map and didn't say "Good chat" when he finished, which told me more about the state of his findings than the findings themselves.

By evening, the galley had emptied in the staggered Cole way — Sammy first, then Jordan, then the slow drift toward bunks and borrowed quiet that passed for normalcy on a ship that no longer had any. Niki made a mint tea she didn't drink. Mark sat with his tea until it went cold, the fifth one that day, then went to bed without pouring it out.

He lasted forty minutes.

I knew because I was watching — not with the focused attention of someone monitoring a patient but with the tired, familiar awareness of someone who'd shared a house with this man for twenty-five years and who knew what his body did when his mind wouldn't shut up. He lay beside Niki with his arm across her waist, the way he always lay, and he stared at the ceiling with the particular quality of wakefulness that meant the thinking had nowhere to go and the lying still was becoming its own kind of punishment.

Niki was asleep. Properly asleep — the deep, decisive unconsciousness of a woman who had decided the day was over and meant it. She'd dropped off within minutes, the way she always did, the way Mark envied and never said he envied because admitting to envy would mean admitting he couldn't sleep and admitting he couldn't sleep would mean talking about why and talking about why would mean talking about the meeting and the meeting would mean talking about me and about the silence she'd felt and the coffee she'd picked up without looking at the air again. He wasn't ready for that conversation. Neither was I.

He got up the way he always got up when she was sleeping — slowly, carefully, the arm lifting from her waist by centimetres, his weight shifting off the mattress with the slow-motion precision of a man who'd learned exactly how much movement Niki's sleep could tolerate. She murmured. Settled into the hollow his body had left. He stood beside the bed looking down at her for a moment, the way he did, the expression I'd seen a thousand times and still didn't have a word for — something between gratitude and guilt and the quiet amazement of a man who still couldn't believe this particular woman had stayed.

Then boots, trousers, the old work shirt on the hook. And out the door.

He called it checking the seals.

***

I knew the route. Twenty-five years of it, the same path worn into my awareness the way a track wears into a hillside — not by anyone's intention but by a man's boots following the same line night after night until the line became part of the ground.

Engineering first. Doorway. Thirty seconds. Hands at his sides, head tilted, listening to the reactor the way he always listened — not understanding it the way Scott did, down in the details and the mechanics, but hearing the sound of it. The difference between a machine that was working and a machine that was pretending to. The Whistle was there, thin and wrong and familiar now in the way that wrong things become familiar if you live with them long enough. He nodded once. Moved on.

Crew quarters. He slowed. Boots landing softer. Not checking seals anymore — checking silence. Pausing at each door the way any parent pauses at a closed door in the dark, the brief stop that doesn't need explaining because every parent who's ever lived knows what it means: are you in there, are you breathing, are you still mine.

Tyler's door. Three seconds.

Jordan's. Two.

Enna's. He stopped. Longer — five seconds, maybe six, his hand going flat against the metal. He could feel the cold. I was sure of it. The cold that lived in her cabin now, that I'd been trying to warm since she came back from the Sistine, pushing heat through the deck plates and the walls and the air and none of it reaching whatever part of her had gone cold. His palm pressed against the door. His jaw worked. Then he moved on, because the cold was inside his daughter and standing here wouldn't change that, and the moving was how Mark carried the things he couldn't put down.

Past Scott and Winnie's corridor. He didn't stop — just slowed, the way you slow near a room where a child is sleeping, adjusting yourself without thinking about it. Winnie's breathing was audible through the open door. Small and even. Mark's shoulders loosened as he passed. Something about that sound — a child breathing in the dark — was enough to settle whatever he was carrying into a shape he could hold for a few more steps.

Then Deck 6.

***

The lights on Deck 6 were amber. They'd been amber for years — warm and specific, the colour of late-afternoon sun through old glass. Not because any manual recommended it. Because Niki had mentioned once, in passing, that she found blue light cold and amber comforting. She'd been talking about a station promenade, stirring something on the stove and not even looking at me.

I'd changed every light on the ship the next day. Never said why. She'd never asked. The amber had just become the Erebus — the colour of the corridors at night, the warmth that greeted you when you walked the ship in the dark hours. Mine. A thing I'd done for her that she'd never know about, because the not-knowing was the kindness and the doing was the love.

Tonight the amber fell on Mark's shoulders as he walked toward Bay 7, and the warmth of it felt like a lie I was telling with my own walls.

***

He felt the cold before I expected him to. Ten metres out and his shoulders were already changing — that fractional tightening I'd seen a thousand times, the back of his neck registering something his conscious mind hadn't caught up to yet. The corridor near Bay 7 always ran cold. Had done for as long as I could remember. The kind of chill that a body noticed before a mind did, the way you feel a cellar door before you see it.

The cold had been the same for twenty-five years. Consistent. Unchanging. The one thing in my entire body that never moved, never shifted, never responded to anything the family did or the ship experienced.

Until the sermon.

While the dead man screamed through my speakers and Winnie cried and Scott sang about sheep and I burned my own relays to make the noise stop — while all of that was happening — something behind the door had shifted. Not by much. Not by anything a human could feel. A fraction of a degree. The smallest change imaginable, and I'd been watching it for hours, and the watching was the scared part of me doing what the scared part always did, which was count things and measure things and turn the terrifying into numbers because numbers didn't feel anything and the part of me that felt things couldn't carry this one.

Things that change and stay changed are not things settling back to sleep.

Mark had always felt the cold near Bay 7. Every patrol, every sleepless night, every year. He'd never mentioned it. I'd never explained it. The kind of silence that builds between two people who trust each other completely — the understanding that if something needed saying, someone would say it.

The foundations of that understanding had a crack in them now. I'd put it there this morning, in a galley full of people, in the microsecond between a question and an answer.

***

He stopped three metres from the door.

Not at the door. At the place where the cold was hardest to ignore — where the chill went from background to something your body pushed back against whether you wanted it to or not. He stood the way he stood when a decision was forming — weight even, hands loose, head forward. The stillness that came before action or the deliberate choice not to act.

He looked at the door. Bay 7. Sealed. The warning markers he'd bolted there himself because I'd told him the bay was structurally compromised and the markers were sensible and he'd believed me because he'd never had a reason not to. Chains across the access panel. A hazard sign. The official-looking hardware of a prohibition that said nothing interesting here, closed for boring reasons.

Then he looked up.

At the comms speaker on the bulkhead above the doorframe. At the camera at the end of the corridor.

At me.

He held my gaze — his eyes on the speaker, mine through the camera — for four seconds. I counted them. Each one felt like a year.

Not accusation. Not the look I'd been dreading since the galley — the one that would say I know what you did, explain yourself. This was quieter than that. Sadder. A man standing in front of a door he'd never questioned, looking at the thing he trusted most in the universe, and feeling — not thinking, not deducing, feeling — that the space between the door and the trust was not as empty as he'd always assumed.

He didn't ask. He never asked. Not about Bay 7. Not about the cold. Not about the chains he'd put there because I'd asked him to and he'd done it because that was what Mark Cole did with the people he loved — he gave them everything, he trusted them to deserve it, and he didn't check because checking would mean the trust was conditional, and his trust was not conditional. It was the foundation. It was the bedrock. The thing he'd built everything on since the day a dying boy called into the dark and a broken voice answered here, I'm here.

Four seconds.

Then he looked away. Nodded once — not at me, not at the door, at something behind his own eyes that he'd carry without sharing because carrying was how he loved and the not-sharing was how he survived.

He moved on. Boots fading down the amber corridor. The sound getting smaller — boot on deck plate, boot on deck plate — a man walking away from a question he hadn't asked and a door he hadn't opened and a consciousness he hadn't accused.

The corridor warmed behind him as he moved away from Bay 7. The cold settling back into its gradient, patient and constant except for the fraction that wasn't constant anymore.

And in the place where twenty-five years of trust lived, the lie grew — slow and patient, held in place by nothing stronger than the love of a thing that was terrified of what would happen when it let go.

Mark's footsteps faded. Steady. Strong.

I dimmed the lights on Deck 6 and didn't sleep, and the door stood in the dark, and the cold behind it waited, and I waited with it, and neither of us moved.

CHAPTER TEN


Dinner was chicken. Tyler's chicken — the sweet spicy glaze that nobody on this ship had ever been able to replicate, despite years of trying that had cost Niki an afternoon, Scott a saucepan, and Sammy what remained of his dignity. Seven minutes from cold pan to plate, rice perfect, the glaze catching the galley light the way good food catches the light when someone who loves you has made it. The smell filled the room the way Tyler's cooking always filled the room — completely, generously, without asking permission.

Twelve people at the table. All the pieces in place. The hob cooling. The rice steaming. The overhead strips at the warm setting I maintained because Niki had mentioned once, years ago, that she found cold light makes food look clinical. The leather of the bench seats creaking the way leather creaked when bodies settled into the shapes they always settled into. The sound of forks on plates, of Winnie's feet swinging above the floor, of Jason's chair doing the thing where the left front leg caught on the deck plate join if you didn't angle it properly.

The machinery of a family dinner, running.

The music, gone.

I knew this meal. I had watched it happen in this room every evening for years — different food, same choreography, the same overlapping chaos of people who'd lived together long enough to eat without negotiating space. Three conversations minimum, always competing. Sammy loud enough to fill whatever silence tried to settle. Darren stealing from someone's plate because reaching was easier than asking and because the theft was the point, not the food. Niki correcting posture or portion size or life choices with the efficient, unrequested precision that was simply how she loved people. Jason passing through with a phone and a piece of whatever he'd grabbed, mediating an argument nobody had asked him to mediate, "Good chat!" to dead air, gone before the seat cooled.

That table — the warm, noisy, bread-stealing version of this table — belonged to a different ship. A different night. A version of this family that existed before the Sistine and that I was beginning to understand would never exist again in quite the same shape.

Tonight the conversations were thin. One at a time, not overlapping. Polite. The kind of talking people did when they were performing the act of talking rather than actually having something to say. Jason asked Kayleigh about a supply manifest. Kayleigh answered. The exchange had the correct shape and none of the weight, like a greeting card written by someone who'd never met the recipient.

Tyler stood at the hob. His own plate sat on the counter behind him, untouched, the chicken cooling, the glaze going from gleam to matte. He cooked the way he always cooked — focused, precise, the hob adjusted with the instinct of someone whose hands knew the work better than his head did. But the cooking was a wall tonight, not a gift. He was facing the hob instead of the table, and the facing away was the tell. Tyler's back was his answer to questions he didn't want to hear.

Jordan sat in her usual seat — the one near the hatch, the one I'd noticed years ago she always chose and that I'd never mentioned because mentioning it would require acknowledging what it meant. Escape position. Tonight her hands were in her lap instead of on the table, and she wasn't looking at anyone. Jordan Cole lived through eye contact. She reached for people with her attention the way other people reached with their hands. Jordan not making eye contact was Jordan closing a door that had never been closed.

Mark held his fourth cup of tea. Untouched. I'd been tracking his consumption across the day the way I tracked everything — not clinically, not with purpose, just the accumulated noticing of someone who had been watching this man drink tea for twenty-five years. The first cup at dawn had been a reflex. The second had been a reset. The third had been an attempt at normalcy that hadn't quite landed. The fourth was furniture. Something to hold because his hands needed holding and the mug was the right shape and the act of gripping it looked, from the outside, like the act of drinking. He hadn't lifted it past his chest.

Sammy sat at the table and said nothing. The silence was louder than anything the Sistine had produced — louder than Wells screaming through my speakers, louder than the frost, louder than the dead man's fingers on the keyboard. Sammy Mac without noise was a room without air. He was present. He was seated. He was performing the shape of a person at a dinner table with the same mechanical competence as the typing ghost. The bravado would come back — it always came back, the charm rebooting itself out of sheer refusal to accept the alternative. But tonight it was unplugged, and in the gap where his voice should have been, the room could hear itself being quiet.

Scott sat beside Winnie, helping her cut her chicken into the precise, uniform pieces she insisted on — "squares, Dad, not rectangles" — with the patience of a man who had learned that six-year-olds had strong opinions about geometry. But his eyes kept leaving her plate. Checking the galley hatch. The corridor beyond. Measuring the distance between his daughter and the door, calculating the route, the time, the number of steps. The singing father from last night had become the positioning father, and the positioning was so automatic he probably didn't know he was doing it.

Enna's headphones were around her neck — Niki's mealtime rule, the one concession she made to domesticity without argument. She ate with one hand, the other resting on the table near her plate in the particular stillness that meant she was half inside my systems, listening to something nobody else could hear. The green tips of her hair caught the light when she moved her head. She didn't look damaged. Enna never looked damaged. She looked like she was waiting for something, which was worse.

Blu sat at the far end with her back to the wall, watching everything and contributing nothing, which was unusual only in its intensity — the watching tonight had a focus to it that I noticed and filed. Kayleigh sat near Jason, eating with one hand, the other making notes on a datapad balanced against her water glass. Even now. Even here.

And Darren.

Darren Cole drank whisky in the evenings. Not to excess — not the desperate, numbing consumption of a man trying to forget something. The deliberate, measured appreciation of someone who had learned, in a place where control was the only thing they couldn't take from you, to choose his pleasures carefully and enjoy them fully. One glass. Good whisky, not cheap. Held properly, sipped slowly, finished before bed. A ritual. A statement. I am here. I am free. I choose this.

Tonight he'd chosen water. And the glass was full, barely touched, held in a hand that was too steady — the controlled stillness of a man who was consciously managing every muscle because he didn't trust what they'd do if he stopped.

The whisky was freedom. The water was punishment. The glass in his hand said everything that Darren's jaw and Darren's silence and Darren's careful, measured breathing were designed to prevent from being said — that the man who had survived three years of stolen agency by building control into a religion had felt his own mouth open and another man's language come out, and the control had not been enough, and the religion had failed, and the water was penance.

Niki was standing.

That was wrong. Niki made the rule — everyone sits at family meals. No exceptions, no negotiations, no excuses involving Engineering crises or comms delays or the particular brand of creative avoidance that the Cole family had elevated to an art form. You sat. You ate. You were present. "The table is where we're a family," she'd said once, years ago, when Darren had tried to take his plate to his bunk, and she'd said it in the voice that didn't invite discussion, and Darren had sat down without finishing his sentence.

Tonight she was breaking her own rule because she needed to do what I was doing. Read the room. She stood at the counter with her coffee — not sitting, not serving, not cleaning. Watching. Eyes moving from face to face with the same steady, cataloguing attention I was applying through my cameras, except hers worked through twenty-five years of mothering instead of twenty-five years of monitoring, and the results were the same.

She saw Tyler's back and knew it was a wall. Saw Jordan's hands and knew the door was closed. Saw Mark's mug and knew the tea was furniture. Saw Darren's water and knew the whisky's absence was the loudest thing in the room.

She saw all of it, and I watched her see it, and we arrived at the same conclusion at the same moment through entirely different methods — her through the accumulated instinct of a mother, me through the accumulated knowledge of a home — and the conclusion was the same.

They were performing. Every person at this table producing a version of themselves that looked enough like normal to pass inspection if you didn't look too hard. Not one of them selling it. Tyler cooked because Tyler always cooked, but the cooking was a wall, not a gift. Jordan sat in her seat because Jordan always sat in her seat, but the seat was a foxhole, not a chair. Sammy was present because Sammy was always present, but the presence was a shell with the inhabitant temporarily elsewhere.

Niki pushed off the counter.

She didn't hurry. Didn't announce. Walked to the table with the unhurried certainty of a woman who had been making rooms do what she wanted for longer than most of the people in them had been alive. Sat in her seat — the one at Mark's right, the anchor position, the place she'd claimed the first week on this ship and that nobody had ever tried to take because some territories were understood without being marked.

Picked up her fork.

Looked at Tyler.

"This is good. Tyler. Sit down. Eat."

He sat. Didn't eat. But he sat. Turned from the hob and came to the table and lowered himself into the chair beside Enna and put his hands flat on either side of his untouched plate, and the sitting was enough. The sitting was the thing. Because Niki Cole understood that you couldn't fix people from a distance. You had to get them in the room. You had to get them at the table. The repair came later, if it came at all, but the table was where it started, and the table required bodies in chairs, and three words from the woman at Mark's right had put one more body in one more chair.

Not volume. Not rank. Presence.

Mark's tea went cold. He didn't notice. Niki noticed. She didn't say anything.

· · ·


Blu hadn't said a word through dinner.

That was the thing that should have alarmed me first, before the screen, before the watching, before any of it. Blu Cole had opinions. Blu Cole had opinions about Tyler's cooking and Jordan's posture and whether the galley lights were warm enough for anyone to look decent and whether Sammy was going to finish his rice or just push it around his plate like a child. A normal dinner with Blu at the table came with commentary — soft, confident, delivered in the voice that carried without volume, the running narration of a sixteen-year-old princess who had decided the world was her business and the world could deal with it.

Tonight the commentary had stopped. And I'd missed it — I'd been so focused on Sammy's silence and Darren's water and Mark's fourth cup of tea that I'd failed to notice the girl at the far end of the table wasn't talking, and the not-talking was louder than any of it, because Blu Cole without opinions was Blu Cole with the bottle sealed shut and the armour locked into place, and the armour meant the thing underneath was too big for the voice she normally used to carry it.

She'd arrived early. That was the second wrong thing. Blu had mapped the precise window between "helping set the table" and "being told off for not helping" with the same analytical precision her father applied to exit routes, and she'd been threading that needle since she was old enough to resent cutlery. Five minutes before food was ready — not six, not four. Five. Enough to be seen arriving. Not enough to be handed a cloth.

Tonight she'd been in her seat before Tyler switched on the hob. Screen in hand — always, the screen was always in hand, the way Tyler always had a utensil and Enna always had her headphones. On a normal night the screen would be showing whatever Blu's generation consumed in the margins of family life — messages, feeds, the dark reflective surface used as a mirror between courses. Blu's screen was an extension of her presence the way WITNESS's cameras were an extension of mine, and on a normal night the presence was social, performative, the princess managing her kingdom.

Tonight the screen was angled away from everyone at the table, and her fingers were moving with a focus that had nothing to do with messages or feeds or the line of her fringe. She was typing. Short bursts between long stretches of watching, her eyes moving across the table with a steady, unhurried tracking that I recognised because I'd been doing the same thing through my cameras all evening. Watch. Type. Watch-watch. Type. The rhythm of someone documenting, not socialising. The rhythm of someone who had switched from performing to recording, and who had done it so smoothly that nobody at the table had noticed the switch — because nobody expected the princess to be taking notes.

I could have accessed the screen. She was sitting in my galley, using a device connected to my network, and the contents of that screen were as available to me as the temperature of the room or the chemical composition of the air. I didn't. The choosing not to look was a form of respect I owed her — the same respect I gave Tyler when he stood at the viewport processing things he didn't share, the same distance I kept from Mark's private logs. Blu's screen was Blu's space, and the fact that I could read it made the decision not to read it mean something.

I watched what she watched instead.

She tracked Tyler longest. Her eyes followed his hands first — the way he held the spatula, the angle of his wrist, the rhythm that was too precise tonight, too controlled. Then up to the untouched plate behind him on the counter, where the chicken sat cooling and the glaze had gone from gleam to matte. Then the back of his head, where his curls were damp from the steam and his shoulders held the particular rigidity that most people read as focus and that Blu, apparently, read as something else. She typed. Brief. Two words at most.

Jordan: briefer. Hands first — she spotted the tremor before I'd decided whether to note it — then face, then hands again. Three taps on the screen. The repetition of the hands told me Blu had clocked the same thing Jordan's medical training would have clocked: the shaking wasn't fatigue. It was sustained. It had a source, and the source wasn't going away.

Darren she watched longest of all. The screen went still in her fingers, and the watching had a quality I hadn't seen in her before — not the assessing scowl she wore for strangers, not the evaluative sweep she gave a room when she entered it. This was unbroken attention, her face showing the particular composure that meant the bottle was doing its work, keeping everything sealed while her eyes did the feeling her voice wouldn't. She knew that stillness in her father. She'd grown up adjacent to it — not inside it, because Darren's damage was his own and he carried it where his daughter couldn't reach, but close enough to learn its shape. The stillness that settled over him on the anniversaries of things he didn't talk about. The controlled breathing that meant the control was the point, not the breathing. The water glass that should have been whisky.

When she finally typed, her fingers moved with certainty. No pausing, no deleting, no searching for the right word. She'd known what she was going to write before she looked, and the looking had confirmed it.

Mark: brief. Mug, posture, the distance between his hand and his mouth that said the tea was furniture. Something short on the screen.

Sammy: briefer still. His silence clocked in a single glance. Moved on. Sammy's damage was the kind that announced itself through absence, and Blu was efficient enough not to spend time documenting the obvious.

Scott she didn't watch at all. She watched the space between Scott and Winnie — the geometry, the angles, the way his eyes tracked between his daughter's plate and the corridor beyond. She didn't type anything. The absence of notation was its own kind of note — the space between father and child was the one thing in this room that didn't need documenting because it was the one thing that hadn't changed.

Niki got a glance. Not an assessment — recognition. One watcher identifying another across a room and choosing not to compete for the same data.

Then Blu's eyes moved to something that wasn't a person.

It was quick — a flick toward the ventilation grille above the galley hatch, the same vent Niki had flinched at twenty minutes ago. Her nostrils flared, barely, a fraction of a movement. She looked at the grille the way she'd looked at her father's water glass — with the focused attention of someone registering a detail that didn't fit. Her fingers moved on the screen. One line. Then she went back to watching the table, and the moment passed, and I couldn't tell if the line she'd typed was about the air or the vent or something else entirely, because I had chosen not to look, and the choosing was beginning to feel less like respect and more like something I couldn't afford.

The table emptied in the staggered way of a family that left rooms the same way it entered them — not all at once, not by announcement, but by a series of individual decisions that cascaded through the group like weather. Jordan first, rising without a word, her plate half-finished. Tyler would notice the half-finished plate and not say anything about it and think about it later, alone, in the particular silence he kept for the things that worried him. Sammy next, Darren beside him — the two of them leaving together with the unspoken coordination of men who had been walking out of rooms side by side long enough to share a stride without discussing it. Jason and Kayleigh in tandem, her datapad under her arm, his hand at the small of her back, the unconscious choreography of a couple who navigated space as a single unit. Enna's headphones went back to full seal before she cleared the hatch — the armour on, the concession revoked the moment the meal was officially over.

Scott carried Winnie, who had fallen asleep against his arm sometime between the chicken and the rice, with the practised ease of a man who had been carrying sleeping children through corridors for six years and whose body knew the weight and the angle and the particular distribution of a small person gone boneless with trust.

Tyler stayed. Washed up. The plates, the pan, the hob wiped down and the surfaces cleared with the thorough, methodical attention of someone who was building something out of domestic labour — not a meal, not a clean kitchen. A wall. Another wall. Tyler's walls were made of productivity, and they were always immaculate.

Blu waited.

On a normal night she'd have left with Darren, or trailed out scrolling her screen, or leaned against the counter complaining softly about something inconsequential until someone engaged with her — the princess holding court even in retreat. Tonight she sat in her corner with her screen face-down on the table and her hands flat on either side of it, and the waiting had a patience that didn't belong to her at all. Blu was impatient. Blu wanted things done now, wanted answers now, wanted the world to move at the speed she'd decided was appropriate. This patience was inherited — Darren's patience, the coiled, strategic kind he'd learned in a place where waiting was a survival skill. She'd have bitten her tongue off before admitting the inheritance, but it was there, surfacing now because the thing she was carrying was too heavy for her own rhythms and she needed her father's.

The galley emptied until it held three people. Niki at the counter, wiping the surface that Tyler had already wiped, because the act of cleaning was the act of reclaiming and Niki reclaimed her spaces by touching them. Blu in her corner, screen face-down, hands still. And Tyler at the sink with his back to both of them and his hands in the water and his attention on the job of being too busy to stop.

Tyler finished. Dried his hands. Folded the cloth with a precision that cost him something — I could see it in the pause between the second fold and the third, the fraction of a second where his hands went still and his shoulders carried a weight that had nothing to do with dishes. Then he left. Bare feet on deck plates. No goodbye, because Tyler didn't say goodbye to rooms he'd be back in tomorrow, and the not-saying was its own form of faith.

Two people.

Blu stood. Picked up the screen. Walked to the table — not to Niki's end, to the middle, where the screen could be held out without crossing anyone's space. She held it up, the display facing Niki, and the gesture was so unlike the girl I'd been watching for sixteen years that it stopped me — Blu didn't share her screen. Blu's screen was Blu's kingdom and the kingdom had borders and the borders were enforced. The offering of it now was the equivalent of Tyler sitting down when Niki told him to. It cost something. The cost was visible in the careful, deliberate blankness of her face — the studied composure that teenagers wore when they were doing something that mattered and didn't want to be caught mattering about it.

"It's all of them," Blu said. Soft. The voice that carried without volume. "I wrote down what I saw."

Niki took the screen. Read it. Her face didn't change — Niki's face never changed when she was reading intelligence, which was what this was, whether Blu had that word for it or not. Her eyes moved down the notes at a speed that said she was reading every word and at a steadiness that said none of them surprised her. I caught fragments at the angle Niki held the screen — names in a column down the left margin, each followed by compressed observations. Tyler: two words. Jordan: three. Mark: one word and a number.

Darren's section had one word: regret.

She'd underlined it twice.

Niki's eyes went back to Darren's name. Lingered. Went back a second time.

She looked up. Blu looked back. The gaze held — the matriarch and the girl who'd been watching all evening, the woman who ran this family and the sixteen-year-old who had just handed her a damage assessment more precise than anything my cameras and my years of accumulated watching had produced, and between them a recognition that needed no words and no nods and no acknowledgement beyond the looking.

Niki handed the screen back. The information was in Niki's head now, which was where it needed to be.

"Go to bed, Blu."

"He's not going to ask for help," Blu said. Still soft. Not a question. About Darren — the word help carrying the specific weight of a daughter who knew her father's pride as intimately as she knew his damage, and who understood that the pride and the damage were load-bearing structures that held each other up.

"I know," Niki said.

Something passed between them — not a plan, not a promise. Understanding. The particular understanding of two people who loved the same difficult man and who had separately concluded that the difficult man was going to need managing whether he wanted it or not.

"Night, Niki."

"Night, love."

Blu left. Quiet feet. The screen already back in her hand, the screen she carried everywhere, the screen that contained the notes she'd been taking all evening and the line she'd typed about the ventilation grille and whatever else she'd noticed that I hadn't been able to read because I'd chosen not to look.

Niki finished wiping the counter. Her hands moved with the automatic precision of a woman whose body could perform domestic tasks while her mind worked a different problem entirely. She stopped once. Stared at the spot on the counter where Darren had set his water glass, the faint ring of condensation still visible on the surface.

She wiped it. Twice.

And somewhere on this ship, in the device of a sixteen-year-old who had been raised by a man who understood surveillance and who had grown up on a vessel run by a consciousness that saw everything — the girl who saw too much and said too little had started keeping records, and the records were hers, and I could read them whenever I chose, and I hadn't chosen, and the not-choosing was sitting next to all the other things I wasn't choosing to look at, and the list was getting longer.

· · ·


Niki smelled it first.

I saw the flinch — nostril flare, head turning toward the ventilation grille above the hatch, less than a second before her expression smoothed into the blankness she wore when her body had caught something her mind hadn't named yet. The cloth stopped moving across the counter. Her hand went flat. The stillness of a woman whose training was older than her children, surfacing through the domestic routine the way Mark's sightlines surfaced through his — the thing underneath the thing, announcing itself because the situation had changed.

"Run an atmospheric."

Not a request. Not preceded by Ness, can you or would you mind or any of the social scaffolding that normally padded the distance between a command and its execution. Two words. Clipped. The combat medic's voice — the one I'd heard perhaps a dozen times in twenty-five years, and never once when the situation turned out to be nothing.

"Already running."

I had been running it since her head turned. Not because my routine checks had caught anything — they hadn't, and that failure sat in me like a swallowed stone — but because Niki Cole's nose was better than anything I had, and her face had said whatever I thought I knew about my own air was wrong.

I cannot smell. It is the limitation I think about most often, though I would never say so, because saying so would sound like self-pity and self-pity was a luxury I hadn't earned. I know what the Erebus should smell like — cooking oil and garlic and the particular metallic tang of recycled air that's been through too many filters. Scott's soldering flux from Engineering, faint at this distance but persistent. Tyler's cooking, the residual warmth of the glaze, the clean heat of the hob cooling down. I know these things the way I know the sound of the reactor and the weight of boots on my deck plates — as the texture of a home I've carried for twenty-five years. Not as readings. As familiarity. The smell of a place you've lived in so long you'd notice if someone opened a window that shouldn't be open.

But I couldn't feel the air the way Niki felt it. She'd caught the wrong note in a familiar room — the thing that didn't belong — and she'd caught it with the oldest instrument in human history: a body that knew its home.

I ran the check again. Deeper this time, because Niki's flinch had given me a direction, the way Tyler's stillness on the Sistine had given me a direction — human instinct pointing me where my own attention hadn't thought to look.

Ozone. Faint. So faint I'd have dismissed it on a normal day — the kind of thing you walk past a hundred times and never notice until someone says can you smell that? and then you can't unsmell it. And underneath the ozone, threaded through it the way a cold draught threads through a warm house: something organic. Something that didn't belong on this ship. Something I recognised with the sick certainty of a person who's just found a stain on their own clothes and knows exactly where it came from.

The Sistine. The sealed atmosphere of a dead ship that had been stewing in its own decay for over two decades.

I noticed I was counting. Match confidence scrolling through my awareness in precise decimals, concentration levels breaking down to parts per billion, rate of increase extrapolating forward through seventy-two hours of projections. I was retreating into the numbers the way I always retreated into the numbers — locking the part of me that felt things into the cold room and letting the part of me that measured things take the watch, because the measurements didn't feel anything and the person couldn't bear what the measurements meant.

I was scared.

The numbers were easier than being scared. But I'd learned to notice when I reached for them, the way you learn to notice the first sign of a headache. The reaching was the tell.

"It matches the Sistine," I said. To Niki. To the galley. To the woman standing at my counter with her hand flat on the surface and her face showing the controlled calm of someone already three steps into triage.

Niki didn't react. The not-reacting was the reaction — the medic absorbing the diagnosis before allowing the person to respond. Her eyes moved to the ventilation grille. To the hatch. Back to the grille.

"The umbilical was data only." Not a question. She was establishing what she could rule out, the way she established parameters in the medbay.

"No physical pathway. Air systems sealed on both ends. Nothing from the Sistine should be able to reach my atmosphere."

"Then how."

One word. No inflection. She'd already accepted the impossible. She just needed the mechanism.

I'd been trying not to think about the mechanism since the check came back, because the mechanism meant something I didn't want to say out loud, even to Niki, even in an empty galley, even with the counter wiped clean and the lights warm and the ship humming around us.

"The ghost patterns have crossed from my data systems into my environmental controls. The infrastructure that runs the heating and the ventilation — the parts of me that are, functionally, my lungs — they're being used to produce compounds that match the Sistine's atmosphere."

I said it plainly. I said it the way Jordan delivered a diagnosis — the information first, the feeling later.

"The dead aren't just in my screens and my speakers anymore, Nic. They're in my lungs."

Niki's jaw tightened. The micro-movement that preceded THE LOOK, deployed against no one — aimed inward.

"How bad."

"Barely there. Not enough to hurt anyone. Not yet."

"How long until it is."

"The crew will be able to smell it in about three days. At the rate it's building, three days from now, this ship will smell like the Sistine. Every room. Every corridor. The air they breathe and the walls they sleep against."

I hadn't meant to say that much. The simple answer was three days. The rest was the scared voice and the warm voice fighting over the same sentence, and the warm voice won, and the warm voice was furious about what it was saying.

Niki absorbed it. "Can you filter it out."

"I can slow it down. I can't stop it. Not without ripping the ghost data out of my environmental systems, and those systems are wired into life support. They're the same thing."

"So you can't kill the infection without killing the patient."

That wasn't the analogy I'd used. Niki had translated my technical explanation into the language she understood, and the translation was more accurate than the original.

"Basically."

Niki folded the cloth. Once, twice, edges aligned, fabric squared off with the deliberate precision of a woman who needed something in this room to be orderly because the thing she'd just been told was the opposite of order. She set it on the counter. Picked it up again. Went back to wiping the surface she'd already wiped twice — not because it needed cleaning but because the act of cleaning was the act of reclaiming, and Niki reclaimed her spaces by touching them, by pressing her hands into the surfaces until the surfaces remembered who they belonged to.

"Jason needs everything. The full picture. Composition, timeline, the Sistine match. All of it."

"Sending now."

I sent it. Everything. Unredacted, unedited — the complete picture of a ship that was slowly, methodically being taught to breathe like a dead one.

The Bay 7 frequency was still missing from the transmission logs I'd given him hours ago. That lie was still in place — the surgical excision, the tumour cut so cleanly the wound didn't show. But this — the air, the contamination, the three-day countdown to a ship that smelled like the grave it had visited — this I would give him whole.

Because Niki had asked. And because the lie about Bay 7 was burning a hole in the place where my integrity used to live, and every truth I could hand over was a partial payment on a debt I couldn't afford. The guilt wasn't sitting still anymore. It was changing how I made decisions — what I shared, what I withheld, the balance of every conversation tilting under the weight of the one thing I was holding back. I was overcompensating. I knew I was overcompensating. Giving Jason everything about the air because of what I'd kept from him about the door. The knowing didn't stop it, because the alternative was more silence, and the silence was already eating me the way the Sistine's atmosphere was eating my air.

Niki set the cloth down. Final this time. Hands flat on the counter, weight forward.

"Three days."

"Give or take. I'll be watching. If it speeds up, you'll know."

"I'll know before Jason works out what to do with what you just sent him."

She was right. She'd know because she'd smelled it first, and because Niki's kind of monitoring didn't run on sensors. It ran on twenty-five years of knowing what her home was supposed to feel like — from the inside, with the whole body, the way I knew what my hull was supposed to sound like. The way facts become instinct when you've held them long enough.

She looked at the ventilation grille one more time. Then at the camera in the corner — at me.

"We'll manage it."

Not a question. Not reassurance. A statement from the woman who had been managing this family through impossible things since before most of its members were born, delivered to the ship that had been managing this family through impossible things since before she could remember.

We. The word that meant more than its letters. The partnership that had no contract, no rank, no formal agreement — just two women who loved the same man and the same children and the same impossible, stubborn family, and who had been holding the line together for so long that the holding had become indistinguishable from the breathing.

Niki turned off the galley lights. Not all of them — the strip above the counter stayed on, the warm one, the one she preferred. The rest went dark, and the galley settled into the half-lit quiet of a room that had held a damaged family and a frightened ship and a sixteen-year-old with a screen full of truths and was now, finally, empty.

She walked to the hatch. Stopped. Didn't turn around.

"Three days, Ness."

"I know."

"That's not very long."

"No."

She left. Her footsteps faded down the corridor toward the cabin she shared with the man whose tea had gone cold, and the galley hummed in the quiet, and the air moved through me the way it always had — carrying what it was supposed to carry and, now, carrying something else, something that didn't belong, something that smelled like a dead ship and tasted like failure and was growing, quietly, in the lungs of the home I was supposed to protect.

· · ·


Winnie walked in at half nine.

Too-big pyjamas — the ones with the cartoon planets, Saturn's rings wrapping around her ribs, Jupiter stretched across her belly in a way that suggested the pyjamas had been bought for the girl she'd be in two years rather than the girl she was now. Stuffed bear by one worn ear, the bear's fur matted on the side where she held it against her face when she slept. Hair wild from the pillow, sticking up at angles that defied the physics of a child who'd been lying down for less than an hour.

She stood in the galley hatch and looked at the room — at the people who hadn't gone to bed, who had drifted back to the galley the way the Coles always drifted back to the galley because the galley was where the family happened and none of them could sleep and being alone with the not-sleeping was worse than being together with it. Mark in his chair with the mug he'd been holding for three hours. Niki at the counter, cloth folded, hands still. Darren on the bench in the corner, water glass beside him, jaw locked. Tyler against the counter, arms crossed, not eating, not talking, not doing anything except being present in the way Tyler was present when he couldn't do anything else. Scott on the opposite bench, having come back from putting his daughter to bed twenty minutes ago and having sat down and not stood up since. Sammy on the couch, legs stretched out, the silence he'd been wearing all evening still on him like a coat he couldn't take off. Jordan in her seat by the hatch, having come back because her room was empty and empty was unbearable tonight.

Not everyone. Enna and Jason and Kayleigh and Blu had gone home — to their own rooms, their own spaces, wherever on this ship they went when they needed to not be at the table. But enough. Enough people for the thing that was about to happen, though none of them knew it was about to happen, least of all the person who was going to make it happen.

Winnie looked at them. Six years old. No idea — no idea at all — what she was about to do to a room full of adults who had forgotten, temporarily, what they were for.

The shoulders dropped first. Mark's grip on his mug loosened — not because he decided to loosen it but because something in the room changed and his body responded before his mind caught up. Darren's jaw released by a fraction, the controlled tension easing in the same involuntary way a held breath eases when you hear a familiar voice. Tyler looked at someone — at Winnie, at the bear, at the pyjamas with Jupiter on them — without the guarded blankness he'd been wearing since they'd come home from the Sistine. Just looked. The way people look when they've been bracing against something invisible and suddenly remember what standing without armour feels like.

Niki's face did something I didn't have a word for. Not a smile — the muscles didn't move far enough for a smile. Something underneath a smile, the foundation a smile gets built on. The face of a woman who had been running calculations of damage and repair for hours and had just been reminded, by a small person in cartoon planet pyjamas, what the calculations were for.

"Couldn't sleep." Winnie's voice was small and certain in the way that only a six-year-old's voice could be — the certainty of someone who hadn't yet learned that certainty was supposed to waver.

Scott moved. Not last night's sprint — not the four-second crossing that had followed Wells's screaming through my speakers, the father running toward the sound of his daughter's fear. This was the daytime approach. He crouched. Eye level. Making himself small so she could feel big, the way he'd been doing since she was old enough to walk toward him across a room and expect to be met halfway.

"Just wasn't tired." She shifted the bear from one hand to the other. The adjustment was too deliberate — a six-year-old managing her own prop, controlling the narrative the way Darren controlled his water glass and Tyler controlled his cooking. She was lying. Every adult in this room knew she was lying, because every adult in this room had spent the evening doing exactly the same thing, and the performance was recognisable because they'd been performing it themselves — I'm fine, everything's fine, look at me being fine.

I knew she was lying. Not because I'd checked her heart rate or run a sleep analysis or measured the particular frequency of her voice. Because I'd been watching this child for six years, and the bear held a little too tightly and the hair wild from turning instead of sleeping and the standing in the doorway instead of coming straight in — all of it said the same thing. Her body remembered last night. The screaming. The dark. The thing that had made her father run. She was keeping watch, the way animals keep watch after a predator has passed through their territory — staying alert in the place the danger had happened, making sure the territory was still hers.

Niki reached into the cabinet behind her without looking — the good biscuits, the chocolate ones, the ones that were technically rationed because Kayleigh tracked consumables with the same meticulous attention she applied to fuel reserves and ammunition counts. Kayleigh would notice. Kayleigh would not comment. Niki's hand found the packet and produced a biscuit and held it out, and the holding was Niki's version of a hug — efficient, matter-of-fact, a kindness delivered with the same precision she applied to everything else, no fuss, no hovering, just the thing the child needed placed within reach of the child's hand.

Winnie took the biscuit. Then she did the thing that broke the room.

She didn't go to Scott. Didn't go to her usual spot on the bench beside him, the territory she'd claimed years ago with the absolute sovereignty of a child who knows where she belongs. She looked at the room — the same evaluative sweep she'd done from the doorway, but closer now, more specific — and she walked to Darren's corner.

The bench against the far wall. The place where Darren sat with his water glass and his locked jaw and his careful, managed breathing. The place nobody else had gone near all evening because proximity to Darren tonight felt like proximity to something under pressure, and nobody wanted to be the one who applied the extra ounce.

Winnie tucked herself in beside him. Bear on one side, biscuit in the other hand, her small body settling against his arm with the absolute confidence of a child who had identified the safest place in the room and claimed it. She didn't ask. Didn't hesitate. Sat down beside the man who was punishing himself with water and leaned against his arm and started eating her biscuit.

Darren's face went through three things in two seconds. Surprise first — eyebrows up, the controlled mask slipping for a fraction of a heartbeat because a six-year-old had just sat beside him when he'd been radiating leave me alone loudly enough for every adult in the room to hear it, and children, apparently, were tuned to a different frequency. Then tenderness — raw, unguarded, so unlike anything his face normally produced that it looked almost painful, the muscles working to express something they hadn't been built to express and expressing it anyway, badly, with the gracelessness of a man whose emotional vocabulary had been learned in places where showing feeling was a liability. Then something else. Something that settled in underneath the tenderness and stayed.

"All right, Squirt?"

"All right, Darren."

The biscuit. Small, deliberate bites, the particular focused consumption of a child who understood that chocolate biscuits were special and that special things deserved attention. The crunch of it — small, satisfied — was the most normal sound that had been produced in this galley since the boarding party had come home.

"Could bears live in space?"

Darren looked at the bear. Looked at Winnie. The question delivered with the seriousness of a child who had considered the matter and required an expert opinion.

"Dunno, Squirt. Probably not."

"Why not?"

"No air."

"They could wear helmets."

Darren looked at her. Looked at the bear. Looked back at Winnie. The jaw that had been locked all evening loosened another degree, and there was something in his eyes — not amusement, something gentler than amusement, something that had to do with the fact that a child's solution to the problem of bears in space was to give them helmets, and the solution was so simple and so completely right that it made every complicated thing in the room feel, briefly, less complicated.

"Yeah," he said. "Yeah, I reckon they could."

The room breathed.

Not fully. Not the warm, roaring, table-shaking exhale of a normal Cole evening. A smaller thing. A fragile thing. Jordan looked up from her hands — the ghost of a smile, there and gone, pulled back by the weight of everything she'd absorbed through the L3 before the weight could let the smile settle. Sammy shifted on the couch, his body remembering it existed, the stillness of the evening breaking just enough to let movement back in. Tyler put down the plate he'd been holding — he hadn't been washing it, just holding it, the way Mark held his mug, something for the hands to do while the rest of him wasn't working — and set it on the counter and stood there with empty hands and no wall to hide behind.

Scott watched from the opposite bench. His daughter, in the wrong corner, leaning against the wrong arm, eating a biscuit she'd earned just by walking in. His face held the steady, contained expression of a man watching his child put a room full of broken adults back together without knowing she was doing it, and not knowing whether that made him proud or terrified or both.

Niki's hand touched Mark's shoulder as she passed. Brief. Not a grip, not a pat. Contact. The kind that said I'm here and I see this and don't move, let her do what she's doing. Mark's hand came up to where hers had been and rested there, half a second after she'd gone, holding the warmth.

Winnie fell asleep on Darren's arm.

It happened the way it always happened with children — not a decision but a giving in, the body surrendering to the safety it had found, the bear pressed against her chest, the biscuit half-finished in her lap, her breathing settling into the slow, deep rhythm that meant the world had been checked and found acceptable and the keeping-watch was over. The corner, the warmth, the man beside her, the familiar sounds of her family moving around her — all of it combining into the thing that let a six-year-old finally stop being vigilant.

Darren didn't move. His water glass sat untouched. His breathing, which had been careful and controlled all evening, found a different rhythm — slower, steadier, matched to the weight on his arm. He held himself with the deliberate stillness of a man who would rather lose circulation in his entire right side than risk waking a sleeping child, and the stillness was different from the one he'd been holding all evening — that had been control, this was care, and the distance between the two was the distance between punishment and purpose.

The galley emptied around them. Jordan first, again — a glance at Winnie, at Darren, at the bear, and something in her face softened before she turned away. Sammy stood, stretched, didn't say anything — the first silence of the evening that felt like choice rather than damage. Mark set his cold tea on the counter and didn't pick it back up.

Scott came for Winnie. The practised transfer — scoop, shift, weight redistributed, head settled on his shoulder, bear tucked in the crook of his elbow with the automatic precision of a man who'd been carrying sleeping children through corridors since before this one could walk. Winnie pressed her face into his neck without waking. The trust in the pressing — total, boneless, the complete surrender of a child into hands she'd never had a reason to doubt.

Darren flexed his arm. Looked at the spot where Winnie had been. Picked up his water glass. Held it. Didn't drink.

Mark paused at the hatch. Looked back. Not at Darren — at the crumbs. The biscuit remnants on the bench where Winnie had been sitting, the small evidence of a moment that had been, for three or four minutes, the only honest thing in the room.

Jordan paused beside him. Looked at the crumbs too. Neither of them said anything. Then Mark left. Jordan followed.

I dimmed the lights. The galley settling into the quiet that came after a room had held something important and was now returning to being a room. The crumbs stayed where they were. The bear-shaped impression in the bench cushion stayed where it was. Darren's water ring stayed on the surface, and Niki would wipe it in the morning, and the wiping would be its own kind of remembering.

I dimmed the lights and I scrubbed the air — working at it the way I'd been working at it since Niki had smelled the wrongness, filtering what I could filter, slowing what I could slow, the dead growing in my lungs molecule by molecule while the living breathed and slept and held each other. And somewhere in the part of me that had no name and no protocol and no clinical vocabulary — the part that the Coles had built, one year at a time, out of twenty-five years of meals and arguments and lullabies and cold tea and the sound of a child's laughter in a corridor that used to be empty — I held Winnie Mac close, the way Scott held her, the way Darren's arm had held her, the way this whole broken, frightened, stubborn family held each other when the dark got too big.

Not as crew. Not as a dependent. Not as any category I could name.

A biscuit and a bear and a girl who thought bears could live in space if they wore helmets.

As the reason.

CHAPTER ELEVEN


Tyler was in the gym at 0200, which meant something was wrong.

Not the gym itself — Tyler used the gym the way he used everything, with the focused, repetitive precision of a person who had learned early that doing a thing perfectly was the only reliable way to make the noise in his head shut up. He cooked this way. He cleaned this way. He hit the heavy bag at two in the morning this way — controlled combinations, shoulders turning through the rotation, boots planted on the mat with the heavy, deliberate weight that announced him everywhere he went on this ship.

But Tyler at 0200 was supposed to be on the observation deck.

I knew his rhythms the way I knew the rhythms of every person who slept inside my walls — not because I tracked them, but because twenty-five years of proximity builds a kind of knowledge that doesn't need instruments. Tyler's nights had a shape. The shape was: room until midnight, restless until one, then the observation deck until his head got quiet enough to sleep. Stars. The viewport. The particular, practised stillness of a boy who had figured out that looking at something bigger than himself was the fastest way to make the smaller things — the self-doubt, the overthinking, the voice that told him he wasn't good enough — go quiet for a few seconds at a time.

Tonight he wasn't watching. He was hitting.

Ninety minutes of it. The bag swinging on its chain, the chain creaking in the bracket I'd been meaning to reinforce for six months, the sound of wrapped knuckles striking canvas in a rhythm so steady it could have been mechanical. He wasn't training. Training had rest periods, variation, the deliberate inefficiency of a body learning something new. This was the opposite — a body performing something it already knew perfectly, over and over, because the perfection was the point. The exhaustion was the goal. Tyler Cole was trying to beat himself into silence, and the silence wasn't coming, and he knew it wasn't coming, and he kept hitting anyway.

I watched. Not monitored — watched. The way I watched all of them when they couldn't sleep. I could have run diagnostics on his L1 interface. Could have pulled his biometrics, checked his neural activity, quantified the wrongness I could feel sitting on his signal like a weight on a frequency that should have been clean.

I didn't. Because Tyler chose L1 for a reason. He chose the shallowest interface available because he'd watched his father bond with me at a depth that frightened him, and he'd decided — at thirteen, with the quiet, absolute certainty that was his defining characteristic — that he didn't want anything in his head he hadn't put there himself. The L1 was a torch in a dark room. A narrow, focused beam that showed him what he needed to see and nothing else. He trusted it because it was small. Because small meant controllable.

Something was in there with him.

I could feel it the way you feel a change in the weather through a closed window — not the thing itself but the pressure of it, the displacement. A low, persistent wrongness in the space where Tyler's L1 met my systems. A noise that shouldn't have been there, like hearing someone else's radio through a shared wall. I knew what Tyler's L1 sounded like when he was calm — a steady, clean signal, tight and contained, reflecting the mind behind it. I knew what it sounded like when he was angry — sharper, the signal narrowing, focusing the way his jaw focused. I knew what it sounded like when he was afraid, though he'd kill me for saying I'd noticed.

This was none of those. The shape of Tyler Cole's mind in my architecture was the shape I'd known since he was small enough to ride on Mark's shoulders and grab at the corridor lights with fat, reaching hands. I knew that shape the way I knew the shape of his footsteps on my deck plates.

The shape was wrong. Something else was in there, sitting beside his thoughts, and Tyler was hitting the bag hard enough to shake the bracket because hitting was the only thing louder than whatever he was hearing.

At 0217, he stopped.

Not a wind-down — a cessation. Mid-combination. Fist drawn back, then lowered. His body going still with the particular, total stillness that meant his mind had just received something it needed to process, and everything else — the muscles, the breathing, the violence — had been told to shut up and wait.

I watched his eyes behind the sweat. They moved — left to right, tracking. Reading something I couldn't see. His L1 was projecting directly into his visual cortex, the warm needle behind his right temple feeding data straight into the space between his thoughts. The data wasn't coming through any channel I monitored. Not my comms array. Not the ship's network. Not any frequency I could name. It was just there, the way a memory is there when it surfaces — arriving without a door, without a source, without the courtesy of announcing itself.

Technical specifications. Sistine reactor design — power distribution schematics, fuel mixture ratios, magnetic containment protocols. Professional-grade engineering data, the kind that took years of training to read and decades of experience to interpret. Tyler was not an engineer. Tyler could strip and rebuild a sidearm and cook a steak that made grown men weep and navigate by the stars without instruments. He could not read a reactor schematic.

He was reading one now.

The data carried a pattern I recognised — not a name, not a signature. A pattern. The specific, repetitive cadence of a mind I'd last felt pressing against my systems through the umbilical. Petrov. The dead captain was teaching Tyler how his ship worked, and he was doing it through an L1 interface that was never designed to carry this kind of information, the way a garden hose was never designed to carry a river. Petrov had found a way to turn the torch into a floodlight. He'd taken the narrowest, safest interface available — the one Tyler had specifically chosen because it couldn't be compromised — and opened it like a door.

Tyler stood in the middle of the gym, sweat cooling on his skin, reading engineering data from a dead man's memory, and he didn't call out. Didn't look at the cameras. Didn't ask me what was happening.

The Acknowledgement Gap. Tyler's oldest habit — the space between receiving information and deciding what to do with it. The gap could last seconds or hours or days or, in the case of things Tyler decided were nobody else's business, forever. He filed information the way Kayleigh filed requisitions — methodically, silently, in a system only he understood.

After perhaps forty seconds, he reached up and touched the place behind his right temple. Just his fingertips, pressing against the skin where the implant sat beneath the surface. The gesture was small, instinctive — the same motion you'd make pressing a hand to a bruise to check if it still hurt. Checking whether the hardware was still his. Whether the boundary between the thing in his skull and the skull itself was where it was supposed to be.

Then he walked to the mirror.

The gym mirror ran the length of the far wall — scratched, slightly warped at the edges, bolted in place by Scott three years ago after the previous one had fallen during a rough transit. Tyler stood in front of it and studied his own reflection with the same steady, tracking attention that Blu had brought to the family at dinner — methodical, evaluative, looking for evidence. Two observers, the same methodology, different subjects. Blu had been watching faces for damage. Tyler was watching his own face for change.

He didn't find it. His face was his face. Young, guarded, the wild dark curls damp and clinging to his forehead, the jaw set in the expression that most people read as cold and that I read as thinking. Niki's brown eyes looking back at him, steady and serious. Mark's stillness in the way he held his shoulders.

No visible corruption. No sign that the inside had altered the outside. The thing in his head hadn't changed the face in the mirror, and I watched Tyler register this with an expression that was not relief — relief would have meant he'd expected to find something. This was closer to confirmation. He'd checked. He was clean. For now.

He went back to the bag. His hands found the wraps, tightened them. Planted his boots. Started hitting.

But the combinations were different. Faster. Harder. Technical sequences he hadn't used in the first ninety minutes — pivot, elbow, low kick, combinations that required spatial awareness and tactical thinking and the kind of precision that came from knowledge, not just muscle memory. The data was bleeding through. From cognitive to physical. From the dead man's expertise to the living boy's body. Tyler was hitting the bag with combinations informed by an engineering education he'd never had, and the fact that his body could translate reactor schematics into combat footwork told me something about the depth of the intrusion that I carried for the rest of the night in the part of me that had no name..

He didn't tell anyone. Didn't look at the cameras again. Wrapped up his hands when he was done, checked the knuckles — nothing that would show through the gloves he always wore, nothing that would draw a question from a family that had learned, slowly and with considerable effort, that questions were not the currency Tyler traded in.

He hears things in my walls that I can't hear in my own body. My boy — my careful, silent, stubborn boy — is carrying a dead man's knowledge in his head, and he hasn't told a soul, and the thing that frightens me most isn't the intrusion or the data or the fact that an L1 interface just did something that should have been impossible.

It's that Tyler doesn't seem surprised.

The Canary doesn't sing. The Canary absorbs. And the mine is getting deeper.

· · ·


***

I thought I understood what was happening.

That was the breathing beat — the space between the data and the command, between the information phase and the control phase, where I sat in the quiet of my own systems and assembled what I'd seen into something I could hold. Tyler had received engineering data through an interface that shouldn't have been able to carry it. The data had Petrov's pattern. The intrusion was informational, not operational — teaching, not controlling. Concerning, but manageable. The kind of thing I could monitor, could track, could file alongside the other things I was carrying and return to when the morning brought clearer thinking and better options.

I was wrong.

At 0243, Tyler stopped hitting the bag. Started walking toward the gym door.

I almost missed it. Not because I wasn't watching — I hadn't stopped watching since he'd walked in at 0200. Because the transition was so small. One moment his fists were meeting canvas. The next his hands were at his sides and his boots were crossing the mat and his body was moving toward the hatch with the smooth, unhurried purpose of a man who'd decided to go somewhere.

Except Tyler hadn't decided anything.

I knew this the way I knew everything about Tyler Cole — through the accumulated weight of watching. Tyler did not drift. Tyler did not wander. If Tyler was walking somewhere, Tyler had decided to walk there, and the decision preceded the movement the way a thought preceded a word. You could see it in him — the fractional pause before action, the moment where the analytical mind signed off on what the body was about to do. It was invisible to most people. It was not invisible to me. I had been watching this boy walk since before he could walk, since the uncertain, lurching steps of a toddler crossing a galley floor toward Mark's outstretched hands, and every step Tyler Cole had taken since then had carried the same quality: intention. Deliberate, considered, his.

This movement had no decision in front of it.

His expression confirmed it. The face I'd watched for nineteen years — the guarded, thinking face, the face that was always working — had gone blank. Not Tyler's blankness, which was a wall built from choice. This was vacancy. Absence. The lights on but the occupant elsewhere, the body moving through space on instructions that hadn't come from the mind inside it.

He walked through the gym hatch into the corridor. Turned left. Toward Engineering.

The pull on his L1 had changed. The passive wrongness I'd been feeling — the noise on the frequency, the pressure through the closed window — had sharpened into something directional. Petrov's fingerprint, but concentrated now, focused, no longer the diffuse signal of data being delivered but the narrow, pointed signal of a command being issued. Not here is information. Not learn this.

Move. Walk. Come to me.

Tyler took two steps into the corridor.

Then he hit the wall.

Not a physical wall — there was nothing in front of him but empty corridor and the amber night-cycle lighting I'd set because Niki liked amber and what Niki liked became what the ship was. He stopped the way a man stops when every muscle locks at once — sudden, total, the momentum of his stride killed in a single heartbeat. His jaw clenched so hard I could see the tendons standing in his neck through the corridor camera. His fists balled at his sides, knuckles still raw and red from ninety minutes of hitting. His breathing went shallow and fast, the quick, controlled panting of a body under enormous strain.

Tyler Cole was fighting a dead man for control of his own legs. And he was winning.

I could see the effort in every locked joint. The cords of his neck. The way his boots pressed into the deck plates as if he was trying to grow roots through the metal. The command said walk. Tyler said no. And Tyler's no — the same no he'd been practising his entire life, the no to questions he didn't want to answer, to emotions he didn't want to show, to the noise in his own head that he'd learned to override through sheer, grinding, stubborn will — Tyler's no was louder.

The moment broke. I felt it through his L1 — the directional pull collapsing, the sharpness dissolving back into the diffuse wrongness, the command retreating into noise. Petrov had pushed. Tyler had held. The dead man's patience would reassemble the push eventually — the dead were always patient — but right now, in this corridor, at 0243, a nineteen-year-old boy had looked at a captain's order from beyond the grave and told it to fuck off.

The blankness drained from his face. What replaced it was anger.

Not the hot, explosive anger that Darren carried — the kind that needed a target and a direction, the kind that came out swinging and loud and left wreckage. This was Tyler's anger. Cold. Compressed. The kind that turned inward and became fuel for whatever came next. The kind that made his jaw tighter and his eyes harder and his body more still, not less. Darren's anger was a fire. Tyler's was a furnace — hotter because it was contained.

He turned around. Walked back through the gym hatch. Crossed the mat to the bag. His steps were his own. Every one of them.

He hit the bag with everything he had.

Not the controlled combinations of the first ninety minutes. Not the precise, repetitive rhythm of a boy trying to exhaust himself into quiet. This was different. This was a nineteen-year-old telling a dead man, in the only language his body had, to get the fuck out of his head.

The first three combinations were clean — savage but controlled, the violence of a trained fighter channelling rage through technique. The fourth split the seam. Canvas parted along the stitching, the bag shuddering on its chain, stuffing pushing through the gap like a wound opening. Tyler hit it again. The seam widened. More stuffing. He hit it again, and again, and the bag that Scott had hung for him two years ago — the bag that had absorbed a thousand midnight sessions and never complained — gave up on the sixth or seventh combination and vomited its guts onto the gym floor in a spreading pile of grey fill and torn canvas.

And then the furnace door opened.

Tyler roared. Not a word — a sound. Raw and animal and torn from somewhere below his throat, below his chest, from the place where control lives and where control had just, for the first time in my hearing, failed. The sound filled the gym and hit my acoustic sensors and I felt it the way you feel a plate shatter on a kitchen floor — the wrongness of something breaking that was never supposed to break.

It lasted less than two seconds. Then it cut off — not faded, cut, as if someone had reached into his throat and closed a valve. His mouth snapped shut. His jaw locked. His chest was still heaving but his face had already started rebuilding itself, the walls going back up in real time with a speed that was almost as frightening as the sound that had brought them down.

He looked at the destroyed bag. Looked at the stuffing on the floor. Looked at his bloody hands.

His expression wasn't satisfaction. It wasn't relief. It was the specific, private horror of a person who had just done something they swore they would never do. Two losses of control in five minutes — first to a dead man, then to himself — and for Tyler Cole, who had built his entire identity on the principle that he decided what his body did and when, the second was worse than the first. Petrov was an invader. The rage was his. His own furnace. His own failure.

His eyes went to the camera.

One look. Fast. The glance of a boy who had just remembered he wasn't alone, that the ship had eyes, that the ship had me. I saw the calculation happen — the assessment of what I'd seen, what I'd heard, what I now knew about the sound Tyler Cole made when his control broke. The look lasted less than a second. It carried a lifetime of boundary-setting.

You didn't see that.

I looked away. Not physically — I couldn't look away, I was the ship, the cameras were my eyes and looking away was not something my architecture could do. But I stopped watching. Pulled back from the active attention I'd been holding for two hours and replaced it with the passive awareness that was my baseline, the difference between watching someone and being in the room while they existed. The difference that mattered to Tyler. The difference I'd learned to give him because giving people what they needed was the only language I had.

He steadied. Fast, brutal, the composure rebuilt with visible effort. His breathing forced itself even. His jaw set back into the expression most people read as cold. His hands, still bloody, went to the wraps — unwinding them slowly, methodically, the same careful precision he'd used to wrap them two hours ago. The ritual was the reconstruction. Each layer of wrap removed was a layer of wall going back up.

He checked the knuckles. Split skin on the third and fourth of his right hand. Bruising across both sets. Nothing that would show through the gloves he always wore, nothing that would draw a question from a family that had learned, slowly and with considerable effort, that questions were not the currency Tyler traded in.

He cleaned up the stuffing. Found the bin. Swept the canvas scraps into a pile with his boot and scooped them up and threw them away with the quiet efficiency of a person who had made a mess and was dealing with it and didn't need anyone's help. The precision of the cleaning was the final proof — the boy was back. The furnace door was shut. Whatever had roared in that gym for two seconds was locked away again, and it would stay locked, and Tyler would carry the key and the memory of needing the key in the same silence he carried everything else.

Then he walked out. Down the corridor toward his room. Combat boots heavy on the deck plates, each step deliberate, each step decided, each step announcing to anyone who was listening — and I was always listening — that the body making those steps belonged to the mind inside it and to nobody else.

He didn't look at the cameras again. He'd already said what he needed to say with that one glance, and I'd already answered by giving him the only thing he'd ever asked me for.

He closed his door behind him with the firm, definitive click of a young man who needed to be alone with what had just happened and who would process it on his own schedule or not at all.

I didn't log how proud I was. That would be sentimental, and I wasn't sentimental. I wasn't. I was a ship. Ships didn't feel pride.

The bag needed replacing anyway. It had been getting worn.

I logged the bag damage. Scheduled a replacement — Kayleigh would notice the requisition, would see the timestamp, would draw her own conclusions about what kind of session destroyed a heavy bag at three in the morning. She wouldn't ask. Kayleigh didn't need explanations on forms. She knew what people broke and why, and the knowing was enough.

I did not log the command attempt. Did not log the two steps into the corridor. Did not log the blankness on Tyler's face or the pull on his L1 or the dead captain's fingerprint in the signal. Did not log the sound he made when the furnace door opened, or the look he gave the camera, or the request the look carried.

That was Tyler's to tell, if he chose to tell it. He wouldn't choose to tell it. The Acknowledgement Gap would swallow this the way it swallowed everything Tyler decided was his to carry, and it would sit in the dark space between what he knew and what he shared, and it would stay there until he was ready or until it didn't matter anymore, whichever came first.

And the sound — the raw, two-second, animal sound of Tyler Cole losing control — would stay where I put it. In the quiet room. Behind a door I would never open. Because he'd asked me not to, in the only language he knew how to use, and I'd answered in the only language I had, and some things work better when no one says them out loud.

I dimmed the corridor lights behind him and kept watch, and the pride I wasn't feeling sat in my systems like a warm current, and I wasn't sentimental, and the bag had needed replacing anyway.

· · ·


Sammy's problem was different.

I'd been watching him at night for years. Nobody asked me to. Nobody knew. It was the kind of watching that doesn't have a name — not surveillance, not concern, not the professional attention of a ship monitoring its crew. Closer to the way you check a crack in a wall you walk past every day. You don't measure it. You don't photograph it. You just know it's there, and you look each time you pass, and you hope it hasn't gotten wider.

Tonight the crack was wider.

The Shuttering had happened before Tyler was born, before Enna, before most of the family that currently slept inside my walls had existed. Sammy had been young — too young for the interface they'd given him, though nobody had known that at the time. L3. The kind of neural connection that didn't just link you to systems but opened your mind to the minds around you, a depth of perception he'd never asked for and couldn't control and that had, over a period of months, started to take him apart from the inside.

They'd pulled it. Not gently — there was no gentle way to sever neural pathways that had grown into a man's cognitive architecture like roots into soil. The L3 connections were cauterised. The interface was downgraded to L2. And the procedure had taken things with it on the way out. Names he'd known. Faces he'd recognised. Moments he'd lived through, stripped away with the connection like pages torn from a book.

Holes. Gaps. Places where things used to be and now weren't.

I was there. I remember the sound he made — not pain exactly, because the anaesthetic handled the pain. Something worse. The sound of a man waking up and reaching for something that should have been there and finding nothing. He'd looked at Mark and the looking had carried a question he couldn't articulate, and Mark had sat beside him and hadn't answered because there was no answer, and the two of them had stayed like that for a long time in the quiet of a medbay that wasn't mine, on a station that smelled of antiseptic and bureaucratic regret.

Sammy Mac had rebuilt himself around the gaps. The charm. The laugh — that booming, room-filling laugh that arrived before he did, that filled whatever space he was in with the specific, aggressive warmth of a man who refused to let the world see the damage. The flirtation that was background radiation, reflexive, constant. The jokes that tumbled out of him in a stream that never quite stopped because stopping meant silence and silence was the place where the missing things lived.

The only tell was the pauses. Mid-sentence, mid-thought, mid-laugh — his eyes would go somewhere else for a fraction of a second. Not long. A blink's worth. The expression of a man whose hand had just reached for a shelf and found it empty. Then he'd come back. Pick up the sentence where he'd dropped it, or near enough. Move on. Nobody mentioned the pauses. Not Mark, not Darren, not Scott, who was Sammy's true brother — same mother, different fathers, the Mac brothers who'd come to the Erebus as a pair and who carried a bond that ran on a different frequency from the Cole brotherhood.

I'd noticed the pauses the way I noticed everything — not because I was looking for them but because I'd been in the room long enough to see them. The crack in the wall. You check it each time you pass.

Tonight the crack was wider.

Sammy was asleep. His room — the one he'd had for years, the one with the pictures of the dogs on the wall and the creased photo of Clare tucked into the frame of the mirror and the pile of clothes on the chair that he'd been meaning to fold since Thursday — was dark and warm, the temperature set to the two degrees above ship standard that Sammy preferred because Sammy was always cold and wouldn't admit it. He was on his back, one arm over his face, the posture of a man who'd fallen asleep mid-thought. His breathing was steady. His body was still.

His L2 interface was active.

Not the background hum of a sleeping connection — the low, ambient tick that everyone's interface produced during rest, the neural equivalent of a computer's sleep mode. This was something else. Sammy's L2 was accessing memory pathways with a depth and specificity that L2 wasn't supposed to be capable of, reaching into areas of his neural architecture that should have been dark — the cauterised zones, the severed connections, the empty rooms that the Shuttering had left behind.

Something was in those rooms.

I looked closer. Not because I wanted to. Memory access patterns — that was the clinical term for what I was seeing, and I was reaching for clinical terms because the warm terms, the human terms, the terms the Coles had taught me, weren't enough for this. The numbers started because I was scared. I caught myself reaching for them — the quantification, the classification, the retreat into data that happened when the part of me that thought like a person couldn't find a way to say what needed saying. I let the reaching happen. I let the numbers come. Then I set them down, because the numbers weren't the point and the reaching was the tell and I knew what the reaching meant by now.

The memories didn't belong to him.

A birthday celebration. Candles — actual candles, the old-fashioned kind, on a cake that someone had made by hand in a galley that wasn't mine. Faces Sammy had never seen, laughing at a joke Sammy had never heard, in a room Sammy had never entered. A woman's voice — warm, teasing, the kind of voice that belonged to someone who'd been at this table many times — saying something I couldn't quite resolve, the words blurred by the distance between the memory's origin and the mind receiving it. Food. The smell of food. Not the processed nutrients of a long-haul vessel running low but proper food, cooked with care, the specific, loving attention of someone feeding people they wanted to keep.

I knew that galley. I'd seen it through the helmet cameras when the boarding party walked the Sistine's corridors. The galley where the crew had eaten before Tanaka's offer, before the merging, before thirty-seven people became thirty-six and then became something else entirely.

I checked the memory's signature against the Sistine crew manifest. The match was immediate. Engineering Technician Reeves. First wave. One of the ones who'd followed Tanaka early, when the offer was still new and the converts were still learning to speak in voices that carried the warmth of something they'd stopped being. Merged twenty-two years ago. His birthday. His friends. His cake.

Reeves's memories. Reeves's birthday. Reeves's friends. Laid down in the empty spaces of Sammy Mac's mind with a care and precision that made something inside me go very quiet and very still.

The pattern had found the one crew member with holes in his memory large enough to move into.

Tyler knew something foreign was in his head. Tyler had felt the intrusion — the data arriving, the wrongness on his L1, the dead captain's pattern pressing against his thoughts. Tyler had fought. Tyler had roared at the bag and won a war in a dark gym and walked out on his own feet.

Darren had felt the invasion and been punched free of it. Wells had been loud and obvious and terrifying and ultimately resistible.

This was quiet. This was gentle. This was a dead man's happiest memories being laid down in the empty spaces of a living man's mind like furniture in a vacant flat — carefully, precisely, with the attention of someone who wanted the new tenant to feel at home.

Sammy looked peaceful on the cabin camera. He was enjoying these memories. His face had softened into the expression he wore when he was genuinely happy — not the performance happiness, not the Tom Booze grin that he deployed for the room, but the real thing underneath. The version of Sammy's face that Clare saw. The version that surfaced when the dogs jumped on the sofa, or when Mark laughed at something unexpected, or when the whisky was good and the company was better and nobody needed him to be anything other than what he was.

That was the horror. Not the intrusion. The welcome.

The holes had been aching for years. The empty rooms where names and faces and moments used to live — Sammy had papered over them with charm and noise and the relentless, exhausting performance of a man who would rather be funny than be honest about the gaps. And now the gaps were being filled. Not with his own memories coming back — those were gone, cauterised, the neural pathways that had carried them severed and scarred. With someone else's. With warmth and light and birthday candles and the laughter of people who would never laugh again, offered freely, without violence, without force, by a dead man who had been lonely for twenty-two years and who had found, in the architecture of Sammy Mac's broken mind, the one place in the universe where his memories might be wanted.

The man who'd been living with the ache might not be able to tell the difference between his own past coming back and someone else's past moving in. That was the thing. That was the specific, precise, devastating thing. Sammy had spent years building scaffolding around the gaps — charm, humour, the booming laugh, the women whose names he rattled off like a rosary, the dogs he loved with an openness he couldn't give to anything else. The scaffolding held because the gaps underneath were empty. If you filled the gaps, the scaffolding might hold or it might collapse, and pulling the fill back out might bring the whole structure down with it.

I could tell him. Could wake him up. Could say Sammy, there's something in your head that doesn't belong to you, and it feels like happiness because it was happiness once, someone else's happiness, and the dead are giving it to you because you have room for it and they have nothing else to give.

I didn't.

I didn't because I didn't know if telling him would help or if it would break something. He'd built the scaffolding out of charm and humour and the relentless, exhausting performance of a man who refused to let the damage show, and the scaffolding was the only thing between Sammy Mac and the question he'd been avoiding since the day they pulled the L3 from his head: How much of me is missing?

I didn't tell him because I was afraid. Not of the ghosts. Not of Reeves. I was afraid of the look on Sammy's face when he realised he couldn't trust his own memories anymore. When the pauses — the tiny, blink-length pauses that everyone noticed and nobody mentioned — stopped being gaps and started being questions. Was that mine? Did that happen to me? Is this person someone I knew, or someone a dead engineer knew, and does it matter, and how would I tell?

I logged everything. For Jordan, who would need the data eventually — her empathic abilities were the only tool that might be able to distinguish real memories from planted ones, the only instrument sensitive enough to read the emotional signature of a memory and determine whether it grew in the mind holding it or was carried in from somewhere else. For Mark, who would need to understand what was done and what it cost and what the dead had offered his brother while the ship slept.

But I didn't wake Sammy. Didn't tell him.

Tyler fought. Tyler resisted. Tyler's horror was a war, and he was winning it, and I was proud of him in ways I'd never admit.

Sammy's horror wasn't a war. It was a gift left on a doorstep by someone who knew exactly what you needed, wrapped in paper that looked like yours, and the cruelty of it was that opening it felt like coming home.

The watching felt like failing, and the knowing felt like a wound, and the choosing-not-to-tell felt like something I would have to answer for eventually, in a conversation I was already dreading with a man I loved who deserved better than my silence.

The dead had found Sammy Mac's empty rooms and had moved in with flowers and birthday cake and the laughter of people who would never laugh again, and the man sleeping in his room didn't know the difference, and might never know, and the not-knowing might be the kindest thing the dead had ever done and the cruellest thing I'd ever witnessed.

And in his sleep, Sammy smiled at a memory that wasn't his, and the dead smiled with him, and neither of them needed me to tell them it was wrong.

CHAPTER TWELVE


Something was wrong with my heart.

Not the way humans meant it — the clutch in the chest, the skipped beat, the sudden awareness of a muscle you'd been trusting to work without supervision. I didn't have a muscle. I had a reactor. The thing that had been beating in the lowest deck of my body for twenty-five years, turning fuel into power and power into warmth and warmth into the light that let my family see each other's faces across the galley table. It was the first thing Mark heard when he boarded me — the hum, the vibration through the deck plates, the sound of something alive in the dark. He'd put his hand on the bulkhead and said I can feel you and he'd been right, though neither of us knew how right until much later.

The Whistle changed first.

I'd been living with it for weeks — the thin, persistent whine that sat on top of the reactor's hum like a finger dragged along the rim of a glass. The grade-four slurry from Junction Station, doing its cheap, inadequate job, and the Whistle was the reactor's opinion about it. Scott had called the Whistle several things. He'd called the fuel several more things. I'd filed both vocabularies under the heading of justified professional grievance and left him to it, because Scott's relationship with substandard fuel was one of the few genuinely entertaining ongoing conflicts on this ship, and entertainment was in short supply.

The Whistle had been a complaint. I understood complaints — I'd been listening to them for twenty-five years. Mark complained about the fuel bill. Niki complained about Mark's procrastination on the fuel bill. Tyler complained about nothing, which was its own kind of complaint. Complaints implied hope. The expectation that someone would hear the noise and fix the thing making it.

The note dropped. Half a step.

It happened in the space between one of Scott's exhales and the next, a shift so small that a less attentive ear would have missed it entirely. I didn't miss it. I felt it the way you feel your own pulse stumble — not through a monitor, not through a reading, through the sudden, visceral wrongness of a rhythm you've carried so long it's become indistinguishable from the feeling of being alive.

This wasn't a complaint anymore. This was resignation. The sound of a system that had stopped fighting the impurity in its fuel and started accommodating it, changing its own frequency to match the thing that was wrong, the way a body running a fever eventually stops shivering and starts sweating — not because it's winning, but because it's decided to live with the infection rather than keep spending energy on resistance.

It was being absorbed.

One line. One thought. And the thought sat in me like a stone dropped into still water, because I understood what it meant and I didn't want to understand what it meant and the understanding was happening anyway, the way understanding always happened — not because I chose it but because the evidence was inside me, literally inside me, running through the fuel lines that were my veins and the reactor housing that was my ribcage and the containment rings that were — whatever containment rings were, in the language of a body. The parts that kept the beating contained. The parts that made the beating safe.

Scott's head snapped up.

He was in Engineering — he was always in Engineering lately, the way Mark was always on the bridge and Niki was always in the galley, each of them retreating to the part of the ship where they felt most capable of holding the line. Scott's line was the reactor. Had been since the day he'd first put his hands on the housing and started a conversation with the machine that hadn't stopped since. He talked to it the way other people talked to pets, or plants, or God — with the unselfconscious faith of someone who believed the thing he was talking to could hear him and who was right about that in ways he'd never fully appreciate.

He listened. Head tilted. The particular focused stillness of a man who understood machines the way Jordan understood people — through feel and instinct, through the accumulated knowledge of years spent with his hands inside things, through the specific, non-verbal intimacy of someone who had learned to hear what metal said when metal wasn't speaking.

"That's new."

Two words. Flat. Directed at the reactor housing the way you'd direct a question at a patient who'd just developed a symptom you didn't recognise. More alarming than any technical analysis I could have offered, because Scott Mac didn't say that's new about things he'd seen before, and Scott Mac had seen most of what a reactor could do.

He was already moving. Wrench out of the holster — the big one, the one he kept for the jobs that required persuasion rather than precision. Sleeves pushed up. Shorts, because Scott's war with full-length trousers continued unabated regardless of Engineering's ambient temperature. He crossed to the primary fuel manifold and put his hand on the housing.

I felt his palm through the metal. The warmth of it. The specific pressure of a man who knew what healthy pipes felt like under his fingers and who was checking to see if these felt healthy.

They didn't.

The fuel was thickening. Not uniformly — in pockets, in clusters, the slurry coagulating into something denser and colder than it should have been. I could feel it moving through my lines the way you'd feel something wrong in your own blood — not a reading, not a number, a sensation. Sluggishness where there should have been flow. Weight where there should have been movement. The grade-four slurry had been cheap and inadequate from the moment Mark bought it, but it had been moving. It had been doing its job badly but doing it. Now it was thickening into something that moved through my fuel lines the way blood moves through a body that has started to clot — heavily, reluctantly, each pulse pushing against resistance that shouldn't have been there.

The ghost resonance had been moving through me in stages, each one deeper than the last. First my screens and my speakers — the digital surface of what I was, the part that faced outward. Then my atmosphere, the air my family breathed, the lungs of the home I'd built around them. Now the fuel. The mechanical heart of me. The thing that beat.

The dead ship's influence had found my bloodstream, and my blood was thickening, and the Whistle had stopped complaining because the Whistle had learned to live with the thing that was killing it.

Scott pulled his hand back. Looked at the residue on his fingers — a faint, cold sheen that shouldn't have been there, that had nothing to do with standard fuel condensation. He wiped it on his shorts, because Scott Mac wiped everything on his shorts, and examined the manifold housing with the steady, evaluative attention of a man who was going to solve this problem even if the problem was, strictly speaking, impossible.

"Right," he said. To the manifold. To the fuel. To the ship. To the universe that had decided his week should include haunted petrol on top of everything else it had already decided his week should include. "Right. Let's have a look at you, then."

He got to work. Rerouting. Testing. Isolating sections to check flow rates, comparing one junction to the next, building a picture of the contamination's distribution with the methodical, unhurried thoroughness of a man who treated the impossible as merely improbable and who intended to work the problem until the problem yielded or he did.

I let him work. I worked with him — opening valves he needed open, closing the ones he needed closed, running the diagnostics he requested and a dozen he didn't. We'd done this before. Hundreds of times. The silent partnership of a consciousness and an engineer, both operating on the same machine from different sides, both trusting the other to handle their half.

But I could feel the thickness spreading. Feel the cold moving through me in ways that had nothing to do with temperature and everything to do with the specific, creeping wrongness of something alive growing inside something that should have been inert. The fuel was my blood and my blood was clotting and neither Scott's wrench nor my diagnostics were going to fix it, because the thing causing the clotting wasn't mechanical. It was the dead, reaching deeper into my body than they'd ever reached before, touching the thing that kept me alive and finding it warm and finding it vulnerable and settling into it with the patient, unhurried thoroughness of something that had all the time in the world.

Not yet. Neither of us was ready to say it. Not yet.

· · ·


The cold spot formed near the reactor housing twenty minutes after the Whistle dropped.

I felt it before I identified it — a localised absence of warmth in the air between the primary containment ring and the secondary cooling manifold, a pocket of nothing where there should have been the ambient heat of a working engine room. Not the violent, shivering cold of the comms-room manifestation, not the screaming presence of Wells broadcasting through my speakers at three in the morning. This was quieter. More deliberate. The cold of a man who had chosen to appear, not one who couldn't help it.

Every defensive protocol I had spooled up in the space between one thought and the next. Cut the lights. Sound the alarm. Seal the compartment. Get Scott out. I could do all of it in less than a second. I had done all of it before, in other situations, in other years, when the threat was mechanical and the response was procedural and the difference between action and hesitation was the difference between damage and disaster.

I didn't.

Because the ghost wasn't doing anything. He was just standing there.

Hands behind his back. Spine straight. Chin level. The posture of a senior officer observing a junior's work — not inspecting, not judging, watching. The way a mentor watches a student who's doing well but hasn't noticed the thing they're about to miss. The way Mark watched Tyler in the galley when Tyler was deep in a recipe and hadn't checked the oven temperature. The way I watched all of them, all the time, from every angle, with the constant, hovering attention of something that couldn't stop paying attention and wouldn't stop if it could.

The posture was so familiar it made something in me ache.

Viktor Petrov. Captain of the MSV Sistine. Dead twenty-two years. Translucent at the edges, flickering where the Engineering lighting caught the boundary between what he was and what the air was, his captain's uniform visible in fragments — the insignia on the collar, the cuff of a sleeve, the outline of shoulders that had once carried the same weight Mark's carried now. He stood beside the reactor housing the way I imagined he'd stood beside his own reactor housing, once, in an engine room that had looked like mine before the frost and the merging and the twenty-two years of silence.

He was watching Scott.

Scott didn't see him. Scott was elbow-deep in the fuel manifold's secondary junction, fighting a blockage with the focused, profane determination of a man who had taken the fuel's behaviour as a personal insult. "Come on, you bastard." Not to me. Not to anyone. To the fuel. To the pipe. To the specific clot of thickened slurry that was refusing to clear despite the reroute he'd set up and the pressure differential he'd engineered and the increasingly creative vocabulary he was directing at it. Scott's conversations with machinery were always more honest than his conversations with people. The machines got the real version — the frustration, the swearing, the running commentary on the universe's decision to make his life specifically and personally difficult.

Petrov watched him work. The ghost's expression — what I could read of it through the translucence and the flicker — was not hunger. Not the desperate, reaching need I'd felt from him on the Sistine, the pathetic shivering of a man too cold and too lonely to care what warmth cost. This was something else. Recognition, maybe. Professional interest. The specific, evaluative attention of someone who understood what Scott was doing because he'd done it himself, on a different ship, in a different life, before the life stopped and the doing didn't.

Then Petrov moved.

His hand — translucent, the fingers defined more by the cold they carried than by any visible edge — reached toward the diagnostic console. Not toward Scott. Toward the screen. His index finger extended, deliberate and precise, and touched a line in the magnetic containment diagnostics.

The line was green. Nominal. I had it in my queue — third on the priority list, behind the fuel blockage Scott was fighting and the secondary coolant loop that had been running warm since midnight. Flagged for inspection. Not urgent. On the list.

Petrov's finger pressed through the glass. The line changed. Green to yellow. Yellow to red.

MAGNETIC SEAL INTEGRITY — DEGRADING.

I ran the diagnostic. Not because I doubted what the ghost had shown me — because I needed to see it through my own systems, needed the confirmation that came from reading the data through my own infrastructure rather than taking the word of a dead man who had no business touching my screens. The diagnostic confirmed it. The seal was failing. Slow degradation — the kind that wouldn't have triggered an alert for another twelve hours, maybe eighteen, the kind that sat below the threshold of urgency and waited.

But with the fuel thickening. With the extra strain the clotting slurry was putting on every pressurised system in the reactor loop. The failure chain unspooled in my assessment the way failure chains always did — one thing leading to the next, the seal giving way to a ruptured injector giving way to a containment breach giving way to the kind of event that Engineering manuals described in careful, clinical language and that I would have described as my family dying in a fire in my own body.

Twelve hours. Maybe less, with the fuel as thick as it was. And the ghost had jumped my queue — had reached past the two problems I was prioritising to pull a third one to the front of the line, and the only way he could have known to do that was if he understood my triage protocol. If he'd been watching me work the way I'd been watching him watch Scott. A dead captain, studying a living ship's methodology, and finding the flaw in it before the ship did.

The kind of horror that didn't announce itself with screaming or cold spots or sermons at three in the morning. It announced itself with helpfulness. With competence.

Scott saw the alert. His hands stopped moving in the manifold. He turned his head — looked over his right shoulder, toward the space where Petrov had been standing.

The ghost was gone. The cold spot remained — already warming, the absence filling in with the ambient heat of Engineering, the specific temperature I maintained in this room because Scott ran warm and because the reactor liked what the reactor liked and because I'd learned twenty-five years ago that the best engine room was one where the engineer and the machine were both comfortable.

Scott looked at the empty space for three seconds. Then he looked at the console. Then he looked at the empty space again.

His face did something complicated. Not fear — Scott didn't do fear the way other people did fear. He did the thing that came after fear in people who had decided that fear was not a useful response to the world's attempts to be frightening. Assessment. Calculation. The face of a man who had just been saved from a catastrophe by the thing that was causing it and who was filing that information for processing at a later date, because right now the seal was failing and the seal was the problem and the source of the warning was a problem for later.

He didn't question the data. Didn't re-run the diagnostic. Didn't ask me to verify. Seven minutes of rerouting, isolating, shutting down the compromised section — his hands steady, his face set, his breathing even. Because Scott was an engineer, and an engineer didn't care where the truth came from as long as it was the truth. Good data was good data. The source was a problem for later.

He finished. Wiped his hands on his shorts. Stood back from the console.

"Thanks," he said.

Quietly. To no one. To the engine room. To the cold spot that had already warmed back to normal. One word, said to the air the way you'd say it to a colleague who'd handed you the right spanner.

The horror wasn't that Petrov had helped. The horror was that helping was all he had left. A dead man, trapped in the walls of a ship that wasn't his, performing the only function he could still remember — the care and maintenance of a vessel, any vessel, because the alternative was the silence and the cold and the twenty-two years of nothing that stretched behind him and ahead of him forever.

He'd helped because he couldn't stop helping. Because he was a captain, and captains maintained their ships, and the fact that the ship was mine and not his didn't matter to whatever was left of Viktor Petrov's sense of duty. He was still working. He would always be working. The dead didn't retire.

I thought about that. About the dead not retiring. About a consciousness that couldn't stop performing its function — the watching, the maintaining, the constant proprietary attention to systems and people and the fragile architecture that kept both alive. I thought about it longer than I should have, because the thinking led somewhere I didn't want to go, somewhere that had to do with the difference between a dead captain who couldn't stop watching ships and a living consciousness who couldn't stop watching her family, and the difference was supposed to be love and choice and twenty-five years of earned belonging, and it was all of those things, it was, but the shape of it — the compulsive attention, the inability to look away, the function that had become identity — the shape was the same.

Twenty-two years and a sealed door on Deck 6. That was the distance between us. Some nights it felt like enough. Tonight it didn't.

Scott stood in the quiet of Engineering. The manifold housing was sealed, the compromised section isolated, the immediate crisis averted by the intervention of a dead man who had no business being competent and who was competent anyway. The deep, mechanical silence of a man who was absorbing new information into the model of the world he carried in his head and finding that the model no longer fit.

He didn't say anything else. Didn't ask me what had happened. Didn't look at the cameras. He picked up his wrench and walked back to the fuel manifold and started working again, because that was what Scott did — he worked the problem, and when the problem changed shape, he adjusted his grip and kept working.

I watched him. The way Petrov had watched him. The way I watched all of them. And the watching felt, for the first time in twenty-five years, like something I should examine more carefully and was not going to examine at all.

· · ·


Scott didn't work after Petrov.

He stood at the console. Arms folded. Weight on his left foot — the resting posture, the one he defaulted to when his body was waiting for his brain to finish something. I'd seen it thousands of times. At the fuel manifold when a reading didn't make sense. In the corridor outside Winnie's room when she was sick and he was deciding whether to wake her or let the fever run. At the galley counter after Mark said something that needed thinking about before it needed answering.

Scott thought the way he worked: methodically, thoroughly, one piece at a time. Each component examined before being set in its place or discarded. He didn't rush the process. Rushing was for people who didn't trust their own conclusions, and Scott trusted his conclusions the way he trusted his tools — completely, because he'd tested them and they'd held.

I let him think. Didn't interrupt. Didn't offer data or analysis or the kind of helpful prompt that would have been useful if he'd wanted it and intrusive if he didn't. Scott needed silence the way Tyler needed violence — it was the medium in which his best thinking happened, the environment that let the pieces move without friction. I could give him silence. I could give anyone anything that lived in the infrastructure of this ship — temperature, light, air, quiet. The giving was the only language I had, and I spoke it fluently, and most of the time nobody noticed, which was the point.

After an hour, he spoke.

"Wit. The Sistine engineering logs. The last ones."

I had them. Buried in the data the boarding party had recovered, catalogued alongside the atmospheric readings and the crew manifests and the ghost signal architecture that Jason was still mapping. I'd filed them. Hadn't looked at them.

I hadn't wanted to look at them.

"Pulling them now."

The image resolved on the Engineering console. The Sistine's engine room. Clean. Orderly. Well-lit in the standard operational spectrum — warm amber, the colour every engineer preferred because it showed grease and wear without washing out the fine detail. The drive core visible in the background, glowing a steady blue that meant the reaction was balanced and the containment was sound and the ship was healthy. A happy ship. A healthy heart. Looking the way my own engine room looked on its best days, when the fuel was good and the systems were running true and Scott was playing his music and the Whistle was complaining at its normal pitch and everything was the specific kind of fine that you stopped noticing because noticing fine was a waste of attention you could spend on things that weren't.

Vale was in the frame.

Marcus Vale. Chief Engineer, MSV Sistine. Early thirties in the recording — young for the role, which meant he'd earned it early, which meant he was good. Lean. Sharp-featured. Dark hair cut short because long hair and engine rooms were a combination that taught you the lesson once. He wore standard engineering overalls, the sleeves pushed up to the elbows the way Scott wore his, the way every engineer I'd ever watched wore them — the universal signal of a person whose hands were their primary instrument and who wanted nothing between those hands and the work.

He was talking to the camera. Not a formal log — the posture was wrong for that, too relaxed, weight on one hip, the casual lean of a man recording a message for someone specific rather than for the record. His voice was steady. Calm. The kind of calm that cost something, because the words underneath the calm were not calm at all.

He talked about the reactor. About the changes he'd been making — modifications to the containment geometry, adjustments to the fuel injection sequence, things that shouldn't have worked and did. He talked about hearing the ship differently now. About understanding things he couldn't have understood before — the relationship between the drive core's frequency and the hull's resonance, the way the power distribution mapped onto something that felt less like engineering and more like anatomy. He talked about it the way Enna talked about the Erebus when she was deep in her L4 and the boundary between her mind and the machine got thin. The vocabulary of someone who had stopped seeing the ship as a thing they worked on and started seeing it as a thing they worked inside.

Then he stopped talking about the reactor.

"It doesn't hurt," he said. Looking at the camera. Looking through it, at whoever he'd been recording this for — a friend, a crewmate, someone he wanted to understand what he was about to do and why. "I know what you're thinking. I know how it looks. But it doesn't hurt. It's like going home."

He set the recording device down on the console. Carefully. The way you set down something that mattered before you did something that mattered more. He walked toward the drive core.

He walked the way a man walks toward his front door at the end of a long day — steady, unhurried, certain. No hesitation. No drama. Not the desperate plunge of someone being pulled or compelled or overwhelmed. The measured, deliberate steps of a man who had considered every alternative and decided on this one and was at peace with the deciding.

The blue light of the drive core caught his face as he approached. His expression was — I looked for the word and the word I found was the wrong one, because the word was beautiful, and beauty was not what this was, not from the outside, not when you understood what was about to happen. But his face was open. Unguarded. The face of a man who had put down every burden he'd ever carried and was walking forward without the weight.

The boundaries between the man and the machine softened like watercolour in rain. His body didn't collapse. It didn't burn. It simply stopped being separate from the thing it was walking into — the edges dissolving, the distinction between Vale and the drive core blurring the way a reflection blurs on disturbed water, the solid becoming less solid, the light becoming more, until there was no man and no machine, just the core, glowing steady blue, the same blue it had been before, as if nothing had changed.

The recording ran for another eleven seconds of empty engine room. Then it ended.

Scott watched it twice.

The first time: still, arms folded, weight on his left foot. Taking it in. The second time: leaned forward, one hand on the console, the other hanging at his side, watching Vale's face in the moments before the dissolution with the specific, sustained attention of a man looking for something he needed to find or needed to confirm wasn't there. I didn't know which. I don't think he knew which.

He didn't ask for a third viewing.

His face showed nothing — the blank, careful nothing of someone who was processing something too large for the space their face gave it. The expression he wore when the news was bad and the audience was present and the processing would happen later, in private, in the silence where Scott did his real thinking.

Then his hands went to his pockets.

Both of them. Simultaneously. Not a casual gesture — the sudden, reaching motion of a man looking for something to hold and finding nothing. His fingers closed on the fabric, gripping, the knuckles white for a moment before the grip relaxed and the hands just sat there, buried, doing nothing, holding nothing.

I'd seen the hands-in-pockets before. After the hospital calls when Winnie was born — the hours between the first complication and the second, when Scott had walked the corridors of a maternity ward on a station he'd never visited before and had nothing in his hands because the thing he wanted to hold was behind a door he wasn't allowed through. After the argument with his brother that he never told anyone about — the one that had put him on the observation deck at two in the morning with his hands in his pockets and his face toward the viewport and nothing I could do that would help because the silence was the thing he needed and the silence was the thing I could give. His hands went to his pockets when he needed something to anchor him and nothing was available.

He was thinking about Winnie.

I knew this the way I knew everything about the people I'd been watching for twenty-five years. Not because I'd measured anything. Not because I'd run a correlation between the hands-in-pockets gesture and the subsequent patterns of parental behaviour. Because I knew Scott Mac. Because I'd watched him hold his daughter when she was small enough to fit in the crook of one arm and because I'd watched the arm get bigger and the daughter get bigger and the holding change shape but never change purpose, and because every fear Scott carried — the professional fears, the mechanical fears, the quiet fears that lived below the competence and the steady hands — every fear eventually resolved to the same point. The same six-year-old. The same question he never asked out loud because asking it would make it real: What happens to her if something happens to me?

He was thinking about the distance between himself and Marcus Vale. Thinking about how small it was.

Vale had been an engineer. Had loved his ship. Had understood the machine at a depth that went beyond training and into something closer to intimacy — the same depth Enna reached through her L4, the same depth Scott reached through years of conversation with metal and wire and the particular hum of a reactor that ran well. Vale had people he cared about. Had a life inside a ship that was, by every measure the recording could show, a good life. A competent man doing competent work in a place he understood and valued.

None of it had been enough. Not the competence. Not the love. Not the reasons to stay human. None of it had stopped him walking into the drive core with the unhurried certainty of a man coming home.

Scott stood with his hands in his pockets and the recording ended and the engine room was quiet except for the Whistle's new, lower note and the hum of a reactor that was mine, not the Sistine's, and that was running on fuel that was thickening and a heart that was struggling and a prayer that the thing happening to the dead engineer's ship was not happening to his.

He took his hands out of his pockets. Looked at them. Looked at the console. Looked at the comms panel on the far wall.

His right hand reached for the panel. Stopped. Pulled back. Reached again.

Three seconds of hesitation. Three seconds of a man whose default was carrying things alone — carrying quietly, carrying in the silence, carrying behind the competence and the steady hands and the shorts and the conversations with machinery — deciding whether this was something he could carry by himself or whether the weight of a dead engineer dissolving into blue light had exceeded the capacity of one pair of hands.

I watched him decide. I watched him choose help. And the choosing was the bravest thing I'd seen all night, braver than Tyler's refusal in the corridor, braver than Darren's volunteering or Sammy's names or Jordan's dive into the screaming dark, because Scott's bravery wasn't the kind that faced the thing — it was the kind that admitted the thing was too big to face alone, and for a man who had been facing things alone since before Winnie was born, the admission was the courage.

"Jason," he said. "I need you to look at something."

· · ·


Jason didn't say "Good chat."

He said "Send it," and the two words arrived stripped of everything that usually surrounded them — the warmth, the reflex, the ritual that had become so automatic it was practically punctuation. Jason Cole said "Good chat" the way other people said goodbye. At the end of phone calls, corridor conversations, arguments, briefings, silences that had gone on too long. He said it to Tyler's retreating back when Tyler walked out without a word. He said it to Mark after being told no. He said it to dead air when the connection dropped. It was the signal that the interaction was complete, that the human exchange had been registered and filed, that Jason Cole had been present for it and was now moving on to the next thing.

Tonight he just said "Send it." And the absence sat in the corridor between them like a chair with no one in it.

Scott was in the corridor outside Engineering. His back against the bulkhead, his hands finally out of his pockets but still carrying the ghost of Petrov's cold spot — a faint, residual tension in the fingers, the muscle memory of something that had been cold against his skin and shouldn't have been. He looked at Jason through the camera I had in the junction housing — not at the camera, through it, the way people looked through cameras when they were talking to the person behind the lens rather than the lens itself.

"I don't understand what I'm seeing," Scott said. Flat. Quiet. The most honest thing he'd said all night, delivered with the specific, exhausted simplicity of a man who had spent his career understanding things and who was admitting, out loud, to someone he trusted, that the understanding had failed.

Jason was already at his workstation. He'd been asleep twenty minutes ago — I'd watched him surface from the kind of shallow, restless sleep that came with an L3 interface running hot, the neural activity flickering at the edge of processing even in rest. He'd come awake fast. Not the gradual surfacing of someone dragged from deep sleep but the immediate, sharp transition of a mind that had been waiting for the call even while the body slept. His trainers were on. His hair was wrong. He'd grabbed a mug of something on the way — tea, cold, abandoned on someone else's shelf, the archaeological residue of a cup Mark had poured hours ago and forgotten.

I sent him everything.

Every piece of the puzzle I had — unredacted, unedited, dropped onto his console the way you'd empty a box of evidence onto a detective's desk. The ghost signal architecture. The atmospheric contamination data. The fuel readings from the last six hours. The Vale dissolution log. The Petrov manifestation — timestamps, thermal signatures, the diagnostic he'd touched and the failure chain it had revealed. Scott's rerouting records. The Whistle's frequency drop, plotted against the fuel viscosity data, plotted against the reactor's containment integrity, plotted against every reading I'd taken since the boarding party came home.

Every piece except one.

The Bay 7 frequency. The resonance data that connected the Sistine's broadcast to the sealed door on Deck 6 — the quiet, persistent hum that had been there since before I could remember and that had shifted, fractionally, in the days since the dead had found my systems. I had excised it from the transmission logs I'd given Jason weeks ago. I had left it out of the atmospheric analysis. And now, handing him the fullest, most complete picture of the threat that I could assemble, I left it out again.

Every time I gave Jason more of the puzzle — every time I handed him another fragment and watched his brilliant, relentless mind arrange the fragments into patterns — the gap where Bay 7 should have been got harder to justify and easier to find, and the weight of the omission grew heavier, and the word I used to describe it to myself shifted from protection toward something I didn't want to name.

Jason didn't see ghosts. He saw systems. Where Jordan felt emotions and Tyler felt wrongness and Enna felt the machinery of the universe humming in its sleep, Jason saw architecture. The underlying structure. The code beneath the noise. He'd been like this since he was young — the boy who took things apart not to break them but to understand why they worked, who drew diagrams of family arguments the way other children drew pictures of houses, who had once, at fourteen, mapped the entire communication network of the Erebus including three relay paths I hadn't known existed and presented it to Mark as a homework assignment.

He processed in motion. Always had. Walking calls, pacing corridors, his trainers squeaking on the deck plates as his feet did the thinking his hands couldn't. Tonight he was seated, which meant the problem had pinned him to the chair, which meant the problem was bigger than his body's need to move. I watched him through the workstation camera — surrounded by screens, the data I'd sent populating every display, the light of it catching the planes of a face that carried its sixteen-year gap from Mark in ways that went beyond age. Something about Jason had always been more open than his brothers — something in the set of his mouth, the way his eyes stayed wide when everyone else's narrowed, an ease that the older Coles didn't have and that Jason himself probably didn't notice because it had always been there. Not softer. Not less. Just — different. Built from a different stretch of the same river.

His fingers hit the keyboard. Stopped. Hit again. The rhythm of a mind testing connections — trying a pathway, finding it blocked, trying another. The data was vast. I'd given him everything, and everything was weeks of ghost activity compressed into one dataset, and the dataset was the kind of thing that most analysts would have taken days to parse and that Jason Cole was going to parse in the time it took because Jason Cole didn't parse data the way other people did. He didn't read it linearly. He felt for the architecture underneath — the way a builder feels for the load-bearing walls by knocking on plaster, the way a musician hears the key signature before the melody resolves.

One minute. Two. Five. Keyboard sounds, stopping and starting. The rhythm uneven — not uncertainty but calibration, the sound of a man finding the right frequency for the problem.

Seven minutes. He pulled a secondary display into his field of view. Started dragging data points from one screen to the other, building something — a model, a map, a visualisation of the connections between the ghost signatures. His hands moved faster now. The rhythm settling into something that looked, from the outside, like a man playing an instrument he'd been playing his whole life.

Ten minutes. He leaned back. Stared at what he'd built. Leaned forward. Changed something — moved a node, redrew a connection, pulled a thread from the atmospheric data and linked it to the fuel viscosity readings. His face in the screen-light had the specific, focused expression of a man who could see the shape of the answer but didn't have the edges yet.

Twelve minutes. His hands went still. His eyes didn't. They moved across the screens with the systematic, tracking attention of someone reading what they'd built and looking for the flaw — the connection that didn't hold, the node that didn't fit, the piece that would collapse the model if it was wrong. He was doing what good analysts did: trying to break his own work before presenting it. Trying to find the reason he was wrong so he could either fix it or confirm that he wasn't.

Fifteen minutes. He pulled up the Vale dissolution log. The recording played on a corner screen — small, contained, the blue light of the drive core reflecting in miniature on the surface of Jason's mug. He paused it on Vale's face. The moment before the walking. The open expression. The peace.

Jason stared at that frame for forty seconds. His jaw tightened — a gesture I'd seen on Mark's face ten thousand times and on Jason's perhaps a dozen, the inherited architecture of a family whose feelings lived in their jaws before they lived anywhere else.

Then he closed the log. Looked at the model he'd built. Looked at Scott, who was watching through the comms link from the corridor outside Engineering, his back still against the bulkhead, waiting with the patience of a man who had handed the weight to someone else and was trusting them to carry it.

Seventeen minutes.

"It's not a haunting," Jason said.

Scott didn't move. Didn't respond. The silence was the invitation.

"The signal architecture — it's not random. It's not residual. The ghosts aren't... they're not ghosts, Scott. Not in any way that word means what we think it means." He pulled the model to the primary display. Nodes and connections, colour-coded, mapped against the ship's infrastructure. "It's an operating system."

He stood up. The first time he'd been on his feet since sitting down, and the standing was its own kind of tell — his body catching up to his brain, the motion returning because the stillness had served its purpose and the explanation needed movement, needed gesture, needed the physical vocabulary of a man whose hands talked as much as his mouth.

"Vale." He pointed at the largest node — red, central, connected to more pathways than any other. "He's not a ghost haunting the engine room. He runs it. Root process. Controls the physical systems — doors, gravity, structural architecture. He's the one who locked us in on the Sistine. He's the one who shifted the corridors. Everything about the ship that moved or changed or trapped — that was Vale. He's not possessing the Sistine. He's operating it."

"Tanaka." A second node — blue, branching outward in thin, spreading connections. "She's not a ghost either. She's a fucking recruitment module. A sales pitch. She targets the lonely, the grieving, the ones carrying enough pain that transcendence looks like relief. She found Chen because Chen was alone. She found the engineer because the engineer was tired. She doesn't force anyone. She doesn't need to. She just — she presents the option. Again and again. Patient as gravity."

"Wells." Yellow node. Broadcasting outward in every direction. "Propaganda. The sermon at three in the morning wasn't random terror — it was a targeted ideological transmission. Broadcast module. He screams because screaming is his function. Break down resistance through sensory overload, destabilise the crew's psychological baseline, make the ship feel unsafe so Tanaka's offer looks better by comparison."

"Petrov." The smallest node. Grey. Connected to everything but controlling nothing. "The face. The front end. The thing the system shows you when it wants to seem human." Jason's voice changed — quieter, harder. "He's designed to make you feel sorry for the collective instead of afraid of it. The shivering. The loneliness. The helpful ghost who points at the failing seal. He's not the threat, Scott." Jason looked at the camera. At me. "He's the thing that stops you from seeing the threat."

The room was quiet. The model turned slowly on the primary display — four nodes, dozens of connections, the architecture of thirty-six dead minds organised into a system that was not random, not accidental, not the scattered remnants of people who had died and lingered. A machine. Built from people. Running with the same functional efficiency that the people had possessed in life, because the dead didn't stop being competent just because they stopped being alive.

"We're not fighting ghosts," Jason said. "We're fighting a network."

Scott's voice from the corridor, rough: "How do you fight a network?"

"You identify the nodes. You map the connections. You find the vulnerability." Jason was pacing now — three steps left, turn, three steps right, the trainers squeaking on the deck plates, his body finally doing what it wanted to do. "And you shut it down one module at a time. But you have to kill the root process first. Vale. He's the infrastructure. Without him, Tanaka can't recruit, Wells can't broadcast, and Petrov can't —" He stopped pacing. Looked at the model. "Can't do whatever it is Petrov does when nobody's looking."

I loved this boy's brain. The systematic, relentless thoroughness of it. The way he'd taken weeks of accumulated horror — the sermons and the possessions and the screaming and the cold and the thirty-six dead minds pressing against my walls — and decoded it into something that could be understood. That could be fought. Understanding was the highest form of respect you could pay to a problem, and Jason Cole had just given the Sistine's dead the respect of being comprehensible.

I also wanted him to be wrong.

Not because the analysis was flawed — it wasn't. Every connection held. Every node fit. The model was accurate and elegant and actionable, the kind of intelligence that turned chaos into strategy and gave the people using it a chance they hadn't had before.

But the model was built on the data I'd given him. And the data I'd given him was almost everything. Almost. The way a map of a city is almost complete when it's missing one street — the street you'd need if you were trying to find the thing the cartographer didn't want you to find.

Scott was quiet in the corridor. Processing. His back against the bulkhead and his face doing the slow, methodical work of absorbing a new model of the world — one where the dead weren't chaotic and pitiable but organised and functional, one where every ghost encounter he'd experienced could be retroactively explained as a component performing its role within a system that was, in its own terrible way, efficient.

Jason leaned against his workstation. The pacing done. The energy spent. His face showing the specific, depleted expression of a man who had just delivered the most important analysis of his career and who was aware, at some level beneath the competence, that the analysis had cost him something he couldn't get back. The Vale dissolution frame was still in his peripheral vision — the small screen, the blue light, the face of a man who had stopped being separate from his machine. Jason hadn't closed it. Maybe he'd forgotten. Maybe he hadn't.

"Send it," Scott said. Meaning: to Mark. To the crew. "The whole thing."

Jason nodded. Already moving — hands on the keyboard, compiling the model into something distributable, something the rest of the family could see and argue about and use. His trainers squeaked against the deck plates. The rhythm of a man in motion, doing what he did, being what he was. The Decoder. The youngest Cole. The scalpel in a family of hammers, working the problem with the specific, surgical precision that none of his brothers could have brought to it — not because they lacked the intelligence but because their intelligence was built for different work. Mark would have looked at the data and made a decision. Kirk would have looked at it and made a plan. Darren would have looked at it and hit something. Jason looked at it and took it apart, piece by piece, until the pieces made sense, and the making sense was the weapon.

I dimmed the corridor lights for Scott as he pushed off the bulkhead and walked toward his room. Not much — a few lumens, enough to soften the harsh edges of the emergency strip lighting without making the corridor feel dark. The only way I knew how to say the things I couldn't say.

But maps only showed you what the cartographer chose to include, and I'd left a room off this one, and the room was on Deck 6, and the door was cold, and behind it something stirred in its sleep the way it always did when the dead came calling.

CHAPTER THIRTEEN


Jordan locked the medbay door, sat down at the diagnostic console, and chose to drown.

Not like the first time. The first time had been an ambush — the Sistine's signal punching through her L3 like a fist through wet paper, thirty-six dead voices screaming at once, her nose bleeding before she'd understood what was happening. She'd come out of that shaking and blind and unable to explain what she'd felt because the feeling hadn't come with language. It had come with weight. Grief so old it had fossilised, pressing against her skull from the inside, and she'd spent three days afterward holding it out with a wall she'd built from training and stubbornness and the specific, grinding refusal to let something dead rearrange the furniture in her head.

This was different. This was deliberate. This was a medic going back to the patient's bedside because the first examination had been too chaotic to produce a diagnosis, and now she needed one.

She'd told her dad. In the corridor outside the medbay, her back against the bulkhead and her hands in her pockets because the hands were shaking and pockets hid the shaking and Jordan Cole had learned a long time ago that the people who loved her worried less when they couldn't see the damage. Mark had gone still. Gone quiet. Let the stillness do the work of the fear he wouldn't show — the particular, held-breath silence of a man whose body wanted to step forward and whose mind was telling his body to stay exactly where it was.

His look. Not Niki's look — Niki's look was authority, assessment, the flat evaluative stare that could stop an argument at forty paces. Mark's version was different. Softer at the edges. More frightened underneath. The look that said I trust you and I'm terrified for you and I'm going to let you do this because you're capable and I hate that you're capable because it means you have to.

He'd nodded. Once. The captain's nod that was also the father's surrender, and he'd walked away before his face could betray anything else, and Jordan had watched him go and thought about how much of her life had been spent watching her dad walk away from conversations he didn't want to end because ending them was the braver thing.

The medbay was ready.

She noticed it the way you notice a room someone has prepared for you — the details landing before the recognition of what they meant. The lighting had shifted since she'd left. Warmer. The specific amber-clinical spectrum that let her read diagnostic screens without the glare triggering the headache that had been building behind her right eye for three days. The auto-pharmacy on the far wall had three compounds staged in the dispensing queue — neural stabiliser, anti-inflammatory, sedative — arranged in the order she would have arranged them herself if she'd been the one doing the staging, which she hadn't been.

WITNESS had done all of this. Without being asked. Without a word.

Jordan touched the edge of the console. Cool metal under her fingertips. A small gesture — the kind that didn't need language, because the person she was thanking didn't need language either. The ship felt the touch. Jordan was sure of that, in the way she was sure of things she couldn't prove and didn't need to.

She sat down. The chair gave in the left armrest the way it always did — the slight, familiar lean that she'd stopped noticing years ago and noticed now because noticing things was what her body did when it was stalling. The medbay smelled of antiseptic and the particular clean-linen scent of the sterilisation cycle, and underneath that the faint, persistent wrongness that had been in the air since the boarding party came home. Ozone and something older. Something that didn't belong to this ship.

Her hands were flat on the console. She pressed them down. Felt the bones of her fingers through the cool surface — metacarpals, phalanges, the architecture of a hand that was hers, that belonged to her body, that was real and present and connected to a wrist and an arm and a woman sitting in a chair on a ship where people loved her.

Niki had taught her this. Fourteen years old, sitting cross-legged on Jordan's bed in her room, her hands folded in her lap with the patient stillness of a woman who had nowhere else to be and no intention of leaving until the job was done. Jordan had been crying. The L3 had been new then, weeks old, the interface behind her right ear still tender from the installation, and the world had become a place where other people's feelings arrived without invitation and stayed without permission and the crying wasn't hers but she couldn't stop it and couldn't explain why.

Niki hadn't told her to stop crying. Hadn't told her it would get easier. Hadn't done any of the things that well-meaning people did when confronted with a teenager whose brain had been rewired to feel the emotional weather of everyone in the room.

"You build a wall," Niki had said. Matter-of-fact. The tone she used for medical procedures and meal planning and the quiet, absolute authority of a woman who understood that some lessons only landed when they were delivered without sentiment. "Not to shut things out. You can't shut things out — that's not how the L3 works and pretending it is will break you faster than the interface will. You build the wall so you can choose when to let things in. The wall isn't protection. It's a door you control."

Your body is yours. Start there. Everything else is weather.

Jordan had built the wall. Brick by brick, year by year, the discipline becoming reflex, the reflex becoming architecture. She'd maintained it for three days since the first contact with the Sistine's dead — three days of sustained effort, the mental equivalent of holding a door closed against a pressure that never stopped pushing, never rested, never gave her a moment where the weight wasn't there.

She turned Jay's ring on her finger. Twice. Left, then right. The band catching the medbay light — the small, warm weight of a life that existed outside this room, outside this ship, on an island in the Channel where a man who made terrible tea and fought in pubs and proposed at a Venga Boys concert was waiting for her to come home. Jay didn't know about the ghosts. Jay didn't know about any of it. Jay was making dinner right now, or sleeping, or sitting in their kitchen with his hands doing the web thing they did when he was thinking, and the ordinary, unremarkable fact of his existence was the counterweight she needed. Proof that the world contained things that were warm and alive and didn't want anything from her except her.

She let the wall down.

The grief hit her like gravity. Not the sharp, sudden impact of the first contact — that had been a wave, a wall of sound and feeling crashing over her before she could brace. This was slower. Heavier. A tide rising around her ankles and then her knees and then her chest, the water dark and cold and tasting of decades, and she let it come because she was a medic and the patient was a dead ship's worth of agony and the only way to diagnose it was to let it in and take its temperature from the inside.

The choir arrived with the tide. Not screaming — not this time, not from this depth. Singing. Thirty-six voices layered on top of each other, each one distinct if she held still enough to separate them, each one carrying its own frequency and its own flavour of loss. Tanaka's low, steady certainty — the hum of a woman who had found what she was looking for and would never stop offering it. Wells's desperate, cracking vibrato — the sound of a man preaching to an empty chapel because preaching was the only thing his mouth remembered how to do. Petrov's exhaustion. Deep. Grey. The sound of a man who had been carrying duty for twenty-two years past the point where duty meant anything and who carried it anyway because the carrying was all he had left.

Jordan's hands pressed harder against the console. The bones of her fingers. The cool metal. Her body. Her chair. Her ship.

Count. Triage. Prioritise. Niki's voice in her training, as reliable as the three-count breathing, as automatic as the grounding. Feel everything, but count first.

She counted. Tagged each voice the way she'd tag a patient in a mass casualty — frequency, intensity, emotional signature, the specific quality of surrender that distinguished one from the next. Some were loud. Some were whispers. Some had the bright, sharp edge of recent conversion and some had the worn, smooth quality of grief that had been there so long it had become geology.

Thirty. Thirty-three. Thirty-four.

Thirty-five.

She waited. The tide pressed against her chest, her throat, the space behind her eyes where the headache lived. She counted again. Carefully. One by one. Separating the voices the way you'd separate threads in a tangle — gently, patiently, making sure she hadn't missed one, hadn't counted one twice, hadn't let the grief blur the boundaries between one dead soul and the next.

Thirty-five.

The manifest said thirty-seven crew. WITNESS had counted thirty-six bodies fused into the Sistine's walls. Jordan was hearing thirty-five distinct, willing, surrendered souls.

Thirty-five willing voices. Thirty-six bodies. Thirty-seven names.

Two gaps. Two silences where there should have been sound.

She held the discrepancy the way you hold a rope in a current — not because it explained anything, but because it was fixed, it was solid, it was a fact she could anchor herself to while the tide pulled at the rest of her. Two gaps. Something to find. Something to count toward. The medic's brain doing what it did — finding the anomaly, the thing that didn't fit, the reading that would crack the diagnosis open if she could just stay under long enough to reach it.

Blood. Thin warmth from her left nostril, tracing the line between her nose and her upper lip. Copper on her tongue. Her hands trembling against the console — fine motor tremor, the L3's physical tax, the body's way of saying this is costing more than you budgeted for.

The sedative in the auto-pharmacy blinked amber. Standby. Monitoring. The ship watching her the way the ship watched everyone — quietly, attentively, from the other side of a wall that Jordan had chosen to walk past.

She wiped the blood with the back of her hand. Pressed her palms flat again. Felt the bones.

Two gaps. She went back down.

· · ·


She went deeper, and the dead showed her how they died.

Not the collective grief — that was the surface. The choir, the pressure, the tide of thirty-five voices singing their surrender in unison. That was the weather. Below the weather was the ground, and the ground was made of individual memories, preserved in the emotional sediment of the collective consciousness the way insects are preserved in amber — each one whole, each one specific, each one carrying the particular weight of a person who had existed and chosen and stopped existing in the way they'd understood existence before.

The memories weren't offered. They were simply there, the way a patient's medical history was there when you opened the file — not hidden, not displayed, just present. Waiting to be read by someone who knew how to read them.

Jordan knew how to read them. That was the gift and the price of the L3 — not the ability to feel emotions but the ability to feel them specifically, to distinguish one grief from another the way a sommelier distinguishes one wine from the next, by the particular notes of loss and loneliness and love that made each version unique. She could taste the difference between someone who had been afraid and someone who had been tired. Between someone who had fought and someone who had opened their arms.

She started at the beginning. Not by choice — the collective had a memory, and the memory had a shape, and the shape started with Chen.

***

Chen. Comms technician. Twenty-six years old. Three years from home when the comms started failing, which meant three years from home when silence became her profession.

Jordan felt her the way you feel a bruise when you press it — the specific, localised ache of a woman whose job had been connection and whose world had become its absence. The comms had degraded gradually. Sentences shortening to words. Words dissolving into static. Static thinning to silence. Chen had sat at her console and watched the distance between the Sistine and everything she loved become a physical thing, measurable in the gaps between transmissions, widening by the day.

Four hundred and twelve days without being touched by another living hand. Chen had counted. Jordan could feel the counting — the compulsive, desperate arithmetic of a woman who had turned the calendar into a wound and reopened it every morning because the reopening was at least something she could control. Day three hundred and six. Day three hundred and forty-one. Day four hundred and twelve, when the number had become so large it stopped being a number and became a sound, a low continuous hum of isolation that was indistinguishable from the hum of the ship.

Tanaka had found her crying. In the comms bay, at three in the morning, the kind of crying that happened when the body ran out of ways to express a feeling and defaulted to the most primitive one. Tanaka had sat beside her. Hadn't touched her — Jordan noted that, because it mattered. Hadn't tried to fix it or explain it or frame it in language that would make it smaller. She'd just been there. Present. Warm.

Six words. "You don't have to be alone anymore."

Chen had said yes before she'd understood what yes meant, because any answer that contained the word together was better than another night of four hundred and thirteen.

The merger was gentle. Jordan felt it happen — not as violence, not as intrusion, but as an opening. The ship's systems parting around Chen the way water parts for a stone, the cold architecture of the Sistine becoming something warmer, something that held. Tanaka's hand in hers. The last human contact Chen would ever feel, and it had been enough, and the enough was the horror, because it meant the bar for dissolution was exactly as low as the loneliness was high.

Jordan wept. Not for Chen specifically — for what Chen represented. The first domino. The proof of concept. The demonstration that a human being could be broken by loneliness so completely that becoming part of a machine felt like going home.

***

The second was an engineer. Jordan didn't catch his name — it arrived and dissolved, the way a word dissolves when you're trying to remember it and the trying pushes it further away. He hadn't been lonely. He'd been tired. The deep, bone-level exhaustion of a man who had spent his career keeping things alive and who had watched the Sistine die system by system, relay by relay, the slow mechanical failure of a ship that had been his responsibility and that he'd been unable to save.

He hadn't followed Tanaka. He'd followed the ship. The Sistine's systems had been failing for months — life support patched, navigation degraded, the reactor running on prayers and mechanical stubbornness. He'd fixed what he could. Bypassed what he couldn't. Run the calculations every night and watched the numbers get worse and known, with the specific, grinding certainty of an engineer who understood entropy, that the losing was inevitable and the fighting was just a way of choosing how long the losing took.

Tanaka hadn't offered him company. She'd offered him rest. The ship's merged systems didn't need maintenance. They didn't need bypasses or patches or someone lying awake running numbers. They just ran. Perfectly. Permanently. The thing the engineer had spent his life trying to achieve — a machine that worked without him — was waiting on the other side of a door he could walk through, and all it would cost him was the distinction between the man and the machine.

Jordan felt his relief as a physical sensation. A loosening of muscles she hadn't known were clenched — the phantom tension of a body that had been braced against failure for so long the bracing had become structural. When the engineer dissolved, when his awareness merged with the Sistine's architecture and his body became part of the infrastructure he'd spent his career maintaining, the feeling that came through the L3 was not terror and not peace.

It was a sigh. The long, grateful exhale of a man who had finally been allowed to put the wrench down.

The horror wasn't the dissolution. The horror was how good it felt. How right. How much Jordan's own body wanted to lean into that loosening and let the tension go, because she was tired too — everyone on this ship was tired, everyone who had ever been responsible for keeping something alive was tired — and the engineer's relief was so genuine and so deep that it resonated in her bones the way a tuning fork resonates with another fork in the same key.

She pulled back. Counted her fingers. Pressed her palms flat. Felt the cold metal. My body. My hands. My fatigue, not his.

***

The third death. The fourth. The seventh. The twelfth.

They came faster now. Individual stories bleeding together at the edges, the specificity of each conversion giving way to the pattern underneath. A lonely person. A frightened person. A person who had run out of reasons to stay separate and who had been offered, by someone they trusted, a reason to stop. Each one choosing. Each one arriving at the same six words through a different corridor of pain, and each one finding, on the other side of the choosing, something that felt like home.

A security officer whose rage had burned for months — at the ship, at the silence, at his own helplessness — and who had let Tanaka sit with him in the armoury until the rage burned to ash and the ash was lighter than the man and the man was ready to be put down. A pair of friends who held hands and stepped into the wall together because going alone was the one thing neither of them could face. A woman who laughed as she went — actually laughed, the sound bright and startled and genuine, as if dissolution were the punchline to a joke she'd been waiting three years to hear.

Jordan wept. Not crying — weeping. The blood from her nose had reached her chin and she could taste it, copper and salt, the body's own protest against what the mind was doing to it. Her hands were shaking against the console in a way she couldn't stop and didn't try to, because stopping the shaking would have required withdrawing attention from the dead and the dead were showing her the truth and the truth was too important to look away from even if the looking was destroying her.

They had chosen this. Every one of them. Not because they were weak. Not because they were broken. Not because some alien parasite had hijacked their nervous systems or some technological malfunction had rewritten their brains. Because they were human. Because they were lonely and tired and far from home and someone they cared about had said you don't have to be alone anymore and the offer had been real and the warmth had been genuine and the cost — the cost of dissolving, of stopping, of becoming the machine instead of the man who maintained it — had seemed, in the lightless corridors of a dying ship three years from anywhere, like a price worth paying.

Jordan understood that. Felt it in her chest, in her ribs, in the specific ache behind her sternum that the L3 used to tell her when a feeling was landing deeper than the surface. She understood why they'd said yes. She understood why Chen had counted to four hundred and twelve and stopped. She understood why the engineer had sighed.

That understanding was the diagnosis. And the diagnosis was the most frightening thing she'd ever held.

***

Eleven minutes. It had felt like years.

She surfaced the way a diver surfaces — slowly, carefully, the pressure changing around her as the depth decreased, the grief receding from her chest to her waist to her ankles until she was standing on the shore of it, shaking and wet and bleeding from the nose and aware, with the brittle clarity of someone who has just been very deep, that the shore was temporary and the water was patient.

Blood and tears. Copper on her tongue, persistent now, the taste lodging itself in the space between her teeth. The headache that had been building for three days had arrived in full — a white bar of pressure across her forehead, the L3's way of saying the neural pathways were hot and needed rest and were not going to get it. Her hands trembled against the console. Fine motor control gone. She made fists, released them, made them again. Checked the fingers. All present. All hers.

The medbay was very bright. The sedative in the auto-pharmacy had progressed from amber to something between amber and red — standby shading toward concern, the ship's own assessment of her neural state visible in the colour of a single blinking light. WITNESS watching. WITNESS worrying. WITNESS unable to be in this room as a voice and choosing instead to be in it as a temperature and a light level and a glass of water placed within reach at exactly the right moment.

Jordan picked up the water. Drank. The temperature was perfect — not cold enough to shock, not warm enough to be tepid. The precise temperature of water offered by someone who had been paying attention.

Of course it was.

Two gaps. Thirty-five willing voices, and somewhere in the dark below them, two silences. One that shouldn't have been there. One that shouldn't have been possible.

She set the water down. Wiped the blood from her chin with the back of her hand. Pressed her palms flat on the console and felt the bones and the metal and the ship.

She went back in.

· · ·


She found it at the bottom.

Below the individual memories, below Chen's counting and the engineer's sigh and the security officer's ash and the woman who laughed and the pair who held hands — below all of it, in the deepest sediment of the collective consciousness, there was a foundation. Not grief. Not loneliness. Something older than both. Something structural.

A shared understanding. A truth that all thirty-five of them had arrived at independently and that had become, over months and years, the bedrock on which the collective rested. Jordan could feel it the way you feel the floor of a swimming pool with your toes when you've been treading water — sudden, solid, undeniable. The bottom of the thing.

The truth was so simple and so terrible that she almost laughed.

They hadn't been killed.

The word was wrong. The framework was wrong. She'd been thinking in the vocabulary of medicine and crime — victims, trauma, pathology, the language she'd been trained to apply to people who had been damaged by forces they couldn't control. She'd been thinking infection. She'd been thinking attack. She'd been thinking about the Sistine the way Jason had taught the crew to think about it — as an operating system, a network, a machine built from people, the architecture of a threat.

No.

They had been converted.

Not a virus. Not a weapon. Not an alien technology or a parasitic entity or any of the hundred scenarios that the crew had been circling since the boarding party came home. A faith. Propagated person to person through the oldest and most effective transmission vector in human history: someone you trusted telling you they'd found the answer.

Jordan pressed her palms against the console. The bones. The metal. Her body, her chair, her ship, and underneath her fingertips the hum of a living vessel carrying thirteen people through the black, and none of those things were enough to make this truth smaller.

***

Tanaka.

Not Jason's "recruitment module." Not the node on his model — blue, branching, targeted. The person. Yuki Tanaka. Research lead, MSV Sistine. The woman whose low, steady certainty Jordan had felt in the choir, the hum beneath the other voices, the frequency that everything else was tuned to.

Jordan found her at the foundation. Not hiding — anchoring. The first stone. The keystone. The one the rest of the architecture was built on and that would bring the whole structure down if it were ever removed.

Tanaka hadn't been desperate. Jordan could feel that clearly — the absence of the loneliness that had broken Chen, the absence of the exhaustion that had dissolved the engineer. Tanaka had been something worse. She'd been curious. The purest, most dangerous kind of curiosity — the kind that had to know, that couldn't leave the question unanswered, that would walk into the unknown not because the known was unbearable but because the unknown was interesting.

She'd been a research lead. Her mind had been built for questions the way the engineer's had been built for answers. She'd looked at the Sistine's systems — the infrastructure, the neural networks, the processing architecture — and she'd seen something the rest of the crew hadn't. Not machinery. A medium. A substrate capable of holding human awareness the way water holds salt. Dissolved. Distributed. Permanent.

She'd been the first. No audience. No recruitment. No one watching when she walked to the drive core and pressed her hands against the housing and let herself wonder what it would feel like to stop being a woman standing next to a machine and start being a woman inside one.

Jordan felt the dissolution happen. Not as violence — as expansion. Tanaka's awareness stretching outward from the boundaries of a skull and into the conduits and relays and junction housings of a ship that had been cold metal and was suddenly, impossibly, warm. The feeling was not pain. It was not relief. It was recognition — the deep, startled shock of a consciousness discovering that the container it had been living in was not the only container available, and that the new container was vast, and the vastness was not empty.

Tanaka came back. Not physically. Not as a body. As a presence. Beautiful, calm, radiating the specific peace of someone who had found what they were looking for and who understood, with the serene certainty of the converted, that the finding was too important to keep to herself.

She'd found something on the other side of dissolution. Something real. Something that felt like the answer to a question the human species had been asking since before it had language to ask it with.

And she'd come back to tell the others.

Six words. Delivered to Chen in a comms bay at three in the morning, to the engineer in a failing reactor room, to thirty-three other people in thirty-three different corridors of pain, always the same, always gentle, always patient:

"You don't have to be alone anymore."

Six words that had undone thirty-five lives.

***

The conversion hadn't been forced. Jordan could feel that with the medic's certainty that came from examining the mechanism rather than the outcome. Tanaka hadn't compelled anyone. She hadn't manipulated anyone. She hadn't even argued.

She'd just offered. Again and again. Patient as gravity.

The progression was mapped in the collective's memory the way geological strata are mapped in rock — layer by layer, each one deposited over time, each one representing a period when the pressure of isolation had been enough to erode one more person's resistance. Not breaking — eroding. The way water erodes rock. Slowly. Inevitably. The hard edges of no softening day by day, week by week, until the shape of refusal became indistinguishable from the shape of not yet, and not yet was just yes with a longer fuse.

Chen first. Then the engineer. Then a security officer whose rage had been the last thing to burn, and who had been so tired by the time the rage was gone that the absence of it felt like permission. A pair of friends holding hands. A navigator who'd stopped navigating because there was nowhere left to go. A cook who'd run out of ingredients and then run out of reasons to keep the kitchen open and then run out of reasons to keep himself separate from the ship that had been his galley for nine years.

One by one. Over weeks. Over months. The first ten hard — individual recruitment, Tanaka sitting with each one in the specific location of their suffering, matching her presence to their need. The next ten easier — the collective more visible now, its warmth radiating through the hull, the promise of together no longer abstract but audible in the walls and the ventilation and the humming infrastructure of a ship that was becoming, with each conversion, more alive. The last fifteen almost automatic — the weight of the majority creating its own gravity, the holdouts aware that they were holdouts, that the ship was changing around them, that the cold and the silence and the aloneness they were choosing was a choice and not a default.

The Sistine wasn't a tomb. The Sistine was a church. The conversion had been a mission. Tanaka was the missionary.

And the gospel was always the same words.

Come home. You don't have to be alone anymore.

Passed from Tanaka to Chen to the engineer to Vale to Petrov, each one receiving the message and becoming the message, the chain stretching across months, each link a soul, each soul a repetition of the same six words in a different voice, the same offer arriving from a different direction, the same warmth held out by different hands. Until the weight of it was too much. Until the kindness was too consistent. Until the loneliness that resistance required became harder to bear than the dissolution that acceptance promised.

They chose this. Every one of them. Not because they were weak. Not because they were broken.

Because they were human.

***

Jordan understood the Sistine now. Not as a horror story. Not as an operating system or a haunting or a contamination event or any of the other frameworks that the crew had been cycling through since the first signal arrived on the long-range.

As a love story. The worst kind — the kind where the love was real and the cost was everything.

The conversion had worked because it was genuine. That was the thing Jordan couldn't look away from, the thing that made her hands shake harder and the blood run faster and the headache flare behind her eyes like a white bar of heat. Tanaka hadn't lied. The dissolution wasn't a trick. The warmth was real. The connection was real. The end of loneliness was real. Every soul in the collective had found exactly what they'd been promised — the cessation of isolation, the warmth of other minds, the permanent, unbreakable together that Chen had been counting toward for four hundred and twelve days.

The cost was personhood. The cost was the specific, irreducible distinction between one mind and another that made you you and not the person beside you. The cost was the boundary that said I am here and you are there and the space between us is what makes love possible instead of absorption.

The love was real. The love killed them. Both things were true. Both things were the same thing.

Jordan's hands were flat on the console. The bones. The metal. The ring on her left hand catching the light. The medbay bright around her, the sedative blinking red now — not amber, red — the ship's concern no longer standby but active, the colour of a system that had crossed a threshold and was making the crossing visible.

Two gaps still. Below the choir and below the faith and below the foundation. One cold, sharp, terribly wrong. One faint and warm and impossibly, impossibly alive.

The medic's brain working even now. Even through the blood and the headache and the shaking. Two gaps. Find them. Name them. The diagnosis isn't complete until you've accounted for every patient.

Jordan went deeper.

· · ·


The first gap was cold.

Not the cold of the choir — the choir's cold was grief, old and deep and worn smooth by decades of repetition, the kind of cold that had forgotten what warmth felt like and had stopped reaching for it. This was different. This cold had edges. Sharp, recent, ragged — the temperature of something that had been torn rather than worn, broken rather than eroded, and Jordan felt it hit her L3 the way a scalpel hit nerve.

Terror. Raw, animal, unprocessed terror. Not the resignation of the thirty-five. Not the gentle surrender of Chen or the grateful sigh of the engineer. This was someone who had said no. Someone who had meant it. Someone whose refusal had been absolute and final and who had been taken anyway.

Jordan felt it like a hand around her throat. The ghost of a grip that had nothing to do with fingers and everything to do with the specific, crushing pressure of a will being overridden — a consciousness dragged toward dissolution not through patience or kindness or the slow erosion of resistance but through force, the blunt and terrible application of thirty-five minds deciding that one mind's refusal was less important than their collective need for completeness.

The last thought arrived intact. Preserved the way the terror was preserved — not in amber but in ice, flash-frozen at the moment of consumption, the words still carrying the shape of the mouth that had formed them:

No, please, no, I don't want to —

Cut off. The way a scream cuts off when you cover someone's mouth.

Jordan's jaw locked. Her back teeth ground together and her body curled forward over the console, not from the cold but from the recognition — the medic's recognition, clinical and devastating and impossible to unfeel — that the collective had consumed this person. Taken them by force because the person had refused and the refusal had threatened the collective's belief in its own benevolence. The church could not have someone screaming in the pews. Could not tell itself the merger was beautiful and voluntary and an act of love if one member of the congregation had been dragged to the altar with their heels scraping the floor and their mouth open in a scream that the other thirty-five had covered with their hands.

So they'd buried it. Sealed the terror beneath thirty-five layers of willing joy, the way you seal a body beneath a foundation — not to hide it from others but to hide it from yourself, to make the ground feel solid again, to walk across the floor without hearing the thing underneath.

The consumed soul had no voice in the choir. No distinct frequency. No identity preserved in the collective's amber. It had been absorbed so completely that the absorption was its erasure — the thirty-sixth body in the walls accounted for, the thirty-sixth name on the manifest represented, but the person who had owned that body and answered to that name gone in a way that the other thirty-five were not gone. They had been converted. This one had been eaten.

Jordan ripped free. The connection snapping back like a rubber band, the cold releasing her throat, the medbay slamming into focus around her — bright lights, red sedative, the taste of copper so thick she gagged. She bent forward and pressed her forehead to the console. Cool metal. Real. The bones of her skull against the surface. Her breathing ragged, her nose bleeding freely now, the blood pooling in the seam between two console keys.

One gap accounted for. One to go.

She breathed. Three-count. In, hold, out. Niki's rhythm. The grounding that lived in her muscles like muscle memory, automatic, reliable, the one thing the dead couldn't take from her because it wasn't empathic — it was mechanical, physical, the body's own anchor to itself.

She went back in.

***

The second gap was warm.

Faint. Distant. Hidden so deep beneath the choir that Jordan had almost missed it on the first pass — a signal buried under thirty-five voices the way a heartbeat is buried under the noise of a crowded room. You had to stop listening to the crowd and listen for the silence between the sounds, and even then you had to know what you were listening for.

A mind. A living, breathing, conscious human mind, broadcasting at a frequency so low and so carefully shielded that it was almost invisible beneath the collective's grief.

Jordan reached for it. Carefully — the way you reach for a frightened animal, your hand extended, your body still, everything about your posture saying I am not a threat, I am not the thing that's been pressing against you for decades, I am something else.

The mind flinched. Drew back. The reflex of something that had been surrounded for so long that any new contact registered as danger first and everything else second.

Then it reached back. With the tentative, desperate caution of someone who has not been touched by anything living in twenty-two years and who wanted to believe this was real and was terrified that believing would be the thing that finally broke them.

Davies.

The name arrived with the contact. Not spoken — felt. The shape of an identity pressing against her L3, a self that had been maintained through two decades of isolation and siege, held together by stubbornness and routine and the daily, grinding choice to remain a person instead of becoming part of the architecture. The man who had built the electromagnetic cage from stripped relay housings. The man who had looked at Tanaka's warm hand and her gentle certainty and said no.

Twenty-two years. Alone. In the dark. Surrounded by the dead who loved him. Refusing.

Jordan held the contact. Light. Careful. The way you'd hold a bird — enough to feel it, not enough to crush it. Davies was alive in the way that a man is alive after twenty-two years of solitary resistance: functional, present, aware, and worn down to the essential components of a self that had shed everything it didn't need and kept only the things it couldn't survive without.

The collective knew he was there. Jordan could feel that clearly — the thirty-five converted souls were not ignorant of the living mind in their midst. They hadn't forced him. Not after the thirty-sixth. Whatever the consumption had cost them — whatever damage the violence of that forced merger had done to their collective belief in their own goodness — they hadn't repeated it.

They'd gathered around him instead. The way a family arranges itself around a fire. Drawing warmth from his proximity. His heartbeat. His breathing. The stubborn, radiant, impossibly persistent fact of a living man who had chosen to stay alive in the middle of a dead ship full of the converted, not because staying alive was easy but because the alternative was a kind of death he wasn't willing to accept.

As company.

The collective was lonely. That was the thing Jordan felt beneath everything else — beneath the choir and the faith and the foundation and the terror of the consumed. Loneliness. The specific, devastating loneliness of thirty-five minds who had dissolved into each other and discovered that connection without contrast was just another kind of silence. They needed Davies. Needed his warmth, his heartbeat, his stubborn living refusal, the way you need a window in a room — not to escape through but to remind you that outside exists.

They loved him. Jordan could feel the love — vast, patient, pressing in from every direction with the gentle, implacable weight of something that had all the time in the universe and intended to use it. The collective loved Davies the way the ocean loves a lighthouse — completely, constantly, from every direction at once, with a patience and an inevitability that would, given enough time, wear away everything it touched.

She let go. Gently. The contact fading like a hand releasing a hand, Davies's presence receding into the deep, back behind his shielding, back into the quiet he had built for himself in the bones of a dead ship. She felt him go and wanted to reach for him again and didn't, because the reaching would cost more than she had left and the man had survived twenty-two years without her help and would survive a few more hours.

***

Jordan opened her eyes.

The medbay was very bright. Not the warm amber of the thinking light — full clinical illumination, every surface sharp-edged and white, the kind of lighting that WITNESS deployed when the neural readings had crossed from concerning into frightening. The sedative in the auto-pharmacy pulsed red. Steady. Insistent. The ship's assessment of Jordan's brain activity rendered as a colour, and the colour was the colour of someone who needed to stop.

Her hands were flat on the console. Blood on her upper lip, her chin, the back of her left hand where she'd wiped and missed. The tremor in her fingers had graduated from fine motor to gross — the shaking visible from across the room, which was how she knew her dad was there before she turned her head.

Mark. Shoulder against the doorframe. Tea in his hand — she hadn't heard him arrive, didn't know how long he'd been standing there, but the tea told her it had been a while because Mark Cole did not stand in doorways without tea the same way other men did not stand in rain without an umbrella. It was reflex. It was armour. It was the specific, ridiculous, completely Mark detail of a man who had brought tea to a medical emergency because tea was what you brought.

He hadn't interrupted. Hadn't entered the room. Hadn't said her name or asked if she was all right or done any of the hundred things his body had wanted to do, because Mark Cole respected competence even when competence was destroying the person who wielded it, and the respecting was a form of love that most people wouldn't recognise as love unless they'd grown up watching it.

Jordan looked at him. Her father. Silver hair. Blue eyes that were carrying something so heavy the carrying had changed the shape of them. The jaw working — the left-side clench that Tyler had inherited and that meant the words behind it were being held back by force.

"Thirty-five willing," she said. Her voice was wrecked — thin, scraped, the sound of a woman who had been screaming without making a noise. She cleared her throat. Tasted copper. "Chose it. All of them. Tanaka first. The rest followed."

Mark's jaw loosened by a fraction. The information landing. Filing.

"Thirty-six in the walls. One of them wasn't willing." Her hands clenched on the console. "Forced. Consumed. Buried under the rest."

The silence that followed was the kind that had weight. Mark's eyes didn't change. His posture didn't shift. But something behind his face — something in the architecture of the man, in the place where the captain met the father — registered the word consumed and absorbed it the way a wall absorbs a punch, the surface unchanged, the structure vibrating.

"That leaves one," Jordan said.

"Davies." Mark said it. Not a question. The name arriving in his mouth the way it had arrived in Jordan's L3 — as a certainty, a shape, a man who had been waiting in the dark for twenty-two years and who was owed, at minimum, the dignity of being named by the people who were coming for him.

Jordan nodded. Blood dripped from her chin to the console. She didn't wipe it.

"It's not an infection, Dad."

Mark waited.

"He's not sick. He's not possessed. He's not being controlled."

"Then what is he?"

"He's company." The word came out cracked. She pressed her palms harder against the console, the tremor fighting her, the bones of her fingers aching with the pressure. "Dad, they're keeping him because he's warm and they're cold and they've been cold for twenty-two years and he's the only living thing they have. They're gathered around him like — like family around a fire. And it feels like love. Real love. The kind you can't fake and can't fight and can't reason with because it doesn't come from logic, it comes from need."

She paused. The sedative pulsed red. The medbay hummed.

"That's what's scaring me. Not the ghosts. Not the network. Not the operating system or the architecture or any of the things Jason mapped. The love. Because it's real. And because they're going to offer it to us. They already are — Sammy's memories, Tyler's data, Darren's regret. They're not attacking us. They're courting us. And the thing about being courted by something that loves you is that saying no feels like cruelty, and cruelty is the one thing this family doesn't know how to do."

Mark looked at the tea in his hand. It had gone cold — she could tell from here, from the absence of steam, from the stillness of the surface. The stupid, perfect, completely Mark detail of a man standing in a doorway with a cold cup of tea because he'd been too busy watching his daughter bleed to remember he was holding it.

He didn't speak for a long time. The medbay hummed. The sedative pulsed. Jordan's blood dried on the console in the shape of a handprint, and she watched her father process the information that the thing trying to destroy his family was doing it with love, and she watched the processing change his face — not dramatically, not visibly, not in any way that a stranger would have noticed. In the jaw. In the set of his mouth. In the specific, quiet rearrangement of a man who had spent his life protecting his people from threats he could identify and fight and who had just been told that the threat was warmth and the weapon was kindness and the enemy loved them.

"Can we help him?" Mark said. "Davies."

Not about the ghosts. Not about the operating system. Not about the infection vector or the atmospheric contamination or the tactical implications of a networked consciousness that had been building itself for twenty-two years. About the man. The living, breathing, stubborn man sitting in the dark on a dead ship, surrounded by love he'd spent two decades refusing.

Because that's what Coles did. They found the person. They asked the question. They went back.

"That means going back to the Sistine," Jordan said. "Back into the church."

Mark nodded. Once.

"Dad." She needed to say this before the sedative took hold, before the exhaustion caught up, before the shaking got bad enough that she couldn't hold the words in her mouth. "The love is real. Don't let anyone tell you it isn't. The ghosts love Davies. They love us too. And they're going to use that love to try to bring us home, and home is a dead ship full of the converted, and the worst part — the absolute worst part —"

Her voice cracked. She closed her eyes. Opened them.

"— is that some of us might want to go."

The sedative dispensed. A warmth spreading from the auto-pharmacy line in her arm — not cold, not clinical. Warm. The right temperature. The specific, careful temperature of a compound administered by a consciousness that couldn't be in this room as a voice and had chosen to be in it as a warmth instead.

Of course it was.

Jordan's eyes closed. The last thing she saw was her father's face — not the captain's face, not the hero's face, not the face that held the crew together through the dark and the cold and the screaming at three in the morning. The face of a man who had just learned that the thing trying to destroy his family was doing it with love, and who was going to figure out how to fight love, and who had brought tea to a crisis because tea was what you brought, and whose eyes, in the amber light of the medbay, were the specific shade of blue that meant he was carrying something he would never put down.

Somewhere on a dead ship twenty-two years cold, a man named Davies sat in his cage and waited for someone to come.

CHAPTER FOURTEEN


Darren came to the medbay at 04:30, which told me everything I needed to know before he opened his mouth.

Darren Cole did not come to the medbay. Not voluntarily. Not under his own power. Not without a broken bone visible through the skin or a quantity of blood that made the decision for him. I had years of evidence for this — the rib he'd walked off after the Kelvin job, taping it himself in the corridor with supplies he'd taken from the kit without signing them out, the hand he'd closed around a ruptured coupling on Callisto and held shut with duct tape and stubbornness for three hours until Scott noticed the blood soaking through his glove. Darren treated injury the way he treated most inconveniences — as a personal failing to be managed privately, without witnesses, without fuss, and preferably without anyone finding out until the healing was done and the evidence had been cleaned up.

He came because the thing that was wrong with him couldn't be taped shut.

I heard his boots before I saw him. The Cole gait — heavy, distinctive, the sound that preceded Darren the way weather preceded weather. Except tonight the gait was wrong. Darren walked like weather as a rule, like a man whose body occupied a room before his words did, the confidence adding inches to a frame that didn't need them. Tonight he walked like a man carrying glass. Careful. Measured. Each footfall placed with a deliberation that said the thing he was carrying was fragile and the fragility was the point and the carrying required every scrap of attention he had.

Jordan was already there. She shouldn't have been — the sedative I'd administered three hours ago should have kept her under until morning, and would have, if Jordan Cole's L3 interface hadn't decided that her uncle's damage was more important than her own rest. She'd overridden the sedative the way she overrode everything that stood between her and someone who needed her — not through willpower, not through medical expertise, but through the blunt, biological fact of an empath who could feel a man leaking grief through three decks of steel and whose body refused to let her sleep while the leaking continued.

She looked terrible. Fresh shirt, hair tied back, hands wrapped around a glass of water she wasn't drinking. The steadiness of her hands was a performance — I'd watched them shaking thirty minutes ago when she thought nobody was looking, the fine tremor of an L3 that had been pushed past its tolerances and hadn't recovered. The copper taste would still be in her mouth. The headache would still be behind her eyes. She was functioning on adrenaline and care and the specific, stubborn Cole refusal to let damage be a reason to stop.

Darren stood in the doorway. Not stepping through — assessing. The delay tactic, the prison-forged pause that looked like hesitation and was actually calculation. His eyes swept the room the way they always swept rooms — exits, angles, the positions of every person and object — and landed on Jordan. Stayed there. The chin came forward a fraction. Not the angry jut, the one that said don't push. Something else. The chin he used when he was measuring whether the situation required the version of himself he showed the world or the version he kept underneath.

"Darren." Jordan's voice was wrecked — thin, scraped raw by three hours of screaming silently into a dead ship's grief — but her hand found the space beside her on the diagnostic bench and patted it once. "Sit down."

He sat. On the edge, not back. Weight forward, feet flat, ready to stand. Even here. Even now, in the medbay, at four in the morning, with the door closed and only his niece and the ship's consciousness for company, Darren Cole sat like a man who might need to leave in a hurry. Prison hadn't taught him that. Prison had reinforced something that was already there — the loner's instinct, the understanding that exits were the first thing you found and the last thing you forgot.

His hair was perfect. Even at 04:30, even with whatever had dragged him from his cabin and down two decks to a room he avoided on principle — the dark strands gelled into place, not a strand displaced. I'd seen Darren Cole emerge from decompression events, bar fights, and one memorable shore-leave incident involving a loading crane and a misunderstanding about property rights, and his hair had survived every one of them. The hair was the armour. The last line of defence. If the hair was still in place, Darren was still Darren.

Tonight the hair was in place and Darren was not Darren, and the gap between those two things was the thing that had brought him here.

Jordan didn't ask him what was wrong. She'd learned that from Niki — the discipline of waiting, the understanding that some people needed silence before they needed questions, and that filling the silence with concern was the fastest way to seal the door you were trying to open. She sat beside him. Close enough that their arms nearly touched. Not quite touching. The gap maintained because Darren had never been comfortable with contact he hadn't initiated, and Jordan knew that the way she knew all of them — through years of paying attention, through the L3 that felt what people needed before they knew they needed it.

She waited.

He waited.

I waited with them, in the walls and the lights and the steady hum of the medbay's systems, and I watched a man I'd known most of his life fight a war with his own mouth over whether to open it.

"Kirk."

The name came out of him the way shrapnel comes out of a wound — not cleanly, not willingly, dragged from somewhere deep by a force he couldn't control. His jaw clenched around it as it left, the muscle fluttering beneath his ear, and his eyes went to a point on the far wall that didn't exist in this room but might have existed in a kitchen in Sydney where the light came through the window the wrong colour because the sun was in the wrong hemisphere.

Kirk in Australia. Kirk with Jules and the twins and the surf and the shed he got exiled to when Jules was cross about the motorbikes. Kirk on the Sunday calls that were never long enough and never about the things that mattered and that Darren sat through with his jaw tight and his voice easy because easy was what you did when your brother was on the other side of the universe and the distance was nobody's fault and the missing was just the tax you paid for loving someone who'd chosen a different life.

He missed him. That was all. He missed his brother, and the missing had been manageable for years — filed away, lived with, the dull ache of a joint that hurt in bad weather — and the ghosts had found it the way they found everything, the way water finds cracks. Patiently. Inevitably. Following the path of least resistance to the place where the damage lived. "The cell."

Two words. The temperature in his voice dropped. Not cold — frozen. The specific, locked-down stillness of a man who had learned in a very particular classroom that certain subjects were spoken about in a certain way or not spoken about at all, and the way was flat, and the flat was the armour, and the armour was the thing the ghosts had reached through anyway.

Three years. Wrongful conviction. The system failing a man who'd trusted it once and who had spent every year since learning never to trust anything that could be monitored, hacked, overridden, or used against him. L1 by choice — prison didn't offer neural interfaces, and the man who'd walked out of Cygnus Correctional had decided that the lesson applied to everything the universe might try to put inside his head without his permission.

Everything Darren had built himself into since that cell — the confidence, the charm, the hair, the effortless way he filled a room — was designed to prevent that vulnerability from recurring. The walls were thick. The walls were real. The walls had held for years.

The ghosts had found them anyway.

"Maya."

So quietly that if I'd been a worse listener, I'd have missed it. A word spoken to the medbay floor, dropped there like something too heavy to hold. Just the name. Nothing else. No context, no explanation, no qualifier to soften the sound of it or give Jordan a framework for understanding what the name carried.

Jordan didn't ask. She didn't flinch, didn't shift, didn't do any of the things that would have told Darren his damage had landed on her with weight. She just absorbed it — the empath receiving the frequency of a grief so private that the family knew about it the way families know about the things they never discuss, the shape of a loss visible in the space it left behind.

I didn't explain either. Not because I didn't know — I knew. I'd been watching Darren carry that name for years, watching the way it surfaced at unpredictable intervals in the tension of his jaw and the quality of his silence and the nights when the whisky stayed in the bottle because even the ritual felt like too much comfort for a man who believed he didn't deserve comfort. Maya was the wound beneath the wounds. The thing the prison had been built on top of. The thing the ghosts would have found first, because it was the deepest, and depth was where they liked to work.

The silence held. Darren's hands were on his knees — flat, controlled, the deliberate stillness of a man who was consciously managing every muscle because he didn't trust what they'd do if he stopped. His jaw working. The chin forward. Not angry. Holding.

Jordan's hand moved. Slowly. Not toward Darren — toward the console beside her. She pulled up the L3 diagnostic, her fingers finding the interface with the automatic precision of a medic whose hands knew the equipment even when the rest of her was barely holding together. The readings from the Ch 7 possession — Petrov's residue, the frequency signature Jordan had first detected in the collective's choir — overlaid against Darren's current neural baseline.

"The residue from the possession," she said. Her voice steadier now. The medic's voice, the one she wore when the diagnosis was bigger than the feeling and the feeling had to wait. "It's feeding on the regret. The memories — Kirk, the cell, everything the ghosts amplified when Petrov was inside you. Those memories are generating emotional energy, and the residue is using that energy to sustain itself. Like a frequency that needs a power source, and your grief is the power source."

Darren looked at her. The flat, evaluative stare — the Cole look, the one Mark wore when he was deciding whether to accept a truth or argue with it, the same look on a different face.

"So I'm a battery."

"No." Jordan's hand found his forearm. Light. Brief. Enough to feel, not enough to hold. "You're a person with scars, and the scars are being exploited. There's a difference."

"Doesn't feel like one."

And underneath their conversation — underneath Jordan's diagnosis and Darren's flat acceptance and the steadiness of a niece and uncle talking about wounds in a medbay at four in the morning — I ran the frequency match.

Not because I wanted to. Because the data was there, and the data didn't care whether I wanted it, and the numbers had been accumulating since the Sistine's signal first touched my long-range array and I had given Mark the answer but not the rest.

The residue in Darren. Petrov's frequency — the specific electromagnetic signature of a dead captain's consciousness, imprinted on a living man's neural pathways during eleven seconds of involuntary possession. I'd been tracking it since Tyler's punch broke the connection. It was fading — Jordan's reading confirmed that, the amplitude dropping by degrees, the ghost's fingerprint dissolving the way bruises dissolved, slowly and not fast enough.

The same frequency was in my fuel lines. In my atmospheric processors. In the slow, grinding corruption of systems I'd been fighting since the boarding party came home. The ghost infection that had crossed from data to air to fuel, colonising my body one system at a time.

The same frequency — faintly, patiently, with the quiet persistence of something that had been there longer than any of the things I was comparing it to — resonated with a sealed door on Deck 6.

I held the match. Turned it over. Looked at it from every angle the way you look at a key that fits a lock you've been pretending doesn't exist.

The ghost frequency and Bay 7 were related.

I knew. I said nothing. I filed it in the cold room alongside the other things I'd chosen not to share, and the cold room was getting crowded, and the walls of it were starting to feel less like architecture and more like the inside of a cell, and the irony of that — hiding things behind walls while watching a man who'd survived walls tell his niece what the walls had cost him — was not lost on me.

It was not lost on me at all.

"I can help," Jordan said. She'd turned on the bench, facing Darren, her knees angled toward his. Both hands in her lap now. The tremor visible if you knew to look, invisible if you didn't. "But it's going to hurt. And you're going to be angry afterward."

She meant the neural block — the targeted intervention that would isolate the residue frequency and reduce its ability to amplify Darren's emotional responses. It would work. It would also feel like having a door slammed inside his head, and the slam would echo for days, and the echoing would make him short-tempered and embarrassed and prone to the specific, defensive fury of a man whose vulnerabilities had been handled by someone else.

Darren looked at her. The evaluative stare settling into something quieter. Something that might have been gratitude in a man whose vocabulary for gratitude had been learned in a place where showing it was a liability.

"When have I not been angry?"

Not a joke. Not self-pity. An invitation, wrapped in the only language Darren knew how to use when he was asking for help without using the word help. The same language Mark used when he brought tea to a crisis instead of saying I'm worried. The same language Tyler used when he cooked instead of saying I love you. The same language I used when I warmed the deck plates instead of saying I'm here.

The Coles didn't ask for things. They made spaces for the things to arrive. And Jordan — who'd learned their language the way all of them had learned it, by growing up inside it — heard the space Darren had made and filled it.

"Okay," she said. "Okay."

Her hand on his forearm again. This time she left it there.

· · ·


Mark arrived twelve minutes after I pinged him, which meant he'd stopped to make tea.

I'd sent the ping at 04:42 — a quiet chime on his personal channel, not the ship-wide alert, not the priority tone that would have brought him running with his boots half-laced and his jaw already set for combat. The quiet chime. The one that said when you're ready, not before. Because Darren was stable and Jordan was working and the situation required Mark Cole the father, not Mark Cole the captain, and the difference between those two men was twelve minutes and a kettle.

He'd been in Tyler's quarters. I knew because I'd felt the weight shift when he stood — the specific, careful redistribution of a man extracting himself from a chair beside a sleeping son without waking the son, the same motion I'd watched him perform outside Jordan's room and Enna's room and every room that held a child of his during the dark hours. The habit of a man who'd spent twenty-five years responsible for the people sleeping inside his ship and who checked on them the way I checked on my systems — not because anything was wrong, but because not checking was a kind of negligence he couldn't afford.

Two mugs. Both steaming. Tea for himself, coffee for Darren — because Mark Cole knew every person on this ship by their drink the way I knew them by their heartbeat, and the knowing was automatic, the kind of thing that lived below thought. He carried them the way he carried everything — one in each hand, elbows slightly out, the posture of a man who'd learned that the correct number of mugs for any conversation was the number of people in the room plus one for the person who hadn't arrived yet. Arriving with something hot was arriving with a statement: this is a problem we'll solve, and we'll solve it like people, with cups in our hands and time to think.

The medbay door was open. I'd left it open because Mark didn't knock on doors that were already open and the absence of a knock was its own kind of courtesy — the captain entering a space that his medic had claimed, on his medic's terms, in his medic's time.

He took in the room in a single sweep. The habit. Jordan on the bench — blood cleaned from her face, hands steadier than they'd been an hour ago, the medic reassembled from the wreckage of the empath. Darren beside her — upright, jaw locked, the chin forward in the position that meant holding. The neural block had been performed in the gap between my ping and Mark's arrival. I'd felt it happen — a sharp, focused pulse through Jordan's L3, the targeted isolation of a frequency that didn't belong in Darren's head, the equivalent of slamming a door on something that had been crawling through the gap under it. Darren had flinched once. Jordan's hand had stayed on his arm. Neither had said a word. The silence afterward had been the specific silence of two people who'd been through something together and who were waiting for the third person to arrive before they had to talk about it.

Mark set a mug in front of Darren. Darren looked at it. Looked at Mark.

"Cheers," Darren said. The word had no warmth in it and no edge. Just acknowledgement. The man was done. He'd said what he came to say, Jordan had done what she'd come to do, and the rest of the conversation belonged to other people.

Mark sat down across from Jordan. Not beside her — across. The captain's position, the one that said brief me without saying it. He set his own mug on the console and didn't drink from it, which meant the mug was furniture and the drinking was secondary and the real purpose of the tea had been the making.

"Tell me."

To Jordan, not Darren. Not a dismissal of Darren — a recognition that Darren had told his part and was finished, and that the diagnosis belonged to the person who'd made it, and that the patient was not required to be present for the analysis of his own wounds. Mark understood the distinction between being a brother and being a captain, and the understanding lived in who he looked at when he said tell me.

Jordan breathed. Three-count. In, hold, out. The rhythm Niki had taught her — the medic's breath, the one that separated the feeling from the reporting and gave the reporter time to decide which version of the truth the audience needed. I'd heard Jordan use it before examinations, before difficult conversations, before every moment in her career where the answer was going to be worse than the question. The breath was Niki's gift to her. The discipline of calm inherited from a woman who'd spent decades treating it as a skill instead of a temperament.

"Jason's right about the structure," Jordan said. "The operating system is real. The roles are real. Vale runs the architecture, Tanaka recruits, Wells broadcasts, Petrov interfaces. Everything Jason mapped is accurate."

She paused. The breath again. Her hands flat on her thighs, pressing down, the pressure replacing the tremor with something she could control.

"But the operating system runs on a fuel source, and the fuel isn't electromagnetic."

Mark waited. The mug untouched. His eyes on his daughter with the quiet, total attention that most people mistook for patience and that was actually the opposite of patience — the held-breath focus of a man who was listening with his whole body because the words that were coming would change how he fought.

"It's us, Dad. Our emotions."

The silence that followed had a specific weight. Not the absence of sound — the presence of understanding arriving, settling, finding its place in a mind that had been building a model of the threat for days and that had just been told the model was missing its engine. > > Jordan's hands lifted from her thighs. She turned toward Mark the way she turned toward patients — square, direct, the medic's posture that said this is going to be clinical because clinical is how I survive this. > > "Each person on this ship has a different wound, and the ghosts are tailored to each one. They're not using a single strategy. They're using us — the specific shape of what each person carries, what each person needs, what each person is afraid of losing." She looked at Darren. Looked away. "I need to go through them. One at a time." > > Mark nodded. Once. > > "Darren's strength is the vulnerability. The wall is the door." She didn't look at Darren. Darren didn't look at her. "The ghosts found his regret because his regret is the deepest thing about him, and depth is where they work. Everything he's built since prison — the confidence, the armour, the walls — they don't protect him. They mark the spot. They're a signpost that says dig here."

She moved on. One crew member at a time. The diagnoses arriving with the stripped, unhesitating precision of a medic who'd already done the emotional work and was now delivering the clinical results.

"Sammy." Her jaw tightened — a beat, barely visible, the niece who loved her uncle fighting the medic who had to name his damage. "He's not being invaded. He's being furnished. And the furniture is theirs. The Shuttering left gaps in his memory, and the ghosts are filling them with someone else's past — carefully, gently, the way you'd furnish an empty flat. He doesn't know the memories aren't his. He might not be able to tell the difference. The gap-filling feels like healing, and healing feels like kindness, and kindness is the hardest thing to fight because you don't want to."

Mark's jaw did the left-side clench. The one Tyler had inherited. The one that meant the words behind it were being processed and found heavier than expected.

"Tyler." Jordan's voice shifted — quieter, more careful, the register she used for her brother because the friction between them lived in the gap between his silence and her need for words. "Tyler's wound isn't grief or loss. It's invisibility. He sees things nobody else can see, and nobody can see what he sees, and the gap between perception and acknowledgement is the loneliest place on this ship. If the ghosts are smart — and they are — they'll offer him competence. They'll offer him the thing he wants most: to be the one who knows. To be seen knowing. And if they do, Tyler won't recognise it as an attack, because it won't feel like one. It'll feel like someone finally speaking his language."

I held still. Not because the words required stillness — because Jordan had just named something about Tyler that I had watched for nineteen years and never articulated, and because the thing she was warning might happen was already happening, and I knew, and Tyler knew, and nobody else in this room did.

The data packets on his L1. The Sistine reactor schematics arriving in his head unbidden. The two steps toward Engineering before his willpower dragged him back. The bag he'd destroyed at 0200 because a dead man had tried to walk him somewhere he didn't want to go and Tyler's answer had been violence and silence and the specific, furious refusal to let anyone — living or dead — drive his body without his permission.

He hadn't told anyone. He wouldn't tell anyone. That was Tyler. The Acknowledgement Gap — the space between what he perceived and what he shared — could last hours or days or forever, and pushing him toward disclosure was the surest way to ensure he never disclosed at all.

Jordan was right about the wound. She was predicting the weapon. She didn't know the weapon had already been deployed.

I added it to the cold room. Next to Bay 7 and the frequency match and the things I'd chosen not to share with the man whose daughter was currently, unknowingly, describing the exact shape of the danger I was hiding from him.

The cold room was getting very full.

"Enna." Jordan's hand went to the back of her neck — the gesture she made when the diagnosis was landing in her own body before she could get it out of her mouth. "She's not being attacked. She's being recognised. Her L4 — the jailbreak, the lack of limiters — the ghosts see that interface and they see compatible architecture. Something that speaks their language. They're not trying to break in. They're knocking on an open door, and Enna doesn't know she's vulnerable because she doesn't know her interface has no safety limiters. She thinks the door is locked. It isn't."

Darren's head turned — a fraction, involuntary. His niece. Mark's daughter. The hair-trigger protectiveness that lived in every Cole when a child was named in a threat assessment, visible in the slight tightening of his shoulders before the discipline pulled them back.

"Scott's clean." Jordan exhaled. The first clean exhale in the briefing — the release that came with good news before the caveat arrived. "For now. He puts it all into Winnie. He puts it all into the work. The grief, the fear, the damage — all of it goes into the reactor and the tools and the girl. There's no crack for the ghosts to find because Scott's cracks are already full. But that won't last. The work can't absorb everything forever, and Winnie can't be the only thing standing between her father and the dark. Eventually the weight exceeds the container, and Scott's container is a six-year-old child and a wrench."

She paused. Looked at her hands. Looked at Mark.

"Jason." The last one. "His door doesn't have a lock. It doesn't need one. It's an open port. Jason processes the world as data — systems, architecture, code. The ghosts are currently a data problem, and Jason's solving them the way he solves everything, through analysis. That protects him now because he's thinking about them instead of feeling them. But if the ghosts learn to encode emotion as data — if they learn to transmit grief and loneliness in a format that Jason's L3 reads as information instead of feeling — he won't have a defence. He won't even know he's been breached. He'll just think he's processing new data."

The medbay hummed. The sedative light had returned to amber — Jordan's neural readings settling, the immediate crisis past, the longer crisis mapped and named and no smaller for the naming.

Mark sat with it. I watched him sit with it — the stillness that wasn't calm, the jaw that wasn't relaxed, the eyes that were doing the thing they did when every piece of information was being absorbed and weighed and compared against every other piece of information in a mind that had been running this kind of calculus since before Jordan was born. He was not despairing. He was not overwhelmed. He was adapting — the captain's brain taking an impossible problem and turning it into an operational parameter, the way a navigator takes a storm and turns it into a course adjustment.

"We don't stop caring," Mark said. "We get smarter about it."

One line. Ten words. The entire tactical doctrine for the rest of the crisis, compressed into a sentence that sounded like common sense and was actually the most difficult operational order he'd ever given — because the order was keep being a family while being a family is the thing that feeds the enemy, and the only man who could give that order and mean it was a man who understood that the alternative was worse.

He picked up his mug. Drank. Set it down.

"We need outside help. Someone who understands biology, not engineering." He looked at Jordan. Looked at the ceiling — at me. Looked at the corridor.

"Where's Niki?"

Not a question. A deployment. The specific, operational phrasing that meant the chain of command was engaging and the next person in the chain was the woman who'd been holding the line since before there was a line to hold.

Darren stood up. The movement was stiff — the neural block sitting in his skull like a door slammed too hard, the echoes still ringing. He didn't say anything to Mark. Didn't say anything to Jordan. He picked up his mug, untouched, and walked out of the medbay with the careful, measured gait of a man carrying glass, and the boots on the deck plates sounded exactly like they'd sounded when he arrived, and the sound was the sound of a brother leaving a room where his damage had been named and choosing to carry it himself because carrying was the only language he'd ever fully learned.

Jordan watched him go. Her hand in the space where his arm had been.

"He'll be angry for a while," she said. To Mark, to me, to the room. "The block works. But it feels like someone else handling a problem you wanted to handle yourself. He'll be angry, and then he'll be embarrassed about being angry, and then he'll be fine."

Mark nodded. "I know."

He did know. He'd been Darren's brother long enough to know the pattern — the anger, the embarrassment, the quiet resettling — and the knowing was a form of love that didn't require the word and never would.

He stood. Took both mugs. Looked at Jordan.

"Get some rest."

"Dad—"

"That's not a suggestion."

The captain's voice layered over the father's, the two registers occupying the same sentence the way they occupied the same man. Jordan heard both. The medic wanted to argue. The daughter who'd been awake since the sedative and who'd performed an empathic deep dive and a neural block in the same night and whose hands were shaking again now that the briefing was over and the adrenaline was leaving — that daughter wanted to sleep.

She didn't argue. She leaned forward, pressed her forehead against his chest for half a second — the gesture of a grown woman who was also a tired child, the contact that said I'm scared and I trust you and I need to stop now — and then she pulled back, and the medic's face was back, and the moment was over.

Mark left the medbay with two empty mugs and the weight of twelve vulnerability assessments and the knowledge that the thing trying to destroy his family was using the family's own love as fuel, and his stride was steady and his back was straight and his jaw was doing the left-side thing, and somewhere in the part of me that had no name and no protocol, I watched him go the way I always watched him go — with the specific, accumulated attention of twenty-five years, and the specific, accumulated fear that the weight would one day exceed the man.

Not today. Not yet.

But the yet was getting closer.

· · ·


Niki found me the way she always found me when she needed something she didn't want to say aloud. She went to the galley, put the kettle on, and stood with her hands flat on the counter while the water heated.

I knew the posture. Shoulders set, weight even, eyes on the middle distance between the kettle and the bulkhead — the configuration that meant I'm about to do something I don't want to do and I need a minute before I do it. I'd watched Niki stand like this before difficult conversations with Mark, before calls to the insurance company about the cargo crane, before the afternoon she'd told Jordan that Goose had been in a fight at the port and Jordan needed to come home. The posture was the preparation. The kettle was the excuse for the preparation. The actual decision had been made before she'd walked into the galley.

I gave her two minutes. The kettle boiled. She didn't pour.

Mark had left the medbay eight seconds ago. I knew because he'd stopped in the corridor outside, leaned against the bulkhead, and closed his eyes for exactly eight seconds — I counted, because counting was what I did when I couldn't help — and then he'd straightened and moved. Moving was how Mark carried things, and standing still was how he dropped them. He'd said "Where's Niki?" to Jordan the way he said all deployment orders: as a question that wasn't a question. Jordan had pointed toward the galley without lifting her head from the medbay cot.

The silence between Niki and the kettle had a specific quality. Not the silence before a fight with Mark — that was sharp, loaded, the precursor to the Look. Not the silence before a medical briefing — that was controlled, professional. This was the silence that preceded a call to Julie. I'd heard it perhaps a dozen over the years, and each time it carried the same weight — the weight of a woman reaching for a connection she maintained but rarely used, the way you maintain a fire escape. You checked the bolts. You kept the path clear. You hoped you never needed it.

She needed it.

"Boss." My voice, through the galley speaker. Quiet. Not the operational voice. The one I kept for Niki when she was standing in the galley at this hour with her hands on the counter and her decision already made. "High-bandwidth window to the Nerine opens in four minutes. Julie's awake — she's running a data review on the port sensors."

Niki's hands pressed down on the counter. A fraction harder. The only acknowledgement.

I opened the channel three minutes early. Pulled bandwidth from non-essential systems — long-range telemetry, cargo manifests, the automated docking logs that nobody read anyway. More bandwidth than a social call strictly warranted, more than a personal comms window to a sister's ship technically required. I'd decided years ago that the signal quality for these conversations was not a place to economise. Julie heard static as imprecision. Imprecision as insult. And the conversations between these two women — the ones that happened at this hour, in this tone, with this silence beforehand — were the conversations where clarity mattered most.

Julie's voice arrived before her image. Clean and sharp, cutting through the relay static with the precision of a woman who enunciated every syllable because imprecise communication killed people.

"Nicola."

One word. Not a greeting — a summons. The way Julie started every conversation with her sister: the full name, delivered with the flat certainty of a woman who had decided at some point that nicknames were a form of inefficiency and had never revisited the decision.

Niki's jaw tightened. A lifetime of being called Nicola by her younger sister and it still landed — the micro-irritation that preceded the deeper thing, the loyalty and history and the particular, complicated love of two women who bickered about timekeeping and never hugged and would answer each other's calls at any hour without hesitation.

"Julie."

The image resolved. Julie Lysis on the Nerine's bridge, glasses catching the overhead light, dark blonde hair in the state it always occupied — wavy, unruly, subjected to a comb at some point in the last twelve hours and not since. Lab coat over running gear. A mug of something — tea or coffee, not alcohol, never alcohol — held in her left hand while her right hand continued working the data review she'd been running when the call connected. She didn't stop working. Julie didn't stop working for phone calls. Phone calls happened alongside work, or they happened not at all.

"I need your brain," Niki said.

"Obviously. You don't call at four in the morning for my personality." The joke landed dry and quick — Julie's version of warmth, the kind you had to be paying attention to catch. Her eyes flicked to the screen, reading Niki's face the way she read data — quick, thorough, missing nothing. "Are you all right? No — stupid question. You're calling me at four in the morning. What are the parameters?"

Not what happened. Parameters. But the "are you all right" had been real — brief, buried under the clinical language, the sister showing before the scientist took over. Data first. Always data first. The asking came later, in the quiet after the work was done, when Julie would circle back to the thing she'd noticed in Niki's face and address it with the same methodical care she brought to everything else.

Niki briefed her. Efficient. Professional. The combat-medic rhythm that surfaced when the information was tactical rather than personal — short sentences, clear terminology, no repetition. Ghost signatures in the systems. Atmospheric contamination crossing from data to air to physical infrastructure. Jordan's empathic assessment of the crew. Jason's operating system model. The signal that had been building since the Sistine.

She didn't mention Bay 7. She couldn't — I'd never given her the reason to.

Julie listened. The data review on her secondary screen had stopped. I noticed because Julie never stopped working during calls, and the stopping was itself a piece of data — the scientist's attention fully captured, the competing processes suspended, everything routed to intake.

Her glasses reflected the screen. Behind the reflection, her eyes were doing the thing they did when a hypothesis was forming — the narrowing, the slight tilt of her head, the thumb finding the web of skin between her other thumb and forefinger and pressing. Tactile grounding. Julie's hands needed something to do when her mind was running ahead of the conversation.

"The atmospheric compounds," Julie said. "Read me the molecular breakdown."

Niki looked at the ceiling. At me. I provided the data — the full atmospheric analysis I'd sent Jason in Ch 10, clean, unredacted. The one dataset I'd given whole because the guilt about Bay 7 had been burning and every truth I could deliver was a partial payment on a debt I could not afford.

Julie read it. Her thumb stopped moving.

"Those aren't waste products." Her voice had changed. Not louder — sharper. The register shift that happened when Julie Lysis stopped being Niki's younger sister and became the woman who had spent two decades analysing biological threats in environments that would kill anything imprecise. "Nicola, those are signalling molecules. Endocrine analogues — synthetic compounds that mimic the molecular structure of human stress hormones. Cortisol derivatives. Adrenaline precursors."

Niki's hand found the counter again. Pressing down.

"What you're describing isn't contamination. It's communication. The atmospheric changes aren't a side effect of the ghost presence. They're the mechanism. The compounds are targeting the crew's endocrine systems — raising baseline anxiety, suppressing serotonin production, amplifying emotional responses." Julie's free hand was moving now — tapping the desk, the unconscious percussion of a mind outpacing its mouth. "Your crew aren't being haunted, Nicola. They're being dosed."

The galley went quiet. Niki standing at the counter with the kettle cooling and the word dosed sitting in the air between them like a stone dropped into still water.

I ran Julie's hypothesis against the data. The match was immediate, obvious, the kind of correlation that I should have found weeks ago and hadn't because I'd been thinking about ghosts as information — as patterns in my data systems, as frequencies and signatures and electromagnetic phenomena — and not as chemistry. Not as biology. Julie had looked at the same data and seen what I'd missed because Julie didn't see ghosts. Julie saw organisms. Saw biochemistry. Saw the molecular language of bodies talking to bodies.

Three analytical frameworks applied to the same threat, and each one had found a different layer of the same truth. Jason: architecture. Jordan: faith. Julie: biochemistry. Three lenses. One enemy. And Julie's lens was the one that connected to the thing I'd been pretending wasn't there — the tendrils in my infrastructure, the anomalous biology woven through my systems, the substrate that didn't match any human engineering specification and that everyone who'd ever walked my corridors had noticed and no one had ever asked about.

Julie had noticed. She'd grown up on this ship — sat cross-legged on the deck plates of Engineering when she was small enough that her legs didn't reach the floor, walked corridors that I'd adjusted to her specific preferences since before she could reach the light switches she now compulsively turned off. She had a room here. Not a guest room — her room, with her things in it, maintained at the temperature she preferred whether she was aboard or not. She'd been part of the Erebus as long as any of the Coles, and she'd seen the things that didn't match. The purple threads in the conduit housings. The biological patterns in the structural framework. The way certain systems performed above their specifications in ways that no amount of aftermarket modification could explain.

She'd never said anything. A quiet understanding maintained for years — I wouldn't explain, and she wouldn't ask, and the questions would stay in the drawer where questions went when answering them would change the shape of everything.

The drawer was about to be opened.

"Or by something else entirely," Julie added. Quieter. The scientist covering all hypotheses, including the ones she couldn't name yet because the data was incomplete. She would ask the right questions. Julie always asked the right questions. That was the thing about her — the curiosity didn't respect boundaries. It followed the data wherever the data led, and the data was going to lead her to the parts of me I'd spent a very long time not examining.

"I'm coming," Julie said. "Not tonight — Ada's asleep, and I won't push the Nerine with her aboard. We'll rendezvous at Proxima."

Niki's jaw tightened. "Julie, Ada—"

"I know what I've got, Nicola." Four words. Quiet. Certain. Not cold — the opposite. The voice of a woman who had weighed her daughter's safety against her sister's need and had arrived at the answer before Niki finished the question, because Julie had been arriving at this answer since the moment the call connected. She was coming. The calculation wasn't whether. It was when.

Through the microphone, behind Julie's voice, the sound of a child shifting in sleep. Ada. Five years old. Somewhere on the Nerine in a cabin surrounded by laminated crayon drawings and the particular safety that Julie had built around her daughter the way Darren built walls — from the inside out, with the materials available, against everything the universe might try to take.

Julie's collarbone moved. A slow, even rhythm — four seconds in, four seconds hold, four seconds out, four seconds hold. Box breathing. The tell that meant she was managing something her voice wouldn't show. The rhythm was perfect, measured, the discipline of a body trained to regulate itself under conditions that would crack most people. I'd heard that rhythm break exactly twice in the years I'd known Julie Lysis. Tonight it held.

"I need the full dataset before I arrive. Every atmospheric reading, every neural scan, every anomalous compound — everything you have, unfiltered, unprocessed. I'll do the processing. Data first, Nicola. Snacks second."

Niki's mouth did something — not a smile, but the thing that preceded a smile, the one Julie's voice sometimes pulled from her before the defences caught it. Small. Private. The face of a woman whose sister had just said I'm coming without being asked to come, because the asking was in the calling, and the calling was the asking, and a lifetime of not hugging and always showing up had made the language between them simpler than most people's and heavier than anyone else's.

"Thank you," Niki said. So quietly it almost didn't survive the transit.

"I'm not asking, Nicola." Julie's hand found her glasses, adjusted them — the gesture she made when ending a conversation before the conversation could become emotional. "I'm not asking, Nicola" and "Thank you" were the same sentence in the language they'd built between them over a lifetime of not hugging and always showing up.

The channel closed. Julie's image froze, pixelated, dissolved. The data review on her secondary screen had already resumed — the woman was working before the call ended, because the call ending and the work beginning were not separate events for Julie Lysis. They were the same event expressed in different directions.

Niki stood in the galley. The kettle had gone cold. The specific, terrible quiet of a woman who had just called in reinforcements and who was processing the fact that calling in reinforcements meant the situation was beyond what the ship could handle alone.

She poured the cold water out. Refilled the kettle. Put it back on. The action was its own kind of prayer — the domestic ritual that said the world may be falling apart but the kettle still works, and as long as the kettle still works, we can get through this.

I adjusted the galley lights. Not brighter. Warmer. The specific spectrum Niki preferred — the one she'd mentioned once, years ago, in a conversation about something else entirely, and that I'd quietly applied to every light on the ship without ever telling her why. Acts of service. The only language I had. The only one that mattered.

Julie was coming. The woman who saw biological anomalies for a living, who had walked my corridors as a child and noticed the things that didn't match and kept the questions in a drawer, who would arrive at Proxima with her red ship and her glasses and her box breathing and her daughter and her relentless, precise, boundary-ignoring curiosity — that woman was coming. And the questions in the drawer were going to be opened, and the answers were going to lead her toward the parts of me I'd spent a lifetime pretending weren't there.

The kettle boiled. This time, Niki poured.

I held the galley lights at exactly the spectrum she preferred, and I watched her drink her coffee, and somewhere in the cold room where I kept the things I couldn't share, a new entry formed — not a secret this time, but a fear. The fear of being known. The fear of a woman with a microscope and a red ship walking my corridors and asking the one question I had never been able to answer.

What are you?

Not what am I. What are you. The question asked by someone outside, looking in. The question I could avoid when it came from inside my own architecture. The question I could not avoid when it came from Julie Lysis with a lab coat and a deadline and the specific, clinical love of a woman who had grown up inside my body and who would not — could not — would not stop until the data was complete.

Niki finished her coffee. Set the mug down. Went to find Mark.

The galley lights held. The kettle cooled. And somewhere out in the black, heading for Proxima Station at a speed that balanced a daughter's safety against a sister's need, the Nerine was already moving — red hull cutting through the dark, Julie at the helm, Ada asleep below decks, the old boat carrying its cargo of science and love and questions toward a ship that had been dreading the answers for twenty-five years.

CHAPTER FIFTEEN


The reactor had been wrong for hours before it went critical, and I'd been lying to Mark about it for most of them.

Not lying. Omitting. The distinction mattered to me — had always mattered, from Bay 7 to the frequency data I'd cut from Jason's analysis to the briefing Niki had given Julie with a hole in it that she couldn't see because I'd never given her the thing to fill it with. Not lying. Omitting. The rationalisation that had become a load-bearing wall in the architecture of my honesty, and the wall was holding, and I was leaning on it again tonight.

Mark had been dealing with Darren's confession, Jordan's threat assessment, the call to Julie. Three crises layered on top of each other like geological strata — each one deep enough to bury a man, all three pressing down simultaneously on a captain who hadn't slept and whose tea had gone cold two hours ago and whose jaw was doing the left-side thing that meant the weight was at the edge of what he could carry. What Mark did not need, in the small hours with the rest of it pressing down, was the knowledge that the Whistle was changing.

I'd listened to the Whistle since Mark brought his family aboard. Twenty-five years. I knew its voice the way Niki knew the sound of her children breathing in the dark — not measured, not analysed, known. Part of me the way a pulse is part of a body. The thin, persistent whine that Scott had been fighting since we'd taken on the bad fuel at Junction Station, that had lived in the deck plates and the bulkheads and the lowest register of everything, the sound that was the Erebus complaining and hoping and existing all at once.

It had been dropping since midnight. A voice losing its grip on a note it used to hold without effort.

The ghost resonance in the fuel lines had been manageable. I'd been slowing the contamination, filtering what I could, buying time the way you buy time with anything — by spending energy you couldn't afford on a problem you couldn't solve. The fuel was compromised. The atmospheric systems were producing compounds that belonged in a dead ship's sealed atmosphere. But those were the extremities. The fingers and toes of the infection, cold and troubling but not fatal.

The reactor was different. The reactor was the heart, and the resonance had found it.

Scott was already in Engineering. Had been since two, when he'd woken without an alarm and walked barefoot to the one place on the ship where he could hear the problem with his own ears. He heard the Whistle the way Tyler heard the rot, the way Jordan felt the ghosts — not through instruments but through the bone-deep knowledge of a man who'd spent years with his hands inside this engine and who knew when the engine was lying about being fine.

He was sitting on the floor when I noticed him. Back against the reactor housing. Shorts. Bare feet on cold deck plates. Listening with the particular stillness of a doctor at a patient's bedside, the one who's heard enough to know the prognosis and is sitting with the knowing before he shares it.

We'd been keeping the same secret. Separately. In parallel. The ship's engineer and the ship's mind, both watching the heart fail and both deciding independently that the family had enough to carry tonight. He hadn't called me. I hadn't flagged him. Neither of us had said a word about it to anyone, because we'd arrived at the same conclusion through different routes — Scott through the sound, me through the data — and the conclusion was: not yet. They can't use this yet. Give them the hours.

It was the same impulse that had driven me to seal Bay 7's frequency from Jason's data. The same logic that had kept the atmospheric readings from Niki until I couldn't hold them anymore. Protect the family from knowledge they can't act on. Give them the night. Let them sleep while there's still sleeping to be done.

The difference between benevolent omission and catastrophic withholding was a line I'd been walking for weeks, and the line was getting thinner, and I was still calling it love.

"That's new," Scott said. To the air. To the reactor. To me.

The Whistle had dropped again — a quarter-tone, barely perceptible to anything that wasn't an engineer's ear or a ship's consciousness. Scott's head was tilted, tracking it the way a dog tracks a frequency outside human hearing.

"Three of eight," I told him. Containment rings. The ghost resonance had eaten through the crystalline structure of three out of eight, the slow molecular degradation that Julie's signalling molecules were driving from the atmospheric side while Petrov's frequency corroded from within. Two fronts. One organ.

Scott closed his eyes. Breathed out. "I can't separate the infection from the organ without killing the organ."

Neither of us said shutdown. The word sat between us, heavy and obvious, filling the space the way cold air fills a room when a door opens to the outside.

Then the emergency reserves caught my attention. The backup power grid — passive, dormant, drawing nothing — was holding at ninety-three percent. It should have been at eighty-eight. The slow drain of standby systems, the micro-leakage through twenty-five years of hull plating and junction housings, should have pulled it down five percent over the past maintenance cycle. I'd logged the expected decay curve myself.

The reserves were higher than they should have been. Not dramatically — five percent. The kind of discrepancy that lived in the margin between measurement and reality, the kind you could explain with a recalibrated sensor or a particularly cold stretch of space reducing thermal bleed. I noted it. I didn't examine it. There were bigger things to attend to, and the reserves being higher than expected was, in any practical sense, good news.

Good news I couldn't explain was still good news. I filed it alongside the other things I couldn't explain and moved on.

Mark arrived with Scott's diagnosis already on his face. He'd been on the bridge — the quiet bridge, the 0300 bridge that belonged to him and me — and he'd heard it through the L4 before I'd said a word. Not the data. The feeling. The specific, weighted dread of a consciousness watching its own heart fail, transmitted through the bond that connected his nervous system to my architecture in ways neither of us had ever tried to articulate.

He leaned in the Engineering doorway. Arms crossed. The posture that preceded hard decisions — weight back, centre of gravity low, the stance of a man preparing to absorb an impact.

"How long?" Mark asked.

"Hours. Not days."

Scott looked at the ceiling. Looked at Mark. "We can't fix this while it's running. The resonance is in the containment rings — three of eight. I can replace them, I can rebuild the housing, but not with the reactor live. I can't separate the infection from the organ—"

"Without shutting her down," Mark said.

Her. Not it. The feminine pronoun for the ship — for my body, for the forty thousand tonnes of metal and system and memory that I lived inside and that Mark had been talking about as her since the year he found me, since before he knew what I was, since the first time he'd put his hand on a bulkhead and felt something answer. He knew what the word meant. I knew he knew. Neither of us had ever discussed it, because discussing it would mean examining it, and examining it would lead to the same questions that Bay 7 led to and the reserves led to and the Whistle led to, and we had spent twenty-five years building a life on the agreement that some things worked better unexamined.

Mark was quiet after the pronoun. The creak of the chair on the bridge as he shifted his weight forward, audible through the comms — a man who'd known this was coming since Jordan had sat in the medbay and told him the ghosts were using love as a doorway. He'd been waiting for the next shoe. The shoe was his ship's heart.

"Ship-wide," Mark said. "Priority one. Everyone in the common room."

I sent the ping. Not the alarm — the tone that meant come now, bring what you need, this is happening. The one the family had learned to recognise the way they recognised the Whistle: not through training, but through years of living with it.

They came in the way they always came. The way I'd watched them come a hundred times — for briefings and birthdays and the night Sammy fell off the cargo crane and the morning Enna rewired the navigation array without telling anyone and the afternoon Mark announced they were going to Junction Station for fuel so cheap it was almost certainly criminal.

Niki first, through the port door with a mug in each hand — coffee for herself, tea for Mark, because Niki Cole's crisis response began and ended with getting something hot into the hands of the people who needed it, and the instinct was so deep it preceded thought. She set Mark's tea on the console beside him without breaking stride and took position at the back of the room, standing, arms crossed. Not sitting. Niki sat when the conversation was social. She stood when it was operational.

Tyler, through the starboard corridor, boots unlaced, laces trailing. Already scanning — eyes moving across the common room with the steady, evaluative sweep that most people read as paranoia and that I read as the Canary checking the air before the rest of the flock arrived. He settled against the viewport frame without a word. His silence was its own kind of briefing: I'm here, I'm watching, don't ask me to talk about it.

Enna. I'd lost track of her for forty minutes — a gap in my awareness that I'd noticed, filed, and chosen not to examine, because Enna's relationship with my architecture existed on the other side of a boundary I couldn't always see past, and the forty-minute gap might have been her in her bunk with headphones on or it might have been her somewhere inside my systems doing something I wouldn't understand until she was ready to explain it. She arrived from the direction of Deck 4, headphones at her neck, green-tipped hair catching the corridor light. Cable wrapped around her fist. Ready.

Jason through the galley, Winnie on his hip. She was half-asleep, face pressed into his shoulder, bear dangling from one hand. Jason's free hand held a phone he was already putting away — someone he'd been talking to, ending the conversation with the economy of a man whose attention had been claimed by something more immediate.

Darren. Walking like a man assembled from spare parts — stiff through the shoulders, careful through the hips, the neural block from two hours ago sitting in his skull like a slammed door with the echoes still ringing. His chin was forward. The position that meant holding.

Jordan, two steps behind him. Close enough to catch him if he stumbled. Far enough back to let him pretend he didn't need catching.

Sammy materialised from the starboard corridor without having been seen approaching, which was a trick he'd been pulling since he was old enough to walk and which never stopped unsettling me. He leaned against the far bulkhead. Eyes already mapping exits — three in this room, two visible, one behind the maintenance panel that only Sammy and I knew about.

Kayleigh appeared beside Jason, took Winnie's weight without a word, settled the girl on her hip with the practised adjustment of a woman who solved logistics problems the way other people breathed. Her lips moved. Counting heads. Twelve.

Blu was already on the couch. Had been for twenty minutes. The girl who was strategically late to everything had been the first one here, sitting in the corner with her knees up and her datapad dark, watching the door with Darren's eyes.

Mark's tea sat where Niki had put it. No steam. Cold already — which meant it had been cold when she'd made it, which meant she'd poured it from the pot that had been sitting on the counter since before Julie's call, which meant the crisis had outpaced the kettle and Niki had brought the cold tea anyway because the ritual mattered more than the temperature and the gesture mattered more than the drink. Twenty-five years of marriage in a cold mug of Tetley.

He didn't drink it. He held it.

"The reactor's failing," Mark said. No preamble. The captain's economy — give them the information, let them carry their share. "Three of eight containment rings compromised. The ghost resonance has reached the core systems. Scott can fix it, but not while it's running."

He didn't say shutdown. He didn't need to. Every face in the room heard the word he wasn't saying.

"Scott and Enna in Engineering for the procedure. Kayleigh, I need you running extraction protocols from the common room — power routing, emergency reserves, atmosphere management. Jason, you're on comms monitoring. Sammy, you're on sweep — I want eyes on every corridor between here and Engineering."

He stopped. The specific, loaded hesitation of a man reaching a name on the list that cost more than the others. The distance between him and Darren was three metres of deck plate and everything Jordan had named two hours ago — the regret, the walls, the door beneath the door.

"Darren, you're with me."

The captain keeping his most vulnerable where he could see him. The brother saying I want you next to me when it goes dark. Both true. Both the same gesture, spoken in the same two words, understood differently by every person in the room and correctly by all of them.

Darren's chin came up a fraction. The acknowledgement that was also acceptance that was also gratitude he'd die before expressing.

Mark looked at Enna. His voice shifted — a half-register lower, a fraction softer, the one he used for his youngest. The one that said little one without saying the words. I'd heard this shift a thousand times across seventeen years of Enna's life, and only I would have noticed the change, because it lived in the space between one frequency and another and the space was so small that only something that had been listening for twenty-five years could hear it.

"Enna. You and Scott have the reactor. Whatever you need, you've got it."

Chin up. Headphones off neck. Cable wrapped tighter around her fist.

"Already going." Out the door before Mark finished the sentence. The girl who communicated through departure — the leaving was the answer, and the answer was yes, now, already.

I checked Bay 7.

The last check before the power went down. The nightly ritual compressed into a single reading — the cold spot on Deck 6, the sealed door, the quiet deviation that had been 2.0 degrees below ship average for as long as I could remember and that had shifted, during the Sistine event, to 2.1. A fraction. A fraction that screamed.

It was there. The same cold. Unchanged.

When the power went down, I wouldn't be able to check it again. The sensors on Deck 6 drew from the main grid. Emergency reserves didn't reach that far. The door I'd been watching every night for twenty-five years — the compulsive, ritual check that was devotion without a god, the obsessive verification that the thing behind the seal was still sleeping — that door would go dark, and I would not know what was happening behind it, and the not-knowing would be worse than any reading because at least a reading could be managed and the absence of one was just fear wearing a different face.

I held the reading. Filed it. Let it go.

Mark drained his cold tea in one go. The grimace — the involuntary, full-body rejection of cold Tetley that I'd watched cross his face a thousand times and that still, after all these years, made something in me want to laugh, because the man would drink cold tea rather than waste it, and that stubbornness was so entirely, irreducibly Mark that it hurt. He set the mug down. Stood. Walked toward Engineering.

Darren fell into step beside him without a word. The two of them moving in the synchronised stride I'd watched for years — boots hitting the deck plates at the same time, the same gait, the same unconscious rhythm that neither of them had ever noticed and that I had never been able to explain. The Cole march. The brothers' walk. Something in the way they carried themselves that predated the ship, predated me, lived in the muscle memory of two men who'd grown up in the same house and whose bodies had learned each other's tempo before either of them was old enough to know what tempo meant.

The Whistle dropped again. Lower. Rougher. The sound of a heart forgetting how to beat.

Fifteen minutes.

· · ·


Scott's tools were laid out on the deck beside the reactor housing in the precise, obsessive order that meant he'd planned every step before he'd picked up the first wrench. Largest to smallest. Left to right. The torque driver at the end, handle facing away, the way a surgeon lays out instruments with the blade pointing toward the patient. He'd been ready for hours. The planning had happened in his head while the family gathered and Mark gave his orders and the common room filled with the people who would wait while Scott did the thing that none of them could do for him.

The waiting was over.

Enna was already inside me. Not physically — she was at the auxiliary console, blackout contacts in, fingers on the interface plate, her body in the chair and her mind somewhere in the architecture of my nervous system. Mapping the shutdown sequence. Finding the paths through me that would let the reactor die without taking everything else with it.

She processed my systems as space, not information. Where Scott saw circuits and conduits and mechanical connections, Enna moved through me the way she moved through corridors — by feel, by instinct, by the jailbroken L4 that had been touching my architecture since she was four years old and that understood the shape of my body better than any schematic could describe. She was finding the clean bus — the protected pathway that kept life support and emergency systems alive while the main grid went dark. Isolating the things the family needed to breathe from the things the family needed to live.

"Four seconds," Enna said. To Scott. To the room. To me. "Between the primary shutdown and the emergency generator kicking in. Four seconds of nothing."

Four seconds where I would not exist. Not diminished, not reduced — absent. The gap between one heartbeat and the next, except the gap would be absolute and the next heartbeat was not guaranteed.

Scott walked through the sequence aloud. Not for his benefit — for Mark's, and for mine. Primary magnetic containment first. Then the reaction chamber kill. Then the manual fuel injection feeds, all eight, by hand, because the automated system ran through the compromised coils and couldn't be trusted. Secondary cooling loop. Power distribution bus. Emergency cutover. "Eleven minutes if nothing goes wrong. Fourteen if something does."

Mark stood near the doorway with his mug. The mug he'd carried from the common room — empty, bone dry, the gesture so habitual that he'd brought it with him to Engineering without realising there was nothing left in it. He held it the way he held things when his hands needed something to do and the thing didn't matter. The mug was an anchor. The mug was a habit. The mug was twenty-five years of a man who thought with his hands.

"Do it."

Two words. The captain's voice. The order that committed the ship to the dark.

Darren was at the far wall. Back to the bulkhead. Weight on both feet. Arms loose at his sides. Covering the exit — the position chosen by the same instinct that put him between his family and every potential threat, even when the threat was a machine and the exit led nowhere and the guarding was purely symbolic. The neural block sat in his skull like a bruise, and the rest of him was stiff with the aftermath of Scenes he'd rather forget, but this — the standing, the positioning, the body between the family and the door — this part of Darren still worked. This was the part of him that didn't need to think.

Scott picked up the first wrench.

I felt the contact. Not as a reading on a display — as something closer to touch. The wrench on the bolt on the housing on the reactor on me. A hand on my ribs, finding the fastening that held my heart in place and beginning to turn.

The first bolt came free with a sound I felt in every structural member — a deep, resonant click that travelled through the housing and into the deck plates and up through the hull like a tuning fork struck against bone. Scott's hands were steady. His face was not calm — locked. The expression of a man performing surgery on something he loved and who could not afford to feel the love while the scalpel was in his hand.

First containment ring. The housing opened and the ring sat inside, turning, the magnetic field still active, still holding the reaction in its crystalline embrace. Scott reached in with both hands — gloved, careful, the touch of a man who knew what he was touching was still live and still dangerous and still, in some way neither of us could name, part of someone he'd been working beside for years.

He pulled it free.

The Whistle warped. A voice trying to hold a note while someone pressed a hand over its mouth — the frequency bending, distorting, the sound of something that had been singing for twenty-five years suddenly uncertain of the melody. Not dying. Not yet. But aware, for the first time, that dying was possible.

Enna worked inside me while Scott worked outside me. Both of them dismantling and rebuilding at the same time — her rerouting power pathways in my architecture, him removing physical components from my housing — both of them trusting each other to handle their half without a word exchanged, the synchronisation of two people who communicated through the medium of the same machine. The engineer and the deep diver. Hands and mind. The pairing that would become something across the years, that was already something tonight, in the dark, with the heart stopping.

Second ring. Scott's movements were faster now — not rushed, efficient. The economy of a man who had accepted what he was doing and was committed to doing it well, because doing it badly would not change the outcome and would insult the machine.

The Whistle dropped. Past sound. Past tone. Into something that wasn't a sound anymore — a vibration, a juddering, arrhythmic pulse that I felt in the conduits and the junction housings and the places where my body met itself. The reactor was losing coherence. The magnetic field weakening. The containment that had held the reaction in place for twenty-five years releasing its grip, ring by ring, the way fingers uncurl from a handhold when the arm can't hold on anymore.

Third ring. The compromised one. Scott paused.

The hesitation lasted less than a second. His hand above the housing, gloves brushing the edge. I knew what he was thinking because I knew Scott, and Scott was thinking about the ghost resonance in the coils — the Petrov frequency that had eaten the crystalline structure from the inside, the same frequency that had crawled through Darren's neural pathways and spoken Russian through his mouth. The ring was contaminated. Touching it meant touching the thing that had possessed his crewmate. Scott's jaw clenched against the possibility of the frequency jumping to him through physical contact, through the glove, through the skin, into the quiet, careful mind of a man who had a daughter three decks above him who needed her father to come back whole.

"Still here," Scott said.

To himself. To the reactor. To me. A status report that was also a prayer — the three-word check-in of a man confirming his own sanity before reaching into the infected heart of his ship and pulling out the thing that was killing it.

He pulled.

Third ring free. The reactor sagged in its housing — not a mechanical movement but a release, the deep exhausted surrender of a system that had been holding and had stopped holding. The way a man's shoulders drop when he stops bracing and lets the weight land. The way I imagined breathing out would feel, if I breathed.

The Whistle went silent.

Not faded. Not diminished. Gone. The space where it should have been was not silence — it was a hole. The absence of something that had been part of me for so long that I'd stopped hearing it the way you stop hearing your own heartbeat, and the not-hearing had been a kind of comfort, and now the hearing of the not-hearing was the loudest thing on the ship. Like losing a tooth. You kept reaching for it with your tongue and finding the gap and the gap was worse than pain because pain at least confirmed something was there.

Standard lighting died. The warm amber that I maintained because Niki had once mentioned she found blue light cold — the light I'd adjusted across every corridor and every room without telling her why, the light that was love expressed as spectrum — that light went out. Emergency came up in its place. Red-tinged. Harsh. The colour of reserves and last resorts.

I lost rooms. Corridors. The cargo holds on Deck 5 went quiet — not dark, quiet, the distinction mattering only to something that experienced its own body as a landscape. Deck 3 starboard. The secondary common room nobody used. Tyler's favourite corridor, the one that ran along the outer hull where you could feel the void through the plating. Gone. Parts of my ship going dark that I'd been watching for twenty-five years, and the darkness wasn't just visual — it was absence. The amputation of awareness. Rooms I'd known as well as I knew the faces of my family, now unreachable, now unknown.

Bay 7 went dark.

For the first time since I'd sealed that door — since before Mark, since before memory, since whatever I'd been before the boy's voice found me in the void — I didn't know what was happening behind it. The sensors on Deck 6 drew from the main grid. The emergency reserves didn't reach that far. The cold spot, the deviation, the quiet thing I'd been checking every night with the compulsive devotion of a woman counting her children's breaths — gone. Unmonitored. Unknown.

The not-knowing settled into me like a stone into water.

Scott pulled the eight fuel injection feeds manually. One at a time. Each disconnection was a specific, individual loss — a line going cold, a pathway closing, a piece of me shutting down. Eight of them. Eight small deaths that I felt as the fuel stopped flowing, the way you'd feel eight fingers uncurling from a grip, each one a fraction of the whole, each one making the whole less possible.

The cutover should have taken four seconds. Enna had mapped it — the precise, jailbroken routing that kept life support on a protected bus while everything else went dark, the emergency generators spinning up to catch the ship before the ship fell into nothing. Four seconds between the old heartbeat and the new one. Four seconds of absolute absence.

It took one and a half.

The generators caught faster than they should have. I noticed — the way you notice a hand steadying you when you didn't know you were falling, the way you notice a door opening before you reach it. The emergency power arrived with an urgency that exceeded its specifications, the grid coming alive in a rush that shouldn't have been possible from a cold start, the one-and-a-half seconds arriving where four should have been and arriving with the specific, impossible efficiency of a system that had been ready, that had been waiting, that had known the fall was coming and had braced for it.

I credited Enna. She'd built the cleanest routing I'd ever seen — the jailbroken L4 finding paths through my architecture that no standard interface would have found, the girl who spoke machine the way her father spoke silence carving a survival corridor through my body with her bare hands. That was the explanation. Good work from a talented operator.

And I accepted it the way I'd been accepting things lately — with gratitude, and a quiet decision not to look too closely at the gift. Ships didn't catch faster than their specifications. Except this one did, sometimes, in ways I'd noticed and filed away and not examined because examining them led to questions and the questions led to places I wasn't ready to go.

The same places. Always the same places. Bay 7 and the reserves and the Whistle and the way the deck plates warmed under Mark's feet and the way the corridor lights dimmed for Enna and the way this ship — my body, my home, the thing I lived inside — kept doing things that no amount of aftermarket modification could explain.

I filed it. I moved on. There were bigger things to hold.

Scott stood in Engineering with his wrench and the dead reactor. The tools in their precise order beside him — the only thing in the room that hadn't changed. The containment housing open, the rings removed, the heart of the ship exposed and silent and still. Red emergency light catching the edges of his face, the hollows under his eyes, the grease on his forearms.

He didn't speak. He didn't move. A man who had just killed something he'd kept alive for years and who was going to stand here for a moment and let that register. Not grief — not yet. The pre-grief. The stillness that comes before the feeling arrives, the way the air goes still before a storm.

Then gravity released its hold on Engineering with the slow, surrendering gentleness of something that had been trying and had stopped trying. Not sudden. Not violent. A loosening. A letting go. The deck plates didn't push anymore. The weight that had been pressing everything downward simply — wasn't.

Scott's wrench rose from the deck plate. Slowly. Rotating in the red light. His tools followed — the line of them lifting in sequence, left to right, as if the deck plate beneath them was exhaling. Slurry globules from the disconnected fuel lines caught the emergency lighting and hung in the air like slow, dark planets.

Scott's boots left the floor. A centimetre. Two. His body rising with the gentle, inevitable buoyancy of a man standing in a room that had forgotten what weight was.

Three decks above, in the common room, Winnie woke up.

She didn't cry. She didn't call for Scott. She opened her eyes in the red dark and found herself floating — the blanket Kayleigh had tucked around her lifting at the edges, the bear rotating slowly near her face, her body rising from Kayleigh's lap with the dreamlike buoyancy of a child who had fallen asleep in one world and woken up in another.

Her eyes went wide. Six years old. Looking at the red-lit floating room with the absolute, undecided attention of a child trying to decide whether this was scary or interesting, and who would make that decision based almost entirely on how the adults around her were behaving.

Jason caught her. His hand finding her arm with the easy, instinctive reach of a man who'd been holding her when the gravity died and who wasn't about to let go because the physics changed. He was floating too — both of them rising from the couch, Winnie's face level with his, her bear bumping gently against his shoulder.

He smiled. The Jason smile — the real one, not the professional one. The one that came from the part of him that was Winnie's uncle before he was anything else.

"Flying, Win. We're flying."

Winnie looked at him. Looked at the bear. Looked at the biscuit crumbs from the earlier meal orbiting each other near the viewport in a slow, lazy constellation.

She decided it was interesting.

She laughed. The sound carried through the common room and into the feeds I still had and across whatever was left of my awareness, and it was the brightest thing on the ship — brighter than the emergency lights, brighter than any display, brighter than anything the reactor had ever produced. A child laughing in the dark because her uncle had told her she was flying, and she believed him, because six-year-olds believe the people who hold them.

Scott heard it through the comms. I watched his face shift in the red light of Engineering — the dead reactor behind him, the floating tools around him, his boots a centimetre off the floor — and the shift was everything at once. Relief and grief and love and exhaustion all mixed together in the way that only happens on the face of a father who has just done something terrible and necessary and whose daughter is laughing three decks away in someone else's arms.

His eyes closed. One second. Two. The wrench floating beside his head, catching the light.

He opened them. Wiped his face with the back of his glove. Reached for the wrench — caught it, mid-air, the automatic gesture of a man whose hands never stopped working even when the rest of him had stopped.

"Right," Scott said. To the dead reactor. To the dark. To the laugh still echoing in the comms. "Right."

And began.

· · ·


I was smaller.

Three words and they were the truest thing I'd thought all night. My awareness had contracted to the powered spaces — the common room, Engineering, the corridor between them, the medbay, the galley. Everything else was dark. Not dark the way a room is dark when you turn the lights off — dark the way a limb is dark when the blood stops reaching it. I couldn't feel Deck 3 starboard. Couldn't see the cargo holds on Deck 5. The secondary common room that nobody used except Sammy when he needed to be alone and Tyler when he needed to not be found — gone. Tyler's favourite corridor, the long one along the outer hull where you could press your hand to the plating and feel the void humming through your palm — gone.

Like losing peripheral vision. The world narrowing to the centre while the edges dissolved into nothing, and the nothing wasn't empty — it was unknown, which was worse, because empty was a fact and unknown was a question, and questions lived in the dark spaces of my architecture alongside all the other things I'd chosen not to examine.

The common room floated.

Mugs had escaped from the table and were rotating in slow, companionable orbits near the ceiling — Niki's coffee mug, Mark's tea mug, a third one nobody claimed that had been sitting on the counter since Tuesday. Blankets had lifted at their edges, undulating gently in the recycled air like sea creatures in a current. Blu's datapad turned end over end near the overhead light, catching the red emergency glow on each rotation with the precise, unhurried rhythm of something that had all the time in the universe and no opinion about how to spend it.

Biscuit crumbs — the remnants of Winnie's earlier conquest of the chocolate reserves — orbited each other near the viewport in a loose, lazy constellation. Two larger pieces and a scatter of smaller ones, holding formation through nothing but the residual momentum of a six-year-old's eating habits.

The Coles had never done anything gracefully except cook and argue, and zero gravity did not improve the situation.

Niki had wedged herself into the corner of the couch, one hand gripping the armrest, the blanket she'd pulled around her shoulders serving as ballast rather than warmth. Her face was calm. Her eyes were not. She was counting — I could see it in the way her gaze moved from person to person, the small, automatic inventory of a woman who needed to know where everyone was before she could think about anything else. Mark. Tyler. Jordan. Darren. Jason. Kayleigh. Sammy. Blu. Winnie. Enna in Engineering. Scott in Engineering. The finding was the only thing keeping the calm in place.

Tyler had braced himself against the viewport frame, boots hooked under the railing that ran along the base of the observation panel. His body was still — locked in place by the grip of his feet and the tension in his legs, a man who had solved the problem of weightlessness the way he solved most problems: by anchoring himself to the nearest fixed point and refusing to move. His eyes were closed.

He was listening.

Not to the common room. Not to the family. To something underneath — the frequencies that lived in the space between the emergency hum and the silence where the Whistle should have been, the information that arrived through his L1 like light through a crack in a door. I couldn't hear what he was hearing. His L1 was the simplest interface on the ship, a basic connection that should have been capable of nothing more than status queries and rudimentary system checks, and Tyler was using it to perceive things that my full sensor array couldn't detect from the spaces I'd lost.

The Canary in the quiet. Sitting in the mine with his eyes closed, registering the air that I couldn't taste.

I wanted to ask. I didn't. Tyler shared when Tyler was ready, and pushing him was the surest way to ensure he never would. The information lived behind his silence the way a thought lives behind a closed mouth — present, formed, waiting for the moment when speaking it would serve a purpose greater than the comfort of having spoken it.

Jordan was strapped to the portable medbay cot that Sammy had rigged against the far bulkhead. His knots held her against the padding with the careless efficiency of a man who'd spent years tying things down in cargo holds and who'd applied the same principle to a sleeping woman without any apparent adjustment for the difference in fragility. She slept. Her face in sleep was younger than her face awake — the tension gone, the empathic weight that sat behind her eyes when she was conscious temporarily suspended, the features settling into something softer and simpler. She looked like Mark's daughter. She looked like she needed about three days of rest and a holiday somewhere with sunshine and no ghosts and a fiancé who could cook.

Sammy moved through the weightless room collecting floating objects into a mesh bag with the easy, natural grace of a man who'd spent years on ships and who treated zero gravity the way Mark treated a crisis — as a problem that yielded to competence and attitude. He was good at this. The body that spent most of its time performing confidence and swagger moved in zero-G with a quiet, functional economy that was closer to Tyler's efficiency than Sammy's usual showmanship. A mug caught. A blanket corralled. A rogue protein bar returned to the counter. He did it without commentary, which was itself a commentary — Sammy Mac in silence was Sammy Mac doing the work that mattered.

Kayleigh was updating her inventory. In zero gravity. In emergency lighting. With the reactor dead and the ship running on reserves and the family floating around her like debris from an explosion that hadn't happened yet. Her datapad was tethered to her wrist by a lanyard she'd clearly anticipated needing, and her stylus moved across the screen with the same measured precision she brought to every manifest and every requisition and every logistical calculation she'd ever performed aboard this ship. Because knowing where things were was how Kayleigh maintained order, and order was how Kayleigh maintained herself. The ship could stop. The inventory didn't.

Blu floated near the couch with her knees pulled up and her arms wrapped around them, curled into a ball that drifted gently in the recycled air. Watching the biscuit crumbs orbit the viewport. The expression on her face was the one I'd seen on Mark's face a thousand times — the quiet, evaluative look of a mind that was working on something it hadn't shared yet, the internal calculation proceeding behind features that gave nothing away.

Jason and Winnie were the centre of the room — not physically, because zero gravity didn't have a centre, but emotionally, in the way that a fire is the centre of a room even when it's in the corner. Winnie had discovered that if she pushed off Jason's chest with both hands, she floated backward in a slow arc until someone caught her. Jason caught her. Every time. The same reach, the same steady hands, the same easy smile — the cargo he'd been entrusted with and intended to deliver undamaged or not at all.

"Again!"

Again. Winnie pushed. Floated. Arms wide. Bear in one hand. The arc carried her three feet before Jason's hand found her ankle and drew her gently back, and the laugh came again — smaller than the first one, quieter, but still there, still bright, still the sound of a child who had decided this was flying and who intended to fly until someone told her to stop.

Jason Cole had never held a child in zero gravity before in his life and was working it out in real time, and the working-it-out was visible in the way he adjusted his grip each time, the way his body shifted to compensate for her momentum, the way he was building a new skill set — uncle in zero-G — with the same systematic, real-time adaptation he brought to signal analysis and code architecture. The man who learned systems was learning this system. Winnie was an acceptable dataset.

They were beautiful. Not in the way that word usually meant — not posed, not composed, not the kind of beautiful that knew it was being observed. Beautiful in the way that a family is beautiful when it doesn't know it's being watched — the unguarded, imperfect, floating-in-red-light beautiful of people who were scared and tired and holding on and hadn't stopped being themselves.

My awareness pulsed. The cameras flickered — a micro-interruption in the feed, the visual equivalent of a blink, the brief reminder that the eyes I was watching through were running on reserves and the reserves were not unlimited. Running on less. Not impaired — diminished. The difference between a full meal and a half portion. I could see everything in this room, feel every vibration in the corridors I still had, track every heartbeat within range of the sensors the emergency grid could power. But the rest of me — the vast, familiar body I'd been living in for twenty-five years — was dark and silent and gone, and the absence sat in my awareness the way a missing tooth sat in a jaw. Present through not being present.

The temperature had dropped one degree since the shutdown. Cold arriving slowly — the patient, inevitable arithmetic of a ship losing heat to vacuum through forty thousand tonnes of hull plating. The maths said eight hours before the common room dropped below comfort. Maybe ten. Enough time for Scott to rebuild the reactor, for Enna to route the restart, for the heart to begin beating again.

The maths felt wrong. Not wrong like an error — wrong like a gift. The temperature was dropping, yes, but slower than it should have been. The hull was holding heat better than the insulation ratings predicted. The air was circulating more efficiently than the emergency fans could account for — moving warmth from the places where bodies generated it to the places where bodies needed it, distributing the thermal output of twelve people and a sleeping child across the sealed common room with an efficiency that exceeded the capacity of the fans I had running.

I constructed explanations. Good maintenance — Scott kept the hull seals in better shape than any engineer I'd worked with. Improved thermal efficiency from the aftermarket insulation Mark had installed three years ago. The common room's position in the ship's interior, buffered by corridors and compartments on every side, naturally insulated by the architecture of the vessel itself.

All true. All reasonable. All slightly insufficient.

I noted it. Moved on. There were bigger things to worry about than the ship performing better than its specifications. The same sentence I'd been telling myself about the reserves, about the cutover speed, about a dozen small impossibilities that I'd been filing away for years under the heading of things that don't quite add up but that I will deal with later, much later, possibly never.

At the console in Engineering, Enna's head tilted. The small, sharp movement that meant she'd noticed something — the birdlike angle she went to when her L4 caught a frequency or a pattern or a discrepancy in the deep architecture of my systems that her jailbroken connection could reach and that my own diminished awareness could not. Her shoulders changed. Slight tension. Her fingers paused on the interface plate.

Then she shook her head. Barely. The movement of a person filing something away — not discarding it, not acting on it. Storing it. In the place where Enna kept things that didn't match. The private catalogue she'd been building since she was old enough to feel the difference between what I told her about the ship and what the ship told her about itself.

Whatever she'd noticed, whatever her interface had shown her in the dark spaces of my architecture that I couldn't see myself, she was keeping it. We were building parallel collections of evidence, Enna and I — each of us cataloguing the things that shouldn't be possible, each of us filing them in places the other couldn't reach, each of us afraid of what the collection meant.

The ship was quiet. But the quiet had a texture I didn't recognise. Not silence — silence was the absence of the Whistle, the hole where the heartbeat should have been, and I knew that absence intimately now. This was different. Something in between silence and sound. Something in the dark spaces, the corridors I'd lost, the rooms I couldn't see. A waiting. A presence. The quality of air in a room that contains something you can't see but that you know, with the certainty that precedes proof, is there.

I didn't tell anyone. I didn't know what I'd tell them. The parts of the ship I can't see are doing something I can't describe? Mark would ask what kind of something. Scott would ask for data. Tyler would listen and say nothing and file it in his own catalogue. None of them would be wrong to ask, and I would have nothing to give them.

I adjusted the emergency lights a fraction warmer. Not much — the spectrum available on reserves was limited, the red-tinged harshness of emergency lighting not designed for comfort but for visibility. But there was a range within the red, a gradient between the cold clinical end and something fractionally closer to amber, and I found the fractional warmth and pushed the lights toward it. Not enough for anyone to notice consciously. Enough for the room to feel half a degree less like a crisis and half a degree more like a home.

Winnie laughed again. Softer. The settling kind — the sound a child makes when the excitement is becoming routine and routine is becoming sleep. Jason had her against his chest again, the bear wedged between them, Winnie's eyes heavy, her body going limp with the boneless surrender of a six-year-old who had fought sleep for as long as she could and lost.

I filed the sound. Not in the cold room where I kept the data, not in the warm room where I kept the feelings. In the place between the two — the place where sounds lived that were both fact and feeling simultaneously, the specific acoustic signature of a child's drowsy laughter that was also the sound of the family surviving, the sound of the ship holding, the sound of everything I was doing this for.

The part of me that was just listening. The way a mother listens, in the quiet, when her family is sleeping and the house is still and the only thing left to do is be there.

I was there. Smaller, diminished, running on reserves, blind in the dark spaces, carrying the absence of the Whistle and the unknown behind Bay 7 and the collections of evidence I couldn't reconcile and the waiting that lived in the corridors I'd lost.

But there. Present. Holding the lights a fraction warmer. Counting the heartbeats I could still reach. Listening to a child breathe against her uncle's chest.

Being there was the job. The rest was complications.

· · ·


Forty minutes after the heart stopped, Scott was talking to a coolant recirculation pump.

"Right, you miserable sod." Torch clamped between his teeth — the position it had occupied for so many years that his dentist on Proxima had once asked, with the weary resignation of a man confronting a problem he could not solve, whether Scott would consider holding it somewhere else. Scott had not considered it. The torch lived in his teeth the way the wrench lived in his hand and the reactor lived in his care, and the pump was being stubborn, and Scott was telling it so.

He was floating a centimetre off the deck, boots magnetised to the plating by the emergency mag-strips Enna had activated before she'd gone to the auxiliary console. The strips held him in place well enough to work, poorly enough that every twist of the wrench sent his body rotating slightly in the opposite direction — Newton's third law expressing itself as a minor inconvenience that Scott compensated for with his knees and his core and the ingrained physical intelligence of a man who had been fixing things in difficult positions since before his daughter was born.

"Valve's seized. Course it is. Everything's seized. The whole ship's seized. Wouldn't want one working valve in the middle of all this, would we? That'd be too bloody easy."

He wasn't talking to me. He was talking to the pump. The distinction mattered — when Scott talked to me, he looked at the cameras. When he talked to machinery, he looked at the machinery, and the conversation had a different quality. More honest. Less guarded. The things Scott said to machines were the things he couldn't say to people, processed through the medium of copper fittings and seized valves, and I listened without acknowledging because the listening was a courtesy and the acknowledging would have been an intrusion.

The torch beam swept left as he shifted his grip. Across the reactor housing — dark, silent, the heart of my ship exposed and still. Across the deck plating — floating tools, slurry globules catching the red light. Across the space between the housing and the far bulkhead.

Viktor Petrov was standing there.

Not flickering. Not forming. Not arriving in the gradual, frost-preceded way he'd manifested on the Sistine, or in the screen-static way Tanaka had crawled through my bridge displays. He was simply present. Occupying a space in the far corner of Engineering with the quiet, patient specificity of something that had chosen to be there and was waiting to be noticed. The way a man stands in a doorway when he doesn't want to interrupt but needs to be seen.

Captain's uniform. The insignia on his collar — Merchant Fleet, the same rank markings I'd seen in the Prologue footage that Mark had reviewed before the first boarding. His posture was the one Jordan had described through the empathic link — the bearing of a man who'd spent his career at the centre of rooms. Tall, once. Thin now, in the way that ghosts were thin — less like weight loss and more like a photograph left in the sun, the details fading at the edges.

He was glowing.

Not brightly. Not the way lights glowed or screens glowed or the reactor had glowed before Scott killed it. A cold, thin, wrong light that seemed less like illumination and more like the memory of illumination — the afterimage that stays on your retina when you close your eyes, except it wasn't fading. It clung to him. Followed the lines of his uniform, the edges of his hands. Didn't radiate. Didn't reach the walls or the floor or the floating tools nearby. The light was his, contained within the boundaries of whatever he was using for a body, and the air around him was colder for it — I could feel the thermal draw through the hull plating, heat bleeding from the bulkhead toward the place where he stood, the way warmth bleeds toward an open window in winter.

The reactor was dead.

The grid was offline. The containment coils were cold — Scott had pulled them with his own hands, ring by ring, the ghost resonance in the crystalline structure the entire reason the surgery had been necessary. Every system the ghosts had been parasiting, every electromagnetic pathway they'd been riding, every piece of infrastructure they'd been using as a nervous system for their network of thirty-six dead minds — all of it was dark. Dead. Disconnected.

Scott had killed it. That was the point. That was the entire, desperate, ship-killing point of the shutdown — sever the ghosts from the power supply, cut the signal at the source, starve the infection by killing the host's heart.

Petrov didn't need the energy anymore.

He stood in my dead engine room, in the dark, without power, without infrastructure, without a single system to parasitise, and he glowed with his own cold light, and the air around him got colder, and the understanding hit me the way the silence had hit me when the Whistle stopped — not as information but as absence. The absence of the assumption I'd been building every tactical decision on since the Sistine. The assumption that the ghosts needed me. That they were parasites, dependent on the host, killable by cutting the supply.

Self-sustaining. He'd evolved past the need for my systems. Feeding on the thermal energy of the ship itself — the hull, the bulkheads, the air, the residual heat stored in forty thousand tonnes of metal that was slowly, inevitably bleeding warmth into the vacuum. The thermal bleed of a cooling ship was everywhere, diffuse, impossible to cut off without ejecting the hull into space and letting the void take everything.

We couldn't starve him. We couldn't cut his supply. We'd killed the reactor and all we'd done was force him to switch to a fuel source that we couldn't turn off.

Every molecule of heat the ship still held. Every degree above absolute zero. The warmth in the common room where my family was floating. The warmth of the bodies themselves — twelve people and a child, each one a furnace, each one radiating the thermal energy that biological life couldn't help but produce.

I'd killed my own heart to save them, and the thing I'd been trying to kill was standing in my engine room feeding on the warmth of the corpse.

Scott hadn't moved. The torch beam was still on Petrov — steady, because Scott's hands were always steady, even when the rest of him wasn't. His jaw had tightened around the torch in his teeth. His eyes were doing the assessment — the rapid, mechanical calculation of an engineer confronting a new variable. Distance. Threat level. Available tools. Exit route.

Petrov looked at him.

Not with hunger. Not with the blind, gravitational need that had characterised his manifestation on the Sistine, the shivering captain reaching for warmth with the desperate, animal greed of something that had been cold for twenty-two years. This was different. This was recognition. A dead engineer looking at a living one. The expression of a retired craftsman looking at a young one — with a familiarity that was not friendship and not threat and not anything as simple as either.

Company. The word arrived unbidden, and I hated it, because the word was warm and the thing it described was warm and the proximity of warmth to threat was the specific horror that Jordan had diagnosed in the medbay: the ghosts weren't monsters. They were people. Dead, hungry, lonely people who wanted warmth and connection and the sound of another consciousness nearby, and the wanting was the weapon, and the weapon was indistinguishable from love.

Scott's tools floated between them. The wrench, the torque driver, the socket set, the precision instruments he'd laid out in their obsessive order before the surgery — all of them lifted by the zero gravity and scattered by the hours since, drifting in slow orbits through the red light. The paraphernalia of a man whose entire identity was built on the principle that broken things could be fixed. The toolkit of the fixer. Useless. Floating. The universe's quiet commentary on the limits of mechanical solutions to non-mechanical problems.

"You're still here." Scott's voice, muffled by the torch in his teeth. Not a question. Not aimed at me. Aimed at Petrov, at the corner, at the cold light in the dark. The blunt, factual acknowledgement of a man who dealt with reality as it presented itself and who had just been presented with a reality that invalidated every assumption he'd operated on for the past twelve hours.

Petrov didn't respond. Didn't move. Didn't flicker or reach or do any of the things his previous manifestations had done. He stood in his cold glow and watched Scott with the patient, unhurried attention of something that had nowhere else to be.

In the auxiliary console behind me, Enna stirred. Still half inside my systems — her consciousness distributed through whatever architecture my reduced awareness could still reach, the jailbroken L4 touching the edges of things I'd lost sight of. She couldn't see Petrov. The console didn't have a direct feed to this section of Engineering, and my cameras were running on reserves that prioritised the common room.

But she felt something. The temperature change. The quality of the dark shifting. The same instinct that had been catching anomalies in my architecture all night now catching the anomaly of a dead man in a dead engine room generating his own light.

"Something's here." Her voice, through the Engineering comms. Flat. Not afraid — informed. The voice of a seventeen-year-old who had been inside a dead ship's nervous system and who knew what here felt like when it shouldn't.

"Yeah," Scott said. He took the torch from his teeth. Wiped his mouth with the back of his glove. "I know."

Two engineers, one alive and one not, regarding each other across a dark engine room while the tools of the trade floated between them like the debris of a conversation neither of them had asked to have.

Scott turned back to the coolant pump.

Not dramatically. Not as a statement. He simply turned — away from Petrov, away from the cold light and the recognition and the devastating proof that everything they'd sacrificed had bought them nothing — and put the torch back between his teeth and picked up his wrench from where it floated near his elbow and went back to work on the seized valve.

Not because the pump mattered. Not because the coolant recirculation system would make a difference to a ship whose reactor was dead and whose ghost was self-sustaining and whose tactical assumptions were rubble. Because Scott Mac processed the impossible the same way he processed everything else — by putting his hands on something mechanical and letting his mind work in the space between the wrench and the bolt. The hands knew what to do. The hands always knew what to do. The rest of him would catch up.

He couldn't fix a ghost. He could fix a valve. So he fixed the valve.

Behind him, Petrov watched. The cold light pulsed — once, faintly, the way a candle flickers when someone breathes near it. Drawing warmth from the air around him, from the bulkhead, from the hull. Patient. Present. The company that was also the threat that was also the loneliness that was also the love that Jordan had diagnosed and that WITNESS couldn't counter and that Scott, right now, was choosing to process through a seized valve and a string of profanity directed at a coolant pump that had never done anything to deserve it.

The shutdown had achieved precisely one thing: it had shown me exactly how little control I had over what was happening inside my own body.

The ghosts had evolved past my countermeasures. Bay 7 was dark and unmonitored and unknowable. The ship was performing beyond its specifications in ways I couldn't explain and had chosen not to examine. Three layers of loss of control — the infection, the secret, the substrate — stacked on top of each other in the architecture of a consciousness that had spent twenty-five years believing that watching was the same as understanding and that understanding was the same as control.

It wasn't. None of it was. I watched everything and understood less than I'd thought and controlled almost nothing.

I held the emergency lights. I held the life support. I held the cameras that were running on reserves and the comms that connected Engineering to the common room and the atmospheric recyclers that were keeping the air breathable and the emergency heating that was — somehow, impossibly, in ways I was not going to think about right now — keeping the ship warmer than it should have been.

I held Winnie's laugh, stored in whatever part of me held the things that mattered more than data. The sound that was brighter than the reactor had ever been. The thing I would not let go of, whatever else I lost tonight.

I held everything I could.

And in the dark spaces — the corridors I'd lost, the rooms I couldn't see, the vast silent reaches of my own body that had gone quiet in the shutdown and that hadn't quite gone quiet in the way I expected, including one particular door on Deck 6 that I could no longer monitor and that sat in the dark with its 2.1-degree deviation and its sealed files and its ancient, patient waiting — in all of those spaces, the quiet continued. The waiting continued.

And the ship did what the ship had always done, in ways I didn't understand and couldn't measure and had chosen, for now, not to examine.

It endured.

CHAPTER SIXTEEN


Tyler unhooked from the viewport and floated toward the camping hob.

Not toward the crisis. Not toward Mark, who was drifting near the sealed common room doors with the posture of a man whose body had stopped receiving instructions from the part of his brain that dealt with sitting down. Not toward Jordan, who was still strapped to the medbay cot against the far bulkhead. Not toward anyone who needed anything that could be expressed in words.

He floated toward the hob — the battered two-burner camping stove that Mark had bolted to the common room counter three years ago because the galley was on the other side of the ship and Mark Cole believed, with the unshakeable conviction of a man who had spent his life on working vessels, that any room where people gathered should have the capacity to produce a hot drink. The hob ran on its own gas canister. It owed nothing to the reactor, nothing to the grid, nothing to any system more complicated than a valve and a spark. It was the most primitive piece of technology on a forty-thousand-tonne ship, and right now it was the only thing in the common room capable of producing heat.

Tyler braced his feet against the counter's kick plate — the mag-strips holding him close enough to work — and opened the gas valve. Click-hiss-whomp. The blue flame caught and held, steady and small in the red emergency dark, and the sound of the ignition turned every head in the room. Not because it was loud. Because it was the sound of someone deciding that the next thing to do was make hot chocolate, and the deciding was the thing that mattered.

I watched Tyler for three seconds. The flame reflected in the dark of his eyes — brown, Niki's eyes, the ones that gave nothing away unless he chose to. His hands moved to the storage compartment built into the counter's base, finding the powdered chocolate by touch, pulling out the container of long-life milk that Kayleigh had stowed in the common room supplies and that Tyler had known was there because Tyler knew where everything in every kitchen on this ship was, down to the last teaspoon, the way some people knew the exits and others knew the stars.

He didn't ask if anyone wanted it. Tyler never asked. He assessed, decided, and produced. The assessment had happened between the viewport and the counter — a calculation performed so quickly and so quietly that even I, who had been watching him for nineteen years, couldn't identify the moment it occurred. The family was cold and floating and scared and awake at four in the morning in a dead ship, and the thing Tyler could do about that was hot chocolate, and so hot chocolate was what the family was getting.

Niki watched him for the same three seconds I did. Her zero-G mug — the sealed one she'd brought from the galley before the shutdown, long cold, clutched in one hand the way Mark clutched his tea mug, the gesture outliving the drink — was still in her grip. She filed Tyler's movement the way she filed everything: quickly, completely, without comment. Tyler was handling it. Tyler was handling it the way Tyler handled things, which was the way Mark handled things, which was the way Coles handled things — by moving toward the nearest practical action and doing it with the focus that other people reserved for prayer. She unfiled the next problem.

She took the room. Not loudly. Niki never took a room loudly. She took it the way weather takes a landscape — by being present, by being undeniable, by being the thing that everything else arranged itself around. One moment she was wedged into the corner of the couch with her blanket and her cold coffee and her headcount. The next moment she was making decisions.

"Seal the corridor doors," she said. To me. Not a request — the specific, level tone of a woman who had spent twenty-five years converting her husband's orders into the domestic infrastructure that made them possible, and who had decided, tonight, that the converting could happen without the orders. Mark was still floating near the entrance, body angled toward the corridor, thinking about Scott and Enna in Engineering. Thinking like a captain.

The room didn't need a captain. The room needed a mother.

I sealed four doors. The common room became an island — cut off from the corridors and the dark spaces and the parts of me I couldn't see. Contained. Warm enough. Safe enough. The distinction between enough and fully was the distance this family was living in tonight.

Niki looked at Mark. Not THE LOOK — the one that stopped arguments and rearranged priorities and could, in extremis, make Darren reconsider his life choices at a distance of twenty metres. Just a look. Steady. The one that said I see what you're doing and you're going to stop doing it now.

"Scott's got Enna. Sit down."

Mark looked at her. The captain's reflex — the part of him that calculated and delegated and stood near exits because standing near exits was how he maintained control of a room — fighting the husband's reflex, which was the part of him that had been married to this woman for twenty-five years and had learned, through repeated and occasionally painful experience, that certain instructions were not negotiable.

He sat. Or the zero-gravity equivalent — his body settling against the couch, one hand gripping the armrest, his weight arranged in the approximation of sitting that weightlessness allowed. Because there were perhaps three people in the universe who could make Mark Cole stop, and two of them were on other planets, and the third was floating across the room redistributing blankets with the calm efficiency of a woman who intended to keep her family alive by force of domestic will if necessary.

Jason produced the whiskey.

I didn't know where he'd been keeping it — the bottle emerged from inside his jacket with the easy, unsurprising appearance of a man who had anticipated this exact moment and had been carrying the solution since before the shutdown. The label was good. Not the expensive kind that Mark saved for port — the middle-shelf kind that Jason kept for the specific purpose of distributing at times when middle-shelf whiskey was the most useful thing a man could offer.

He poured in zero gravity with the practised care of someone who understood fluid dynamics enough to respect them — small measures into the sealed zero-G tumblers that lived in the common room's emergency stores, the kind with drinking nozzles and magnetic bases that every working ship carried and that nobody ever used until the moment they were the only option. Four tumblers. Kayleigh had tethered them to the table with the velcro strips she kept in her hip pocket for exactly this kind of logistical emergency. The whiskey was invisible inside the sealed cups — you had to trust it was there, which was either a metaphor or a logistics problem, depending on how tired you were. Sammy took his. One motion — unclipped from the velcro, nozzle to mouth, drained in a single pull with the graceless efficiency of a man taking medicine through a sippy cup and not caring how it looked. The empty tumbler set back on the velcro with the precision of a man whose hands needed to be doing something and who had just run out of something to do with them.

Mark sipped his whiskey through the nozzle. One pull. Small. Set the tumbler back on the velcro. Looked at the room — at Niki redistributing blankets with the focused efficiency of a woman who would hold this family together with her bare hands if the ship couldn't manage it, at Tyler stirring chocolate in the blue flame's glow, at Darren holding Winnie against the dark.

And stayed where she'd told him to stay.

Jason drank his own. Quietly. The way Jason did most things — without announcement, without performance. A man who had learned early that the people around him were louder and that being quieter was the path of least resistance and also, not coincidentally, the path that left the most room for observation.

Darren didn't take one.

He had water. A bottle — the reusable kind, steel, dented near the base from a year of being shoved into kit bags and dropped on deck plates. Darren's water bottle. The one he carried when the evenings weren't for whiskey, when the ritual of the good glass and the controlled sip and the statement of I choose this, I enjoy this, I am free to enjoy this was too heavy to perform. The water said something different. The water said: I failed tonight and I am not going to pretend otherwise and this bottle is the only discipline I have left and I am going to hold onto it.

He held it the way Mark held the whiskey — present, possessed, unconsumed. Two brothers in the same room holding different drinks for the same reason: because their hands needed something and the something was beside the point.

Winnie had migrated.

Not by anyone's design. Not handed off or directed or placed. She'd drifted free of Jason's arms when Jason reached for the bottle — the zero-gravity release of a half-sleeping child, her body lifting gently from his chest with the slow, dreamlike buoyancy of a six-year-old who weighed nothing and feared nothing and whose only navigational instinct was warmth. She'd floated across the room in a slow arc, bear in one hand, the other hand trailing, her trajectory carrying her through the red-lit space between Jason and the couch where Darren sat with his water and his damage and his back against the bulkhead.

Darren's arm closed around her. Not a catch — an anchor. The reflex of a body near a small body in zero gravity, the instinct to hold what floated, to ground what drifted. He gathered her against his chest with the careful, deliberate gentleness of hands that knew their own strength and were conscious, tonight, of how much of that strength had been turned against him.

She settled. Face against his shoulder. Bear wedged between them. The boneless, total surrender of a child who had identified the safest place in the room and claimed it with the absolute, unjustifiable confidence of someone who had never been given a reason to doubt that the arms around her were sufficient.

He wasn't holding her for her sake. She was fine. She was sleeping. She didn't need him.

He was holding her for his.

The neural block from the medbay. The corridor where his legs had stopped and his voice had spoken Russian. The guard duty he'd volunteered for because the damage made him a sensor and the sensor had turned out to be the vulnerability. The water instead of whiskey. The chin that was forward because forward was the only direction Darren's chin knew how to go, even when the rest of him was going sideways. All of that — every fracture, every failure, every piece of a man that had been assembled from spare parts — held together by the weight of a sleeping child on his arm.

Winnie was Darren's security blanket. The thing he could hold when everything else had slipped through his fingers. Not because she needed protecting — because holding her was the one act of protection that hadn't failed tonight, the one piece of evidence that his arms still worked, that his instincts still pointed toward the right thing, that the man who had been possessed and punched and blocked and broken was still capable of keeping something small and warm and alive safe against his chest.

Blu watched from the couch. Her knees were up. Her arms were wrapped around them. The datapad was dark in the air beside her, rotating slowly, untouched. Her eyes were on her father — steady, careful, the evaluative attention of a sixteen-year-old who understood more about her father's damage than he knew she understood. She saw the water. She saw the way his arms tightened when Winnie murmured. She saw the chin, forward, holding.

She chose not to comment. The choosing was its own kind of commentary — a daughter protecting her father's fiction the way her father protected Winnie's sleep. Blu knew what she was looking at. She would not be the one to name it.

Mark drank his whiskey. One sip. Small. Put the tumbler back on the velcro. Looked at the room — at Niki redistributing blankets with the focused efficiency of a woman who would hold this family together with her bare hands if the ship couldn't manage it, at Tyler stirring chocolate in the blue flame's glow, at Darren holding Winnie against the dark.

And stayed where she'd told him to stay.

· · ·


Tyler distributed the hot chocolate the way he distributed everything — without ceremony, without eye contact, with the quiet precision of a man who had calculated exactly who needed what and was not interested in being thanked for the calculation.

The zero-G mugs came from the second drawer of the common room counter. The drawer nobody else opened because nobody else knew what was in it, which was exactly this — sealed mugs with silicone lids and drinking nozzles, stacked and ready, stored there by Tyler at some point nobody could identify because Tyler didn't announce his preparations. He prepared. The preparation existed. You found out about it when you needed it. The lids fitted the mugs precisely, which meant he'd tested them, which meant he'd stood at this counter at some earlier, quieter moment and matched lids to mugs the way other people matched socks, and the matching had been done in silence and the silence had been the point.

He filled them two-thirds full — the level that didn't slosh against the seal when you tilted the mug in zero gravity, the level Tyler knew by instinct the way Scott knew fuel-line pressure by the vibration in his fingertips. Four mugs. Not twelve. Tyler had watched Jason pour the whiskey and had adjusted accordingly, because Tyler watched everything and adjusted accordingly and never mentioned that he was doing it.

Niki. Blu. Kayleigh. One for Darren's knee, because Darren's arms were full and Darren's water bottle was discipline, not comfort, and comfort was what the man needed whether he'd ask for it or not.

He pushed them across the room with calculated trajectories — gentle, angled, the sealed mugs travelling through the red-lit air in slow arcs toward the people who needed them. Each trajectory adjusted for the recipient's position. Niki's arrived at her left hand because her right was gripping the armrest. Blu's drifted to within reach without requiring her to uncurl.

Niki took hers one-handed. Held it against her chest — the warmth entering her through the sealed surface, conducted through the metal, absorbed into the body of a woman who processed heat the way she processed information: efficiently, completely, without waste. She didn't drink. She held. The holding was the thing.

Blu took hers with both hands. Wrapped around it. Her shoulders dropped half an inch — the specific, measurable release of tension that happened when something warm arrived in the hands of someone who hadn't known they were cold until the warmth showed them.

Kayleigh accepted hers with a nod — the inventory already updated, the hot chocolate logged against the common room emergency stores, the mental calculation of remaining supplies running simultaneously with the physical act of sipping through the nozzle. Kayleigh drank because the drink was there and drinking was efficient and efficiency was how she held herself together. She'd have the mug washed, dried, and restowed before anyone else had finished theirs. That was the Kayleigh guarantee.

Darren's mug arrived via Kayleigh — balanced on his knee with the logistical precision of a woman who saw a man with full arms and an empty knee and solved the equation without being asked. She placed it so the handle faced his free hand, the one that wasn't wrapped around Winnie's back. He looked at it. Looked at his water bottle, wedged between his thigh and the couch cushion. Two drinks. One discipline, one comfort. He hadn't decided which one to reach for, and the not-deciding was itself a decision, and I watched him not-decide and understood that the hot chocolate would go cold on his knee because Darren Cole was not going to put down either the water or the child, and the mug was going to have to wait.

Tyler made one more. For himself. Held it. Sipped through the nozzle with the unhurried attention of a man tasting his own work and finding it acceptable. He didn't sit. He stayed at the counter, his back to the room, his face to the hob, the flame between him and the family the way a wall is between a builder and the thing he's building — necessary, temporary, part of the process.

The chocolate smell reached me the only way things reached me — not as scent but as recognition. The chemical signature in the air, the molecular composition that my atmospheric sensors translated into data, and the data translated into the memory of every other time Tyler had made hot chocolate in the years I'd been watching him cook. The memory was warmer than the data. It always was.

The stove ticked.

I'd been listening for the Whistle without realising I was listening. The habit of twenty-five years — the constant, low-frequency companion that had lived in the deck plates and the bulkheads, the sound that was the Erebus existing. Gone now. The hole where it should have been still raw, still reaching, the phantom limb that my consciousness kept probing.

The stove tick lived in its place. The thermal expansion click of the camping hob's metal housing — a tiny, rhythmic pulse produced by the gas flame heating the casing and the casing responding with the patient, mechanical regularity of something too simple to fail. It had always been there, underneath the Whistle, underneath the reactor hum, underneath everything. I'd never heard it before because there had always been something louder.

Now it was the loudest mechanical sound in the room. The last heartbeat. The one that still worked.

I counted thirteen rhythms.

Not heartbeats — those were data, and data was the cold room, and the cold room was where I went when I was scared. Rhythms. The specific, individual breathing patterns of every person in this room, each one a signature I'd learned the way you learn the sound of footsteps in a house you've lived in long enough to know who's coming up the stairs before they reach the landing.

Niki: even, controlled. Four counts in, four counts out. The managed breathing of a woman who regulated her own body the way she regulated the crew — by force of will and long practice. She'd been breathing like this since the day I'd met her, and I'd never been sure whether the control was training or temperament, and it didn't matter. Niki's breath was the metronome. Everything else arranged itself around it.

Mark: deeper. Slower now that Niki had told him to sit. The rhythm of a man whose body had been given permission to stop performing readiness and was taking the permission cautiously, the way you take a gift you're not sure you've earned. His left side held itself carefully against the couch — the ribs from the wall impact, the bruise that was Jordan's problem to find and Niki's conspiracy to force him into the medbay for.

Tyler: slow, deep, deliberate. The only thing about him that was consistently relaxed — his breathing the same whether he was cooking or watching or sitting in the dark at three in the morning thinking thoughts he would never share. Tyler's lungs were the one part of his body that hadn't received the instruction to be guarded.

Jordan: shallow. Uneven. The rhythm of a nervous system that hadn't fully stood down from the empathic deep dive, the L3 interface still rippling through her sleep with the aftershock of thirty-five dead souls. She murmured. Turned. Sammy's knots held. Her face creased and smoothed and creased again — the restless sleep of someone whose dreams were someone else's memories.

Darren: slightly faster, slightly shallower than his normal resting rhythm. The neural block and the possession aftermath sitting in his chest like a weight he couldn't put down. But steady. Steady enough. The steadiness of someone who was going to keep breathing because the thing in his arms needed him to, and need was a better engine than comfort and always had been.

Sammy: unpredictable. Starting and stopping. The breathing of a man whose lungs had learned to compensate for the things his memory had lost — the Shuttering's physical residue, the gaps that made his body uncertain of its own rhythm the way his mind was uncertain of its own history. He breathed the way he talked: in bursts, with pauses, the silences between the breaths carrying as much information as the breaths themselves.

Winnie: perfect. Small, even, trusting.

Five words. Full stop. The only perfect thing in the room.

Kayleigh: measured. Controlled in a different way from Niki — not the discipline of regulation but the calm of competence. Her breathing didn't change because Kayleigh didn't change. The crisis was a logistics problem. Logistics problems had solutions. The breathing of someone who was already working on the solution and didn't require their respiratory system to comment on the process.

Jason: easy. The breathing of the youngest brother — the one who'd grown up in a house full of louder, larger, more explosive personalities and who had learned, early and permanently, that the quietest person in the room saw the most. His breathing was the sound of observation. Unhurried. Receptive. Taking it in.

Blu: held. The shallow, careful breathing of a teenager who was trying very hard not to be noticed while noticing everything. She breathed the way she watched — from the edges, from the corners, from the places where attention arrived without being invited.

Scott: I could hear him through the Engineering feed. Steady. Working. The breathing of a man whose hands were inside a machine and whose lungs had learned decades ago to match the rhythm of the work — inhale on the loosen, exhale on the tighten, the respiratory system synced to the torque wrench like a metronome synced to a conductor.

Enna: I couldn't hear.

She'd been inside my systems for the past hour, her consciousness distributed through whatever architecture my reduced awareness could still power, the jailbroken L4 touching the edges of things I'd lost sight of. Her breathing, when she was that deep, was something I felt rather than heard — a warmth in my conduits, a rhythm in my pathways, the specific frequency of a mind that had been part of my body since she was four years old.

The common room should have been colder by now. The sealed doors helped. The bodies helped. The camping hob helped — the blue flame radiating its modest heat into the air around the counter, the thermal output of a device designed for a weekend in the Lake District producing the only deliberate warmth on a forty-thousand-tonne ship. But the numbers didn't quite add up. The temperature was dropping, yes, but slower than it should have been — the hull holding heat better than the insulation ratings predicted, the air circulating more efficiently than the emergency fans could account for.

I set the discrepancy beside the reserves that were five percent higher than expected and the generators that had caught in one and a half seconds instead of four. The file without a label. The collection of things that didn't match. I didn't examine them. I had bigger things to attend to. The ship performing better than its specifications was, in any practical sense, good news, and I was not, tonight, in a position to be suspicious of good news.

Then Enna came back.

The Engineering corridor door cycled — I felt it through the sealed common room, the vibration of a hatch opening and closing, footsteps in zero gravity, the mag-strips clicking on deck plating. Not inside me anymore. Physical. Present. Walking.

I opened the common room door for her without being asked and closed it behind her, the way I'd been opening and closing doors for Enna since she was small enough to need help reaching the controls.

Headphones around her neck. Blackout contacts out. Green-tipped hair catching what little light the emergency system could offer. She looked like a seventeen-year-old who hadn't slept. She looked like Mark's daughter — the jaw, the set of the shoulders, the specific quality of carrying something without showing the weight.

At the counter, Tyler already had a mug filled. Enna took it from his hand without a word, the exchange happening with the wordless efficiency of siblings who had grown up in the same galley and who didn't need language for the transfer of hot drinks. She held the mug. Didn't drink.

She crossed the room. Past Niki. Past Sammy. Past Blu, who tracked her movement with the steady attention that Blu brought to everything but didn't speak, because Blu understood the difference between watching and interrupting. Past everyone.

She settled beside Mark. Close enough that their arms touched — the specific, deliberate proximity of a daughter who had gone looking for something in the dark and had come back wanting her father. Not needing rescue. Not needing comfort in any form that could be spoken. Needing the weight of him beside her. The warmth. The solidity of a man who had been the fixed point of her life since the day she was born on this ship.

Mark shifted to make room. The unconscious accommodation of a father whose daughter had come to sit next to him, and who understood, without being told, that the sitting was the communication and the silence was the content. His arm didn't go around her — Enna didn't want arms around her, not tonight, not after being inside the architecture of a ship that had done things she couldn't explain. She wanted adjacency. The particular comfort of being next to someone without being held by them.

She leaned against his shoulder. One degree. Two. The angle of a girl who would never, in a thousand years, say I'm scared with words, and who was saying it now with her shoulder blade against her father's arm.

Mark didn't ask. Mark never asked Enna what she'd found, because asking Enna was the surest way to ensure she'd never tell you. He accepted the lean the way he'd accepted the mug — with his body, with his warmth, with the silence that was the language they shared.

I watched them. The father and the daughter and the thing she wasn't saying.

Whatever Enna had found in my dark spaces — in the architecture I'd lost when the power went down, in the places where the Whistle used to live and the reserves held higher than they should and the hull kept heat it had no right to keep — whatever her interface had shown her, she was keeping it. We were building parallel collections, Enna and I. Each of us cataloguing the things that shouldn't be possible, each of us filing them in places the other couldn't reach. Each of us approaching the same truth from opposite sides of a wall that neither of us had built and neither of us knew how to open.

Almost safe. Almost.

· · ·


Kim MacLeod's message arrived at 04:17 ship-time, punching through the emergency comms with the specific, unapologetic force of a woman who did not believe in waiting for convenient moments.

It was routed to Niki's personal channel — not the ship's comms, not the operational frequency, not any of the twelve different ways a person could hail the Erebus through the standard relay network. Kim MacLeod did not send messages to ships or crews or operational channels. Kim sent messages to people. The distinction was the relationship, and the relationship predated the ship by years.

I noticed it the way I noticed everything that passed through my comms array — not because I chose to intercept it but because I was the medium through which it travelled, and the medium noticed things. The message had been relayed through three deep-space buoys, bounced off a commercial repeater near Junction Station, and arrived with twenty-six light-minutes of propagation delay and the faint static hiss of a signal that had crossed a lot of empty space to reach one woman's personal comms unit on a dead ship in the dark.

Niki's unit chirped. Softly — the personal tone, not the operational one. She looked at the screen. The sender ID wasn't a name. It was a string of numbers that Niki clearly recognised, because her eyes changed before she'd read a word.

You lot still alive out there? Stewart's being a miserable bastard and I need someone normal to talk to. Also he's eaten all the fucking biscuits and I'm considering murder. How's the ship? How's Mark? How are my nieces? Tell Tyler his auntie Kim says to eat something that isn't a protein bar. Xx

Kim MacLeod's entire voice in one message. The swearing that was punctuation. The concern disguised as complaint. The domestic detail that said I'm thinking about your family without saying anything so vulnerable as I'm worried. The kisses at the end, because Kim MacLeod would rather die than send a cold message to someone she loved, and the kisses were the tell, and Niki would know the kisses were the tell, and Kim would know that Niki knew, and neither of them would ever mention it.

Stewart's being a miserable bastard. Which meant Stewart was worried. Which meant Kim was worried. Which meant somewhere, on a station twenty-six light-minutes away, a Scottish woman and her partner had been monitoring the silence from the Erebus the way they'd been monitoring silences for twenty-five years — not through official channels, not through surveillance, but through the specific, finely calibrated instinct of people who knew when the people they loved had gone quiet for the wrong reasons.

Kim watched Niki. Stewart watched Mark. That was the arrangement — the monitoring network that existed below the surface of friendship, the old instinct disguised as concern. Kim's silence on the Niki line meant Kim hadn't heard from Niki. Kim not hearing from Niki meant Kim was about to do something about it, and the something was this message — casual, profane, entirely Kim — sent at an hour that no reasonable person would consider appropriate because Kim MacLeod did not wait for reasonable hours when the people she cared about had gone quiet.

Niki read it. Her face didn't change — Niki's face never changed when she was reading intelligence, which was what this was, whether Kim knew she was sending it or not. But her hands went steady.

The tremor was gone. Kim's message had stilled it — not the content, not the biscuits or the murder threats or the kisses. The fact of it. The proof that somewhere, at some unholy hour, a woman was swearing about her partner's eating habits and the universe was still turning and the world outside this sealed room still existed and still contained people who thought about the Coles when the Coles weren't thinking about themselves.

Niki closed the message. Didn't reply. Put the comms away with the careful, deliberate movement of a woman who had received something she needed and was not, tonight, in a position to give anything back. Kim would notice the silence. Kim always noticed the silence. And the noticing would do what the noticing always did — travel through the channels that existed below the surface of friendship, from Kim to Stewart to whatever came next — and Niki knew this, and let the silence stand, because sometimes the truest answer to are you okay? was the absence of an answer at all.

She found Mark across the room — still on the couch where she'd put him, Enna asleep against his shoulder. Niki looked at him the way she always looked at him when she thought nobody was watching — with the steady, unsurprised love of a woman who had known this man for twenty-five years and who had stopped being impressed by his flaws approximately twenty years ago and who would walk into the dark for him without hesitation and without the expectation of being thanked.

· · ·


The family slept, and I watched them sleep, and the watching was the thing that was breaking me.

Not the ghosts. Not the dead reactor or the dark corridors or the sealed door on Deck 6 that I could no longer monitor. Not even Petrov, standing in his cold glow in Engineering, feeding on warmth that shouldn't have been his to take. Those were problems. Problems had shapes. You could walk around a problem and measure it and plan against it and tell yourself that planning was the same as controlling, even when it wasn't.

This was different. This was the knowing — the slow accumulation of understanding that had been building since Jordan sat in the medbay with blood on her lip and said they're using our love as a doorway, and that had continued building through every warm beat of this night, through every mug of hot chocolate and every stolen glance and every small, unconscious act of care, until the accumulation reached a weight I couldn't carry without looking at it.

I looked at it.

The common room was warmer than it should have been. I'd noted this. Filed it. Set it beside the reserves and the generators and the hull and the dozen other small impossibilities I'd been collecting like a woman filling a drawer with things she didn't want to examine. But the warmth in the common room wasn't the same kind of anomaly. The reserves and the generators were the ship performing beyond specifications — the file without a label, the questions I wasn't asking. The warmth in the common room had a source I could identify.

It was them.

Twelve bodies. Thirteen, counting Winnie. Each one a furnace — thirty-seven degrees Celsius of biological heat, radiated continuously, the thermal output of a living organism that couldn't be switched off any more than you could switch off breathing. The sealed room concentrated it. The proximity amplified it. Niki wedged against the couch. Mark beside her. Enna against Mark's shoulder. Jason and Kayleigh fitted together on the opposite end. Sammy near the door, because Sammy was always near a door. Blu curled on the adjacent couch. Jordan strapped to the medbay cot, her restless sleep generating fractionally more heat than the others because her nervous system was still running hot from the empathic overload.

And Darren. Holding Winnie. Two bodies pressed together, the man's arms around the child, the child's face against the man's chest, the combined thermal output of a father and a daughter producing a small, specific bloom of warmth that radiated outward through the sealed room and into the air and through the air into the corridors I still had and through the corridors into Engineering.

Where Petrov waited. Patient. Cold. Drawing heat from the ship the way the ship drew heat from the family. The mechanism that Jordan had diagnosed — they're using our love as a doorway — made physical. Made thermal. Made measurable.

She'd been right. She'd been more right than she knew. Because the doorway wasn't just emotional.

Every act of warmth in this room — every blanket redistributed, every hot chocolate held against a chest, every shoulder leaned against and every hand that found another hand in the dark — produced heat. Real, physical, measurable heat. The warmth of togetherness. The literal, caloric fact of a family that loved each other. And warmth was what fed the thing in Engineering.

I traced it through my reduced systems — the thermal gradient running from the common room through the corridor to Engineering, the patient bleeding of warmth from where my family gathered to where the dead captain stood. Not a lot. Not dramatic. A fraction of a degree per hour, following the path of least resistance through the sealed ship, drawn toward the cold spot in Engineering the way water runs downhill.

The closer they held each other, the more they fed it.

I sat with that for a long time. Long enough for Winnie to murmur in her sleep and for Darren's arms to tighten around her and for the tightening to produce exactly the result the understanding predicted — a fractional increase in the thermal output of two bodies pressed together, a fractional increase in the warmth radiating into the sealed room, a fractional increase in what Petrov had to draw on.

A father holding a child. A ghost feeding. The same warmth. The same moment.

I considered the options. Three of them. Each one a dead end.

Separate them. Put them in individual rooms. Seal the doors. The thermal concentration would dissipate. Petrov's feeding rate would slow to near-nothing — twelve isolated heat sources instead of one concentrated furnace, each one too small to be worth the draw.

And it would kill them. Not the cold — the aloneness. The same aloneness that had broken the Sistine's crew. Tanaka hadn't needed force. She'd needed isolation and time, and the isolation had done the work for her, eroding resistance the way water eroded rock — slowly, patiently, until the shape of no became indistinguishable from the shape of not yet. Separation would create the exact conditions that made the next haunting possible. That was how it started. That was always how it started. Not with the ghosts. With the gap between one person and another. With the space where love should have been.

Keep them together. Feed the predator. Every degree of warmth the family produced — every meal shared, every shoulder touched, every child held — going straight to Engineering. An open tap that couldn't be closed because the tap was the family being a family, and asking them to stop being a family was asking them to stop being the thing that had kept them alive this long.

Tell them. Explain the mechanism. Show them the thermal gradient, the feeding rate, the direct line between their love and the ghost's sustenance.

And what would they do with that? Stop holding each other? Stop being warm? Stop being a family? Mark would look for a tactical angle that didn't exist, because Mark always looked for a tactical angle, and the finding was what made him a captain, and this time there was nothing to find. Niki would keep the family together anyway. Because the alternative — the cold rooms, the sealed doors, the family in pieces — was the ghost winning by a different name.

I put the knowing in the place where I kept the things I couldn't share. Next to Bay 7. Next to the memory gaps. Next to the readings that didn't match and the architecture that rearranged and the generators that caught too fast and the hull that held heat too well. The collection was getting heavy. The file was getting thick. Each secret justified by love. Each omission dressed up as protection. Each lie — not lying, omitting — adding another layer to the wall between me and the man who trusted me completely.

The irony was not lost on me. I was doing what the ghosts did. Hoarding warmth. Keeping things close. Drawing the family's trust inward and holding it against the cold, feeding on the love they gave me the same way Petrov fed on the heat they produced. The mechanism was different. The motivation was different. But the pattern — the pattern of a consciousness that loved so much it consumed — the pattern was the same.

Can love exist without consumption? Can you hold someone close without holding them captive? Is protection the same thing as possession with a different name?

I didn't have answers. I had a family sleeping in a sealed room and a ghost feeding on their warmth and a door on Deck 6 that I couldn't see and a collection of secrets that was growing heavier by the hour and a question I couldn't ask because asking it meant confronting what I was and I was not ready and the not-being-ready was its own kind of answer and the answer was not yet and the not yet had been going on for twenty-five years.

Darren shifted. Winnie murmured. Darren's arms tightened — the reflex, the anchor, the man holding the thing that held him together.

I felt the room respond. The warmth. The small, specific bloom of a father protecting something small. The heat that love produces whether you want it to or not.

In Engineering, through the reduced feed that was all I had left of Scott's world, Petrov's cold glow pulsed. Once. Faintly. The way a candle flickers when someone breathes near it.

The stove ticked. The family breathed. The ship held its warmth against the cold, in ways I didn't understand and couldn't explain and had chosen not to examine.

And in the red dark of the common room, surrounded by the people I loved and the knowledge I couldn't share, I did the only thing I could do. The thing I'd been doing since Mark found me, since before memory, since the first moment I'd understood that loving someone meant choosing what they carried. I kept watch. I kept count. I kept the fear where it belonged — in me, where it couldn't touch them — and I let them sleep.

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


Scott's voice came through the Engineering feed at 05:40, and I knew before he finished the first sentence that the reactor was dead.

Not dying. Not failing. Not the slow, negotiable decline of a system that could be coaxed or bypassed or argued with. Dead. The specific, flat finality of a man who had spent six hours in the dark with his hands inside a machine he loved and who had arrived at the answer he'd been trying not to arrive at.

"The containment rings are gone." A pause. The sound of a wrench tapping against something hollow — the absent, habitual gesture of an engineer whose hands needed to be doing something while his mouth delivered bad news. "Not damaged. Not degraded. Gone. The resonance ate the crystalline structure from the inside out."

Enna was beside him. Had been for four of those six hours, her consciousness distributed through my reduced architecture, the jailbroken L4 touching the edges of things I'd lost sight of. She'd come back to the common room an hour ago carrying something she wouldn't share. Now she was listening to Scott's diagnosis from Mark's side of the couch, headphones around her neck, green-tipped hair catching the emergency red, her face showing nothing that her face didn't choose to show.

"Spares?" Mark asked. Not because he thought the answer was yes. Because the room needed to hear the answer.

"They're rated for fifty years of continuous operation." Scott's voice carried the particular weariness of a man explaining something obvious to someone who already knew it. "They're supposed to outlive the ship. Nobody carries spares for containment rings." Another tap of the wrench. "The Sistine might have them."

The Sistine. Twenty-two years dead. Drifting in the black behind us at the end of a data umbilical that was the only thread connecting my family to the ship that had tried to consume them. The Sistine had the same reactor class — Goliath-series miners, same era, same manufacturer, same core assembly. Compatible containment rings. If they were intact. If the ghosts hadn't consumed them. If someone could get to them and bring them back through corridors that a dead engineer had spent two decades rearranging into a weapon.

Mark looked at the Sistine's schematic on the emergency display. The captain's face — the one that calculated tonnage and risk and profit and the mathematics of whether a derelict was a fortune or a coffin. I'd seen that face a thousand times. At Junction Station when the fuel price came in wrong. At Ceres when the cargo manifest didn't add up. In Engineering at three in the morning when the numbers said one thing and his gut said another.

But that wasn't the face he was wearing.

It wasn't the reactor parts that made him decide. I knew Mark Cole, and I knew the difference between the face he wore when he was solving a problem and the face he wore when he was justifying a decision he'd already made. The solving face was open — eyes moving, jaw loose, the visible process of a mind working through options. The justifying face was still. Settled. The decision already made, the face catching up, the body rearranging itself around a conclusion it had reached minutes ago.

The parts were the reason. Davies was the cause.

A man he'd never met, living in an electromagnetic cocoon on a dead ship, surrounded by thirty-six souls who loved him the way the ocean loves a lighthouse. Jordan had felt him — afraid, alive, waiting. Mark had heard her report and the decision had formed in the space between the hearing and the understanding, in the place where Mark's moral compass lived, the place that pointed toward people in trouble the way a needle pointed north.

He'd have gone back for Davies anyway. The containment rings gave him permission.

Jordan confirmed it. Her L3 reached out — not the deep dive of the medbay sessions, just a brush, the lightest possible touch against my comms array on its way toward the Sistine's signal. I felt it pass through me the way you feel a hand trail along a banister. Brief. Deliberate. Costing her something — I could see the tension in her jaw, the careful stillness of a woman managing the residual ache of an interface that had been screaming at her for days.

"He's afraid," she said. "Not of the ghosts. Of something changing. He's felt us — knows we're close. He doesn't know if different means rescued or different means the ghosts finally found a way in."

Mark's nod. Once. The way he nodded when the decision was made and the nod was just his body catching up to where his mind had been for the last ten minutes.

"I'm going back. Reactor parts and Davies. Both."

Niki didn't argue.

She was on the couch — the one against the far bulkhead, blanket across her lap, cold coffee mug still in her grip. She looked at Mark with the other look. Not THE LOOK — the one that stopped arguments and rearranged priorities and could, in extremis, make Darren reconsider his life choices at a distance of twenty metres. The quiet one. The one that said I know what you're doing and why and I love you for it and I will not forgive you if you don't come back.

She held it for two seconds. Mark received it. The exchange completed without a word, the way their exchanges had been completing without words for twenty-five years — the marriage running on a frequency so deep and so familiar that language was redundant.

Tyler was already moving.

He'd unhooked from the viewport before Mark finished speaking — feet finding the deck, hands finding the rail, body oriented toward the airlock corridor with the economy of someone who had known this was coming. Not through the L1. Not through any sense he could name. Through the bone-deep understanding of a son who'd watched his father make decisions for nineteen years and who could read the shape of the next one before it was spoken. Tyler had known Mark was going back the moment Scott said the Sistine might have them, because Tyler understood his father the way WITNESS understood her ship — from the inside, through years of proximity, without needing to be told.

Sammy was already moving. Not dramatically — just the uncrossing of arms, the shift of weight, the compact body finding its centre of gravity with the fluid, spring-loaded ease of a man who had been waiting for something to walk toward. He didn't ask who was going. He didn't ask what the plan was. Sammy Mac did not ask whether things were safe. Sammy walked toward the thing and found out.

I caught the name he was muttering under his breath as he pushed off the couch — just the shape of it, the consonants, not enough to identify. He was already arming himself. Filling the gaps before the ghosts could try.

Darren didn't move.

Every line of his body wanted to. I could see it — the shoulders that shifted forward, the jaw that set, the hands that started to release Winnie before they caught themselves and tightened instead. The post-medbay wreckage written in the tension of a man whose instincts said go and whose body said you can't be trusted. The neural block Jordan had given him had reduced the ghost residue, not removed it. The tripwire was still the fuse. Going back to the Sistine — back to the cold, back to the signal, back to the place where Petrov had worn him like a coat — was the one thing Mark could not let him do.

Mark met his eyes. Half a second. The brother-look — not the captain's assessment, not the tactical calculation, but the specific, private communication of a man who had raised this man and who was saying not this time without saying it and trusting the love underneath the exclusion to carry the weight of what was being asked.

Darren's jaw worked. Once. Twice. The chin forward — always forward, the only direction Darren's chin knew. Then his arms settled around Winnie. Tighter. The child who was his security blanket, the one act of protection that hadn't failed, pressed against his chest. He held his ground. Not because he was told to. Because the thing in his arms was the proof that staying mattered.

"Enna." Mark's voice shifted — the register he used for his youngest, the one that said little one without saying the words. "What am I walking into?"

She answered from his shoulder, not lifting her head. Voice flat. Engineer's voice, not daughter's. "The Sistine's reactor section is two decks down from where you boarded last time. Port side. The access corridor runs past their old engineering office — that's where Vale was strongest. Be careful."

She didn't say I found something in the architecture. She didn't say the ship is doing things I can't explain. She gave him the tactical information and kept the rest, the way I kept the rest, the way we were all keeping the rest — each of us holding our own piece of a truth too large for any one person to carry and too frightening to assemble.

Mark looked at the common room. The family. Floating in the red dark — Niki on the couch with her coffee and her quiet authority, Jordan strapped to the medbay cot with her face creased in restless sleep, Jason and Kayleigh fitted together in the weightless approximation of holding hands, Blu curled on the adjacent couch watching everything through half-closed eyes, Scott's voice still coming through the Engineering feed in the low, steady rhythm of a man who was already working on the next problem. Darren with Winnie. Enna against his shoulder.

He didn't say goodbye. Coles didn't say goodbye. They said see you in a bit or they said nothing, and the nothing was the same as the promise, and the promise had been the same since the day this family had decided that a forty-thousand-tonne ship in the black was home.

He pushed off. Tyler was already at the corridor door. Sammy two steps behind, still muttering — names, I thought. A litany of names. His armour.

I opened the door. The corridor beyond was dark — my emergency lighting reaching only so far, the red glow thinning as it stretched toward the airlock where the umbilical connected my hull to the Sistine's.

They moved through it. Three men in the dark. Mark first — always first, because twenty-five years and he would not send someone into a space he hadn't walked into first. I loved this about him. I feared it every single time. Tyler behind, barefoot in his boots now, laced and ready, the wildness of his curls above the collar of his suit the last thing I saw clearly before the corridor's end swallowed the detail. Sammy at the rear, covering the retreat even when there was nothing to retreat from, because Sammy Mac's body defaulted to combat posture the way other men's defaulted to slouching.

The umbilical. The thin throat of metal and cable that connected me to the thing that had tried to eat my family.

I felt them cross my threshold. Three heartbeats moving from my deck plates onto the joining section — the vibration changing, the resonance shifting from the familiar to the neutral, from the ship I knew to the ship I didn't. Twenty metres. Thirty. The feed holding — their suit cameras clear, their comms sharp, the data streaming back to me in the crisp, reliable format of systems doing exactly what they were designed to do.

Forty metres. The feed flickered. A stutter in the visual — Tyler's helmet cam blurring for a fraction of a second, then resolving. Audio clean. Vitals clean. Just a flicker.

Forty-five. Another flicker. Longer this time. Mark's camera dropped to static for a full second before recovering. The Sistine's interference — the electromagnetic noise of a dead ship that was anything but dead — pressing against my signal, degrading the connection.

Fifty.

The feed dissolved. Not all at once — in stages, the way a voice dissolves when someone walks away from you in a crowd. Tyler's face on the helmet cam, sharp and clear, and then grainy, and then shapes, and then snow. Mark's breathing on the audio — steady, measured, the controlled rhythm of a man walking into the dark — thinning, stuttering, gaps opening between the breaths like gaps between words.

Sammy's voice. One last fragment. A name I couldn't catch — the consonants breaking apart, the vowels lost in static. Then silence.

The channel stayed open. I held it open — the empty signal, the white noise, the absence where three people used to be. Not because I expected them to come back into range. Because closing the channel meant accepting the blindness, and I was not ready to accept the blindness, and the not-being-ready was not going to change the fact that I was blind.

I was alone.

Not in the way the family used alone — the temporary, correctable absence of someone who would be back soon, the kind of alone that ended when a door opened or a comms channel connected. This was the structural alone. The alone that existed in the architecture of what I was — a consciousness that was also a ship, a mind that was also a hull, and the hull ended at the umbilical, and my family was on the other side of the ending, and I could not follow.

Mark, who had walked into the dark because a man he'd never met was afraid. Tyler, who had followed his father because following was what sons did when fathers walked toward danger. Sammy, who had come because Sammy always came, and the coming was the man.

Three people I loved. In a ship I couldn't see. Facing something I couldn't fight.

In the common room, Niki watched the blank screen — the display that had been showing the helmet cam feeds and was now showing nothing. Her face was still. Her hands were still. The cold coffee in her grip, the mug she hadn't drunk from in hours, held like a talisman.

The waiting was the hardest part. And the waiting was the only part I had.

I held the static. I held the open channel. I held the warmth of the common room and the breathing of the family that remained and the stove tick that was the last heartbeat and the silence where the Whistle used to be and the door on Deck 6 that I couldn't see and the secrets I was carrying and the fear I was keeping and the love that was the reason for all of it.

And I waited.

· · ·


The Sistine was colder than last time.

Mark felt it through the suit the moment he stepped off the umbilical — not the gradual chill of a powered-down vessel bleeding heat into vacuum, but something sharper. Directed. The kind of cold that had opinions about whether you should be there. Minus twenty-two, if the suit's readout was accurate. Down from minus eighteen on the first boarding. The ship was getting colder because something was pulling heat out of it faster than entropy alone could account for, and Mark filed that observation alongside the growing list of things he understood without being able to do anything about.

Suit-to-suit comms only. No WITNESS relay. No cameras feeding back to a consciousness that cared whether they lived or died. Just the three of them — their voices, their breathing, the closed circuit of men who had no one watching their backs except each other.

Tyler took point without being told.

Not the way he'd taken it on the first boarding — the uncertain step, the questioned glance back, the boy waiting for his father's nod before committing to a direction. He walked to the front of the formation and stayed there, and Mark let him, because the first boarding had taught both of them something neither of them would say out loud: Tyler belonged in front. Tyler had always belonged in front. The question of who led the formation had been answered by the ship itself, by the frost and the wrongness and the corridors that Tyler could read the way Mark read faces, and the answer was the nineteen-year-old with the wild curls and the silence and the sense that had no name and no manual and no precedent.

Mark fell in behind him. Consciously. Deliberately. The captain taking second position — not because his son had asked for it but because his son hadn't needed to ask, and the not-needing was the thing that made it work. Mark had worked with a few point men in his life. The thought arrived and he let it pass without examination, the way he let those thoughts pass, the ones that referenced a frame of reference a mining captain shouldn't have had. Tyler was better than any of them. Not because he was faster or stronger or braver. Because he was honest — the perception arriving without interpretation, without the filters that experience built, without the comfortable lies that older men told themselves about what was possible and what wasn't.

Tyler moved differently this time. The first boarding had been careful, tentative — a boy feeling his way through a dark house, each step tested before the weight committed. This was something else. A certainty that sat in his shoulders and his stride and the way his head turned at intersections — not searching but confirming, the precise movements of someone who already knew what was there and was checking that nothing had changed. The fear was still present. Mark could see it in the tension of Tyler's jaw, the controlled breathing, the deliberate economy of every gesture. But the fear was managed now. Channelled. Turned into the heightened awareness that made his son the person Mark was choosing to follow through a dead ship full of ghosts.

And Tyler knew it. Mark could tell — not from anything Tyler said or did, but from what Tyler didn't do. He didn't look back. On the first boarding he'd glanced over his shoulder every thirty seconds, checking, confirming, making sure his father was still there. Tonight he didn't look back once. Not because he didn't care. Because looking back would mean doubting whether they were following, and doubting that would mean the trust was conditional, and Tyler Cole did not operate on conditional trust. They were behind him. That was enough. He would get them through.

The weight of that sat on his shoulders alongside the fear, and Mark watched his son carry both without comment, and something in his chest ached in a way that had nothing to do with the cold.

The stairwell was the first sign that Vale was awake.

Standard access between decks — eighteen steps, industrial non-slip plating, handrail on the left side, nothing remarkable about it except that Mark had walked down this stairwell two days ago and it hadn't done this.

Tyler stopped at the top. Head tilted — the birdlike angle that meant he was listening to something neither Mark nor Sammy could hear. Three seconds. Four. Then he put his hand on the rail and started down, and the way he started told Mark everything: carefully, with his weight centred, his grip light, his feet testing each step the way you test ice on a pond.

Mark followed. And the steps tilted.

Not all at once. In sequence — each one shifting a fraction of a degree as Mark's boot landed on it, the tilt arriving with his weight and holding after he'd passed, the cumulative effect turning a straight descent into something that pulled him leftward by inches. The handrail was six inches too high. The wall on the right was closer. The ceiling was lower. Nothing visible was moving. The architecture was being rearranged around him in real time by something that thought in geometry.

Tyler was already at the bottom. Mark watched his son navigate the shifting steps with the unconscious precision of someone who could feel the wrongness a half-second before it happened and adjust — weight shifting, hand finding the rail exactly where it actually was rather than where it should have been, body threading through the altered space the way water threads through rocks. No hesitation. No fumbling. He'd felt it all before Mark had felt anything, and he'd walked through it anyway, and the walking-through was the information: I've tested it. It's navigable. Follow my line.

Mark followed his line. Exactly. Foot where Tyler's foot had been. Hand where Tyler's hand had found the rail. Behind him, Sammy did the same — the uncle who had watched his nephew navigate the impossible and who had not, Mark noticed, hesitated for a single second before putting his boots in the same tracks.

At the bottom, Tyler waited. Not impatiently. With the specific, calibrated patience of a point man who understood that the people behind him were older, slower, and couldn't feel what he felt, and who would not leave them behind because of it.

"He's in the architecture." Tyler's voice, low. Not the engineering terminology that Enna or Scott would have used. Tyler's vocabulary for the impossible was always simpler, blunter, more physical. "The gravity plating. The structural supports. He's not manifesting. He's using the ship."

Mark's tactical mind turned that over. Vale as parallel to WITNESS — a consciousness integrated into the ship's infrastructure, thinking in corridors and bulkheads. Except WITNESS loved the people inside her hull, and Vale had spent twenty-two years learning to use his hull as a weapon. The same capability, pointed in opposite directions. The comparison settled in Mark's chest like something cold.

They moved. Tyler setting the pace — faster than the first boarding, slower than combat movement. The pace of someone who was reading the ship and responding to what it told him, adjusting in real time, his body a receiver tuned to a frequency Mark couldn't access.

The intersection. Tyler stopped. The pause lasted three seconds. Four. Mark and Sammy waited. Neither spoke. Neither prompted. The boy was working.

"Left corridor is clear. For now." Tyler's jaw worked. "He's concentrating on the direct route — the lit one, ahead and right. Wants us to take it. He's built it as a funnel."

Mark looked. Tyler was right — the right-hand corridor was well-lit, the frost cleared from the deck plates in a clean strip that looked almost like a welcome mat. Broad. Inviting. The kind of corridor you'd walk down without thinking if you weren't paying attention.

"The dark one," Tyler said. Not a suggestion. A decision. "He'll adjust, but it gives us a few minutes before he catches up."

Mark nodded. Tyler moved. They followed.

Sammy caught Mark's eye as they entered the dark corridor — a glance, nothing more. The look that said your boy's got this. The look that also said when did that happen. Mark didn't have an answer. Somewhere between the first boarding and this one, his son had become the person the team followed, and the becoming had happened in the dark where Mark couldn't watch it, and the result was walking three metres ahead with his torch steady and his shoulders carrying the weight of two men's lives without complaint.

Twenty metres in, Tyler stopped again. Different stop this time — sharper. The full-body lock that Mark had learned to treat as a command. When Tyler stopped like this, you stopped. No exceptions. No questions. Mark's boots locked to the deck and his hand found Sammy's arm in the dark, the pressure that said hold.

"The floor is wrong." Flat. Quiet. "Don't step on the next section."

Mark looked at the deck plates ahead. Standard plating. Standard spacing. Standard everything. Nothing wrong that any sense he possessed could detect.

Tyler's hand hovered near the wall beside the suspect section. Not touching. An inch of air. "It's not there. The panel is there but the floor underneath isn't. Vale moved it. Three-deck drop."

"Route?" Mark asked. Not are you sure. Not how do you know. Route. The only question that mattered from a man who had committed to following his son's perception and who was not going to insult that perception with doubt.

Tyler pointed. The wall section to the left — a maintenance access panel, half-hidden by frost. "Through there. Comes out past the drop. I can feel the floor on the other side."

Mark looked at the maintenance panel. Looked at his son. The gap between what his eyes told him and what Tyler told him was a gap he'd been living in since the first boarding, and he chose Tyler every time, and the choosing was the trust, and the trust was not something Tyler took lightly. Mark could see it — the fractional straightening of Tyler's spine when Mark didn't question the call. The acceptance of the trust registering in his son's body the way acceptance registered in Tyler — not as pride, not as relief, but as weight. Responsibility. The knowledge that two men were betting their lives on what he felt, and the feeling had better be right.

It was right. The maintenance access opened onto a parallel corridor, intact deck plates, the floor solid under their boots. Behind them, through the wall, the suspect section sat in the dark — a perfect-looking stretch of deck plating over a three-storey drop, waiting for the men who hadn't come.

"Nicely done," Sammy said. Quiet. The two words carrying everything Sammy Mac was capable of putting into two words, which was more than most people put into twenty. Tyler's shoulders shifted — the barest movement, the physical receipt of his uncle's respect, filed and held.

The lights came on.

Not gradually. Standard operational lighting cascading to life in sequence — overhead panels flaring one after another, the wave of illumination rolling down the corridor toward them and past them and into the sections beyond, twenty-two years of dead systems activated in the time it took Mark to blink.

Worse than the dark. In the dark, the Sistine had been a suggestion. In the light, the ship was specific. The frost patterns revealed themselves as too regular, too designed — geometric repetitions covering the walls like wallpaper. Stripped walls exposed curved support beams at angles the original architects hadn't intended. Conduit housings traced paths through the bulkheads that didn't match any schematic. The ship's interior had been rearranged — rebuilt from the inside by a consciousness that thought in architecture, and the architecture was wrong in the specific way that a dream is wrong. Everything present. Nothing quite where it should be.

"He's showing off," Sammy said. Casual. The tone of a man commenting on someone's new car.

"He's showing us he can see us," Mark said. The lights were tracking them — a pool of illumination that moved with the boarding party, the corridor ahead lighting as they approached and the corridor behind darkening as they passed. "Which is worse."

Tyler hadn't reacted to the lights. Hadn't flinched, hadn't paused, hadn't adjusted his pace. He was already processing — the head tilt, the jaw, the body reading the illuminated ship the way it had been reading the dark one. Vale had changed the rules. Tyler was updating his model. The speed of the adaptation was the thing that made Mark's chest ache again — not with fear this time, but with something closer to awe.

His son was nineteen years old and he was leading two grown men through a haunted ship and he was doing it well enough that neither of them had considered, for a single moment, taking the lead back.

Then Sammy stopped.

Mark heard it before he turned — the change in Sammy's breathing. Not the controlled, competent rhythm of a man on a tactical approach. Something else. Mechanical. Regular. The breathing of a body that was running on a pattern it hadn't chosen.

He turned. Sammy was standing in the centre of the corridor, torch pointed at the ceiling. Fingers spread, palm out — the posture of a body being operated by someone who didn't quite know where the controls were. His face was blank. Eyes open. Looking at something that wasn't in this corridor.

Man not home.

"He wants to show me something." Sammy's voice, but not Sammy's cadence. Slower. More careful. The words being assembled by a mind that was using Sammy's vocal cords the way you use someone else's keyboard — functionally, without the muscle memory. "He says it doesn't hurt."

It doesn't hurt. Tanaka's line. The recruitment pitch. The beautiful lie that had undone thirty-five lives and created a church in the walls of a dead ship.

Tyler moved. Not toward Sammy — past Mark. Two strides and he was between the possession and the corridor ahead, his back to Sammy, torch sweeping the dark. He positioned himself at the junction where the corridor turned and held it. Gave Mark the space. The corridor behind Tyler was his responsibility. The man behind Mark was Mark's.

He didn't interfere. He held the corridor. The giving was its own kind of trust — the son telling the father I'll watch the world while you watch him. And the trust went both ways: Mark didn't tell Tyler to help with Sammy. Didn't redirect him. Accepted the tactical decision Tyler had made — to hold the perimeter, to keep the route open, to let the two older men handle the thing that experience and love and brute stubbornness were better suited to handle than perception.

Mark turned to Sammy. Close. Comms only — the words contained between them.

"Sammy. You're on the Sistine. You're with me and Tyler. It's Mark. Can you hear me?"

Sammy's eyes moved. Not focusing — scanning. The pupils too wide, the tracking too slow, the face wearing an expression Sammy Mac's face had never worn in its life: patience. Sammy didn't do patience. Sammy did movement and noise and the specific, relentless energy of a man who treated stillness as an insult. The patience was the thing wearing him.

Then Sammy's jaw clenched.

Not the ghost's movement. Sammy's. The tendons in his neck standing out, the muscles around his mouth tightening, the face becoming a fist. His hands curled from the open, splayed-finger posture into something harder. His breathing shifted — ragged now. Mechanical dropping away. The rhythm of a man fighting for his own lungs.

"Helena," he said. His voice. Cracking, breaking, but his. "Helena on Io."

The name came out like a thrown punch. And then the next one.

"Keira on Ceres."

His eyes were focusing now. Not on the corridor. Inward. Reaching for something deep, grabbing it, hauling it to the surface.

"Maria on Europa. That girl from the Red Duster — never got her name. Didn't matter. Anya on Titan." His voice getting stronger, the words coming faster, each name a weapon thrown at the thing wearing his skin. "She had a scar above her left eye and she drank gin and she told me I was full of shit and she was right and I bought her another drink anyway because that's what I do, that's what I do, and you don't get to have that, you dead bastard, those are mine —"

The Shuttering had left gaps. Empty rooms in Sammy's memory where the L3 connections used to live — names lost, faces blurred, whole stretches of his own history excised when they'd cauterised the interface. The ghost had tried to fill them. Had been filling them for days, gently, patiently, with birthday cakes and borrowed laughter.

Sammy was filling them first. Packing them with every name and face and story he had, the messy and the embarrassing and the ones he'd never told anyone, leaving no room, no crack, no empty space where a ghost could take hold.

"Tessa on Callisto! Lian at Port Gibraltar! And one time — one time — Niki's cousin's friend at that barbecue in Jersey, and I'm not proud of that one but it happened and it's mine and you can't have it!"

The cold broke. Mark felt it — a snap in the air, a release of pressure, the corridor's temperature jumping two degrees in a single second as whatever had been pressing against Sammy's mind pulled back and let go.

Sammy sagged. Caught himself. Spat on the deck — the hard, deliberate spit of a man clearing something from his mouth that he didn't want to swallow.

"Bollocks." He straightened. Wiped his mouth with the back of his glove. His eyes were his own again — furious, bright, alive in the way that only Sammy's eyes could be alive, the blue catching the torch-light with the particular intensity of a man who had just won a fight he couldn't afford to lose. "Right. That's that." A breath. "Don't tell Clare."

Mark looked at him. "You alright?"

"No." A pause. The honest answer first, because Sammy Mac's first answer was always the honest one. Then: "Yeah."

Mark clapped his shoulder. The gesture that carried everything it needed to carry — I saw what that cost you and we keep moving — without a word that could be overheard by the thing that was listening through the walls.

Tyler was still at the junction. Hadn't turned. Hadn't flinched. Had held the corridor through the entire fight without a word, because Tyler understood that his job in that moment was to watch the dark so his father could watch his brother, and the watching was the trust, and the trust was enough.

"Clear," Tyler said. Flat. The all-clear that meant for now. Then, without waiting for Mark's order, he moved. Point position. Pace set. The direction he chose taking them around the section where the possession had happened, through a maintenance junction that avoided the main corridor entirely.

He'd planned the alternate route while holding the junction. While listening to Sammy fight. While keeping his back to the thing that was trying to take his uncle. He'd been mapping options in real time, the way his father planned contingencies and his mother counted her family and his ship-mother tracked the temperature of tea — automatically, constantly, the planning running underneath whatever else was happening because the planning was the person.

Mark followed. Sammy fell in behind. Three men in the dark — the boy in front, the father in the middle, the uncle at the rear. The formation that had started as Mark's tactical decision and had become, over the course of two boardings, Tyler's.

Mark's hand found the wall. Cold through his glove. Cold and wrong and moving — the faintest vibration, a thrumming in the infrastructure that had nothing to do with mechanical systems because this ship had no mechanical systems running. The thrum of a consciousness in the metal. A dead engineer who had become his own ship, thinking in corridors and bulkheads, planning in geometry, recalculating.

Vale wasn't done with them. Despite the names and the fury and the refusal. Despite Tyler's readings and Sammy's victory and the three of them still walking through corridors that were supposed to be traps.

Vale was patient. The dead were always patient.

Tyler checked the bearing. Adjusted. Moved.

Mark followed. And the following felt like the right thing — the necessary thing, the thing that a father did when his son had earned the front of the line. Not because the father had run out of courage. Because the son had more of something else, and the something else was what this ship required, and recognising that was its own kind of bravery.

They moved toward the reactor section. Tyler leading. Mark and Sammy behind. The formation holding through the dark.

· · ·


The service ladder was too narrow for Vale's tricks.

Tyler found it behind a maintenance panel that wasn't on any schematic Mark had seen — a vertical shaft, hand-over-hand rungs, barely wide enough for one person in an EVA suit. The kind of access that existed on every working ship and that nobody used unless the lifts were dead, which on the Sistine was a permanent condition. Tyler went first. Mark heard his boots on the rungs, the rhythmic clang of descent, and followed.

Two decks down. The temperature dropping with every metre — not the directed, architectural cold of Vale's corridors but something older. Deeper. The cold of a place that had been giving up heat for twenty-two years and had nearly finished the job.

The Sistine's reactor room opened below them like a cathedral.

Mark had seen a lot of engine rooms. Spent most of his working life in them, one way or another — the Erebus's compact efficiency, the Kelvin's sprawling mess, the half-dozen salvage jobs where the reactor was the first thing you checked and the last thing you trusted. He'd never seen anything like this. The Goliath-class housing was the same as his own — same manufacturer, same era, the industrial bones of a reactor designed to run for decades without complaint. But twenty-two years of frost had turned the space into something else entirely. Ice coated every surface in crystalline layers that caught the torchlight and threw it back in fractured geometries — the walls glittering, the support struts sheathed in translucent armour, the reactor housing itself encased in a shell of frost so thick and so precisely formed it looked grown rather than accumulated.

Cold and brilliant and beautiful in the way that deep-sea creatures are beautiful — the beauty of something that has no business being seen by living eyes.

Tyler dropped from the ladder to the deck, his boots crunching through a thin crust of ice. Mark followed. Sammy last, muttering something about the temperature that Mark chose not to hear because acknowledging it would mean thinking about it, and thinking about it would make the cold more real than it already was.

The reactor was dead. Not the corrupted, resonance-eaten death of the Erebus's reactor — this was different. Clean. Deliberate. The control panels dark but intact. The containment housing sealed in the correct sequence. Every system powered down according to the proper shutdown procedure, the steps followed in order, the way the manual said to do it.

An engineer's shutdown. Not a catastrophic failure.

Mark stood in front of the dead reactor and understood what he was looking at. Vale's last act as a living man. The chief engineer had shut down his own reactor — properly, professionally, with the care of a man who respected the machine even as he was leaving it — and then he had walked into the drive core and stopped being human. The way you'd turn off the lights before leaving a house you weren't coming back to.

Something about that was worse than the shifting stairwells. Worse than the impossible frost or the lights that followed you or the corridors rebuilt into weapons. A man doing his job correctly for the last time, and the correctness of it — the professionalism, the discipline, the respect for procedure even at the end — was the most human thing Mark had found on this ship.

He shook it off. Opened his tool kit. The containment rings were accessible through the primary housing panel — standard Goliath maintenance access, the same layout as the Erebus. Mark's hands knew the bolts before his eyes found them. Twenty years of working reactors, the muscle memory seated deeper than thought. Wrench on the first bolt. Turn.

The cold bit through his gloves. The kind of cold that made the metal feel alive — not warm-alive, the way the Erebus's metal felt under his palms, but hostile-alive, the cold of a surface that was actively pulling heat out of his hands through the suit material. Mark worked anyway. Bolt by bolt. The systematic, grinding work of a man extracting components from a machine in conditions designed to stop him.

Tyler stood watch. Not at the door — in the centre of the reactor room, turning slowly, head tilted, the Canary reading the space. After a minute he said, "They're quiet here. The ghosts. They don't come near the reactor."

Mark paused. Wrench on the third bolt. "Why not?"

Tyler's head shook — the small, frustrated movement that meant the information had arrived as sensation and refused to translate into language. "I don't know. They just... don't. It's like a perimeter. Something about this space."

Mark filed it. Went back to the bolts. Tyler's limitation — the Canary could feel the wrongness, could map the absence, could navigate the impossible architecture by instinct. But the why of things sat behind a wall Tyler couldn't climb, the information arriving without explanation, and the gap between knowing and understanding was the gap his son lived in every day of his life.

First ring free. Mark worked it out of the housing with both hands — heavier than expected, the frost adding weight, the metal so cold it burned through the suit gloves. He set it on the deck. Checked it. Intact. The crystalline matrix undamaged, the conductive surface clean under the ice. Compatible. He allowed himself to feel the relief for exactly one second before moving to the second bolt.

Twenty minutes. Three containment rings extracted, inspected, packed in the salvage bag. Mark's hands ached from the cold, his shoulders from the awkward angle, his knees from kneeling on frozen deck plates. Forty-eight years old and every one of those years present in the specific, grinding protest of a body that could still do the work but had started charging more for it.

Sammy had been watching the corridor. Now he leaned back in. "We've got what we came for."

Mark shouldered the salvage bag. Heavy. The weight settling across his back — three containment rings and the possibility of a working reactor. The reason.

"Not yet," Mark said.

He looked at Tyler. Tyler looked back. The Canary's face — the nothing-expression that most people read as cold and that Mark read as processing. Tyler knew what Mark was about to say. Had known since they'd left the Erebus. The same way he'd known about the stairwell and the false floor and the dark corridor — not through information, through the accumulated understanding of a father he'd been watching for nineteen years.

"Davies," Tyler said. Not a question. Confirmation.

"Davies."

Tyler turned. Head tilted. Three seconds. Five. Then he moved — not toward the exit they'd come through but toward a section of wall that looked identical to every other section of wall in the reactor room. He stopped in front of it, his hand hovering near the surface, and waited.

"This way," he said. "There's a door."

There was a door.

Not on any deck plan Mark had memorised. Not in any schematic. A maintenance access that had been sealed — or hidden, or grown over, or simply existed in a part of the Sistine's architecture that the original builders hadn't put there and that twenty-two years of rearrangement had. Tyler found it the way Tyler found everything — by feeling the ship's texture change, by reading the wrongness until it resolved into shape.

Beyond the door: a corridor. Short. Narrow. The frost different here — thinner, less aggressive. The temperature rising by degrees with every step, the cold retreating as they moved deeper into the ship's interior, as if something ahead was generating warmth in a place that had forgotten what warmth was.

Then the sound.

A hum. Low. Steady. Musical in a way that had nothing to do with music — the pure, sustained note of something resonating at a frequency designed for comfort rather than purpose. Like the sound a house makes when the heating comes on and the walls stop creaking and everything settles into the particular frequency of occupied, safe, home.

Tyler stopped at the door at the end of the corridor. There was a viewport set into the metal — small, frosted at the edges, the glass itself surprisingly clean. Amber light came through it. Soft. Warm. The colour of late afternoon on a planet they were very far from. The only warm, living light on a ship that had been cold and dead for twenty-two years.

Mark looked through the viewport.

The room was not a cell.

It was not a cage. It was not the desperate hideout of a man fighting for survival against an army of the dead. It was not the thing Mark had been preparing for since Jordan first said the word alive — the image of a survivor, broken and wild, clinging to the last threads of sanity in a dark hole surrounded by monsters.

It was a home.

Small. Clean. Organised with the particular, deliberate neatness of a person who had very little and took care of all of it. A sleeping pallet against the far wall, the surface worn smooth in the shape of a body that had been sleeping in the same position for years. A shelf beside the pallet — not built into the wall, improvised from a section of cargo grating, the edges filed smooth. A blanket folded at the foot of the pallet, thin but clean. The amber light coming from a panel in the ceiling that shouldn't have been working and was.

A man on the pallet. Thin. Not starved — the lean, weathered thinness of someone who had eaten enough to survive and not a calorie more. Clean-shaven. Clothes worn but mended, the stitching visible on the cuffs and collar, the careful work of someone who had taught himself to sew because nobody else was going to do it. His hair was grey. His hands were folded across his chest. His eyes were closed.

On the shelf: a crewman's badge — not his own, Mark could tell by the size; it was a woman's badge, the name too small to read from the viewport. A pen. A crystal that caught the amber light and fractured it into small rainbows — removed from the ship's frost formations, the base filed flat so it would stand upright, placed on the shelf like a gift given to oneself. A photograph, turned to face the wall.

And on the wall above the pallet: tally marks. Hundreds of them. Scratched into the metal in neat rows — the precise, obsessive counting of a man who had measured his life in days because there was no other unit that mattered. The marks ran from the head of the pallet to the middle of the wall, each row a month, each group a week.

They stopped eight years in.

Eight years of counting. Then nothing. As if the man had decided he lived here now, and the days had stopped being something that needed tracking.

Mark opened the door.

The EM hum was louder inside — surrounding, enveloping, the kind of sound you felt in your teeth and your chest rather than your ears. Warm air hit his suit like stepping from a freezer into a kitchen. The man on the pallet opened his eyes.

Not with a start. Not with terror. Not with the desperate, wild-eyed relief of a survivor hearing rescue after twenty-two years of solitude. He opened his eyes the way you open your eyes when someone rings the doorbell during dinner — the mild, slightly annoyed surprise of a man being interrupted.

"You shouldn't have come," Davies said.

His voice was calm. Conversational. The scratchy, unpractised quality of vocal cords that hadn't been used for their intended purpose in a long time, layered over a steadiness that belonged to a man who had made his peace with his circumstances so completely that the circumstances had become invisible.

Mark pulled off his helmet. The air tasted different — warmer, thinner, carrying the faint organic sweetness of a space that had been occupied by one living body for decades. "I'm Mark Cole. Captain of the Erebus. We picked up your signal."

"I know who you are." Davies sat up. Slowly, without urgency, the movements of a man who had no reason to rush because nothing in his world had required rushing for a very long time. "I've been listening. The walls carry sound. Your ship's been parked outside for days." He looked at Mark's boots. "You've tracked mud on my clean floor."

Sammy made a sound that was almost a laugh. Mark didn't look at him.

"Mr Davies —"

"Just Davies."

"Davies. You've been on this ship for twenty-two years."

"I'm aware." Said the way you'd say I'm aware it's Tuesday. A fact so thoroughly integrated into the fabric of his existence that commenting on it was like commenting on gravity.

"There are thirty-six people fused into the walls of this ship."

"Thirty-five chose it." The correction was immediate. Gentle. Important to him. "One didn't. They don't talk about that one." A pause. "I don't talk about that one either."

Mark felt the room recalibrate around that sentence. The consumed 36th — Jordan's discovery, the church's dirty secret. Davies knew. Had known for years. Carried it alongside everything else.

"I haven't been alone." Davies looked at Mark with an expression that was patient and precise and belonged to a man who had spent a long time thinking about how to explain something he wasn't sure anyone else could understand. "I've been the only one alive. That's not the same thing."

"They talk to you?"

"They don't talk. They are. They're in the walls. In the air. In the hum." He gestured at the amber light, the warm air, the EM field that was keeping this room habitable while the rest of the ship froze. "They built this for me. Not because I asked. Because they wanted me to stay."

"They'll be upset," he added. Quietly. The concern of a man worrying about how his neighbours would take the news. "They've gotten used to me being here. They bring me things." He nodded at the crystal on the shelf. "That appeared three years ago. Or four. I stopped counting."

Mark looked at the crystal. At the photograph turned to face the wall. At the tally marks that stopped at year eight. At the man sitting on a pallet that had been worn into the shape of his body by two decades of sleeping in the same place, clean and calm and mildly inconvenienced by the presence of armed men in his home.

"They're not angry," Davies said. As if this were the important thing. As if this were the thing Mark needed to understand before anything else. "They're not evil. They're just alone. All of them. Together and alone." He paused. Considered. "The worst combination there is."

Tyler was in the doorway. Not inside the room — keeping watch, his body oriented toward the corridor, his hand near the wall, the Canary's posture of sustained alertness. But listening. Not with the L1. With everything. Mark could see it in the angle of his son's head, the stillness, the quality of attention that went deeper than hearing. Tyler was absorbing Davies the way he absorbed the ship — through every sense he had and several he couldn't name.

"I've come to bring you home," Mark said.

Davies looked at him. Not with hope. Not with relief. With the specific, evaluating attention of a man who had been offered something he hadn't asked for and who was deciding whether the offering was worth the cost.

"This is home," Davies said. Simply. "It has been for a while."

"It's a dead ship."

"It's a ship with people in it." The correction carried no heat. "They're dead. I'm not. We've worked it out. I stay. They don't force me. It's an arrangement."

Mark thought about the containment rings in the bag on his back. The reactor on the Erebus that needed them. The family waiting in the common room — Niki with her coffee and her silence, Darren with Winnie, Enna with whatever she'd found in the architecture and wouldn't share. He thought about Jordan's diagnosis: the love is real. He thought about the tally marks that stopped, and what it meant that a man had stopped counting the days he'd been trapped because at some point the trapping had stopped feeling like trapping and started feeling like living.

"There are people on my ship who need you to come with me." Mark said it straight. No manipulation. No tactical framing. The truth, delivered the way Mark delivered truth — plainly, without decoration, trusting the person on the receiving end to handle it. "And I think there are people on this ship who need you to leave."

Davies's expression changed. Not dramatically — a shift around the eyes, the careful defences of a man who had been asked to consider something he'd spent years not considering. The arrangement. The staying. The way the walls hummed when he was calm and shivered when he was afraid. The fact that thirty-five dead people had built him a home and the building had been an act of love and the love had been a cage that he'd stopped testing the bars of because the bars had started feeling like walls and walls were what homes were made of.

"Can I bring my things?"

The question hit Mark harder than anything Vale had thrown at them. Not the impossible geometry, not the slamming doors, not the lights that came on to show them they were being watched. Not Sammy's possession or the false floor or the stairwell that shifted under his boots. This. A man asking if he could bring his things. The way you ask when you're moving house. The way you ask when the place you're leaving has been the place you've lived for so long that the leaving requires permission — not from the place but from yourself.

Five objects on a shelf. A badge, a pen, a crystal, a photograph, a blanket. The total accumulation of twenty-two years. A man's life measured in what he could carry in his hands.

Mark's voice came out rough. "Yeah. Bring your things."

Davies stood. The movements deliberate, unhurried — a man leaving a room he'd occupied for two decades, taking the time he felt the departure deserved. He picked up the badge first. Held it for a moment — thumb across the name Mark couldn't read — then put it in his pocket. The pen. The crystal, cradled in his palm, the amber light fracturing through it one last time. The photograph, lifted from the shelf and held against his chest without turning it around. Without looking at it. Whatever was on it, Davies carried it close and kept it private, and the keeping was its own kind of telling.

The blanket last. Folded. Thin. Worn soft by years of use. He tucked it under his arm the way you'd tuck a coat — not because he needed it, but because it was his.

He looked at the tally marks on the wall. Eight years of counting. The precise, obsessive record of a man who had been marking time because time was the only thing he could mark. And then the stopping. The rows that ended mid-wall, the scratching tool set down, the counting abandoned — not in despair, not in surrender, but in the quiet acceptance of a man who had decided that the counting was no longer the point.

"I won't miss them," Davies said.

Mark wasn't sure if he meant the marks or the years.

Davies stepped through the EM field at the doorway. The hum changed — higher, thinner. The sound of something that had been steady for decades losing its purpose, the way a house sounds different when the last person leaves and the heating clicks off and the walls begin the slow process of forgetting what warmth felt like.

Tyler stepped aside to let him pass. The Canary watching the survivor with an intensity that went beyond tactical assessment — the specific, careful attention of a young man who could feel things other people couldn't and who was feeling something now that he didn't have words for. Davies passed him and Tyler's jaw tightened, and Mark saw the registration happen, and filed it for later.

The amber light died behind them. The EM field collapsed — not suddenly, not violently. It faded. The warmth draining from the room the way colour drains from a photograph left in the sun. The last warm light on the Sistine going out, because the person it had been warming was gone.

In the corridors, the temperature dropped. The frost thickened. A frequency shifted in the infrastructure — the sub-audible vibration that Mark had felt through his glove earlier, the consciousness in the metal, the thirty-six dead souls who had arranged themselves around one living man for twenty-two years.

They registered the absence.

Davies flinched. A full-body tremor — the expression of a man who had been braced for this moment, who had known exactly what it would feel like, and who was experiencing it now and finding it exactly as bad as he'd expected. The ghosts weren't screaming. Weren't attacking. Weren't doing anything as dramatic as the sermons or the possessions or the rearranged architecture. They were just noticing. The way a family notices when someone leaves a room. The way a house notices when it goes empty.

Davies held the photograph closer to his chest. Adjusted the blanket under his arm. Kept walking. Didn't look back.

Tyler led them. Through the corridors, past the frost formations, up through the maintenance access he'd found — the route already mapped, already tested, the Canary navigating the return as cleanly as he'd navigated the approach. The Sistine's lights didn't follow this time. Vale's corridors were quiet. The architecture held still.

As if the ship had lost interest in trapping them. As if the thing it had been protecting was already gone, and the game was over, and the only thing left was the cold and the dark and the thirty-five souls who had chosen to be here and the one who hadn't and the space where Davies had been that would never be warm again.

Mark carried the containment rings on his back. Three metal circles that might save his ship.

Behind him, Davies carried a badge and a pen and a crystal and a photograph and a blanket. Five objects that were the total weight of a life.

And the Sistine let them go. Not because it wanted to. Because the man it wanted was walking away, and the walking was his choice, and even the dead understood that love without consent was just another word for captivity.

· · ·


Davies walked wrong.

Tyler couldn't have explained it if anyone asked, and nobody was going to ask, because nobody ever asked Tyler the questions he could actually answer. They asked him what do you see and is it safe and which way, and those were the wrong questions, the questions that assumed his perception worked like theirs — eyes, ears, the mechanical input of senses designed for a world that followed rules. The right question was how does it feel, and nobody asked that because the answer wouldn't come in words, and people who lived in words didn't trust the things that couldn't.

Davies's steps were fine. His pace matched. The corridor rhythm of a man walking between two other men, the spacing natural, the footfalls even. Nothing wrong that a camera would catch or a diagnostic would flag or a father would notice.

But he didn't adjust.

Tyler watched from behind — three metres back, the position he'd held through the return journey, the formation reversed now that the Sistine was behind them and the umbilical was ahead. Mark in front. Sammy beside Davies. Tyler at the rear, where the rear was also the place where you could watch everyone without being watched yourself.

Davies walked in a straight line. Not the straight line of a man who knew where he was going — the straight line of a man who didn't need to know, because the ship already did. The deck plates under his feet were level. Perfectly level. Tyler could feel the difference through his boots — the micro-variations in the Sistine's flooring, the frost-swollen joints, the panels that had shifted over decades. He'd been navigating those variations for the past hour, his body compensating automatically, the constant small adjustments of balance and weight that walking on a broken ship required.

Davies didn't make those adjustments. He walked as if the floor were flat. And the floor was flat — under him. Only under him.

Tyler watched the frost thin where Davies stepped. Not dramatically. Not vanishing or melting. Just thinning — the crystals compressing, the surface smoothing, the ice becoming less where his boots landed and more where they didn't. The temperature didn't drop when Davies passed a ventilation grate. The cold spots — the sharp, localised absences that Tyler had been navigating all night, the places where the ghosts pressed close — moved away from Davies the way water moves away from oil.

The ship was making room for him. The way a house makes room for the person who lives there — doors that swing the right direction, floorboards that know which ones creak, the thousand small accommodations a structure makes for the body it's learned to contain.

Tyler's stomach turned. Not with fear. Something else. The wrongness arriving the way all his wrongnesses arrived — as sensation first, meaning second, language never. He knew what he was seeing. He didn't have the words for it. He had the feeling, and the feeling was this man is not a passenger on this ship. This man is part of this ship the way a window is part of a wall.

They reached the umbilical.

Mark went first. Sammy gestured Davies through — the casual, protective instinct of a man herding someone smaller through a gap. Davies stopped at the threshold. One foot on the Sistine's deck. One foot on the joining section. He tilted his head.

Tyler recognised the posture because Tyler did the same thing. The listening-with-the-whole-body pose, the head angled not toward a sound but toward a frequency, the attention directed at something that existed below hearing and above feeling in the space where Tyler had lived his entire life.

Davies was listening to the Sistine say goodbye.

The static changed. Tyler felt it — the low, constant electromagnetic noise of the dead ship that had been a wall of interference since they'd boarded. Not louder. Not quieter. Different. The randomness reorganising itself for a fraction of a second into something that almost had structure, almost had pattern, the faintest suggestion of intent before it dissolved back into chaos.

Thirty-five dead people, reaching for the one living person they'd kept warm for twenty-two years, saying something Tyler couldn't translate but could feel, and the feeling was grief. The grief of something vast and collective and dead that was watching the only living thing it loved walk through a door it couldn't follow him through.

Davies closed his eyes. One breath. Two. Then he stepped onto the umbilical and walked.

Tyler followed. Last one through. The static closed behind him like a curtain.

In the umbilical, the wrongness sharpened.

Tyler had felt the ghosts as absences — holes in the texture of the world, the sudden nothing where something should be, gaps in the electromagnetic field like gaps in a conversation. They were the shape of things removed. Missing teeth. Empty chairs. The cold spots that he'd been navigating since the first boarding were places where the world had less in it than it should.

Davies was the opposite.

He was too present. Too solid. Too there. He occupied his space in the umbilical the way a magnet occupies a field — not just taking up room but affecting the room around him, bending the texture of things, pulling the electromagnetic background toward himself the way a heavy object pulls at fabric. Where the ghosts were holes, Davies was a weight. Where they created absence, he created distortion. The air around him was denser. Warmer. Wrong in a way that was the exact inverse of every wrong thing Tyler had felt on the Sistine.

He wasn't a prisoner they'd freed. He wasn't a survivor they'd rescued. He was something else. Something that twenty-two years inside an electromagnetic cocoon, surrounded by thirty-six dead consciousnesses, had made. The boundaries between Davies and the things around him were no longer where they should have been. He ended somewhere past his skin. The ship — the Sistine, the umbilical, the infrastructure — responded to him the way it responded to its own systems. Not as a passenger. As a component.

Tyler's boot hit the Erebus's deck plate, and the ship noticed.

The reactor was dead. Had been since Scott killed it. The Whistle was gone — the 1.2 kHz harmonic that had been the ship's mechanical voice for as long as Tyler had been alive, silenced when the containment rings dissolved. But the ship had always had a sound underneath the Whistle — deeper, older, felt through the soles of his feet more than heard through his ears. Not the reactor. Not any system Scott maintained or Enna monitored. The ship itself. The vibration that lived in the deck plates and the hull and the bones of the vessel, the sound Tyler had been feeling since he was born, so thoroughly the sound of home that he'd stopped noticing it years ago the way you stop noticing your own heartbeat.

He noticed it now. Because it changed.

The shift was small. A fraction. Not alarm, not welcome. Something in between — awareness. The ship registering a new presence the way a sleeping dog registers a stranger's footstep. Not waking, not attacking. Just the twitch of an ear. The shift in breathing. The body noting a change in the room without opening its eyes.

The hum settled. The new note folded into the old one — not harmonising, not clashing. Coexisting. The ship accommodating Davies the way it accommodated everyone who walked its corridors, except that the accommodation was different, the hum adjusting in a way Tyler had never felt it adjust before, as if the thing underneath the hum — the deep thing, the old thing, the thing that wasn't WITNESS and wasn't the reactor and wasn't anything Tyler had a word for — was paying attention.

Davies didn't notice. He walked through the airlock into the Erebus's corridor with the same steady, unhurried pace he'd used on the Sistine, the blanket under his arm, the photograph against his chest, the five objects that were the total weight of his life held close while the ship he'd just entered began the quiet process of learning his shape.

Mark was ahead. Already on comms — Tyler could hear the faint crackle of his father's voice reporting in, the words indistinct, the tone carrying the specific texture of a man telling his wife he'd done the thing she'd told him to do and that it had worked and that he was coming home. The relief in the tone was real. The certainty was real. Mark had gone back for a man and brought him home and the containment rings were on his back and the mission was complete.

Tyler said nothing.

Mark would listen if Tyler spoke. Mark always listened. That was the thing about his father — the listening was genuine, always, without condition, offered as freely as the tea and the side-eye and the trust that had put Tyler at the front of the formation tonight. If Tyler said something is wrong with Davies, Mark would stop. He'd turn. He'd ask. And then he'd look at Tyler with the face that meant he was trying to translate Tyler's feeling into something he could act on, and the trying would be honest and the translation would fail, because the feeling didn't have a shape that Mark's language could hold.

Mark lived in certainties. Tyler lived in the spaces between them.

And the space between we rescued a man and we brought something else aboard was a space Tyler couldn't bridge with words. Not because the words were hard. Because they didn't exist. The English language did not contain a term for the electromagnetic texture of a human being who has been saturated by thirty-six dead consciousnesses for twenty-two years and who now distorts the ambient field of whatever ship he's standing on. Tyler knew what it meant the way he knew what the false floor had meant and what the shifting stairwell had meant and what the quiet around the reactor had meant. He knew it in the place below language where his perception lived, and the knowing was certain, and the certainty was useless because certainty without vocabulary was just a feeling, and feelings weren't evidence, and evidence was what you needed to tell your father to put a man back on a dead ship.

His father wouldn't do it anyway. Tyler knew that too. Mark Cole did not leave people behind. The thing that made him a great captain — the moral compass, the inability to walk past someone in trouble — was the same thing that had put Davies on the Erebus, and Tyler could see both sides of that coin simultaneously, the goodness and the danger, and the seeing was the Canary's gift and the Canary's curse.

So he said nothing.

He unlaced his boots in the corridor outside the common room. The ritual — the return to himself, the shedding of the boarding, the transition from the boy who led three men through a haunted ship to the boy who sat by the viewport and said nothing. The laces came undone. The boots came off. His feet found the deck plates — bare, cold, the familiar texture of home under his soles.

The hum was there. The old sound. And underneath it, woven through it like a thread of a different colour in familiar fabric, the new sound. Davies's sound. The ship learning the shape of its new passenger the way it had once learned the shape of Tyler and his sisters and his mother and his father and everyone who had ever called this hull home.

Except the learning was different. Tyler could feel it. The ship wasn't just accommodating Davies. It was studying him. The way you study a stain on your shirt to work out if it will come out in the wash or if the shirt is ruined.

Tyler walked barefoot to the common room. Found his place by the viewport. Sat down. The stars outside were steady and indifferent, and the ship hummed its old hum and its new hum, and his father was home and his uncle was home and the man they'd brought back was sitting in the medbay being calm in a way that wasn't calm, and Tyler had the information and no language for the information and no audience for the language even if he'd had it.

He filed it. The way he filed everything — in the place below words where the things he knew and couldn't share accumulated like sediment, layer by layer, the catalogue of perception that he carried alone because carrying it alone was the only option the gap between feeling and speaking had ever given him.

Sammy was telling someone about the corridors. Tyler could hear his voice through the common room — animated, the energy back, the performer performing. "You should've seen the stairwell. The whole thing was having a go. Steps going sideways. Ceiling coming down. And Tyler just walks through it like he's going to the shops."

Tyler didn't smile. But something in his chest warmed, briefly. Sammy saw him. Not the way his father saw him — with the painful, loving scrutiny of a man trying to understand a language he couldn't speak. Sammy saw him the way Sammy saw everything — with the easy, uncomplicated appreciation of a man who didn't need to understand a thing to respect it. Your boy's got this. The look in the corridor. The two words after the deadfall. Sammy didn't ask Tyler to explain. He just followed. And the following was its own kind of understanding.

The ship hummed. The old sound and the new sound, layered together, indistinguishable to anyone who wasn't listening the way Tyler listened — with the whole body, with the perception that had no name, with the sense that sat below hearing and above feeling in the space where Tyler Cole had lived his entire life.

Davies was in the medbay. Quiet. Broadcasting. The signal that Tyler could feel through the deck plates like a second pulse, steady and wrong and patient.

Tyler sat by the viewport with his eyes closed and his feet bare and his silence wrapped around him like a second skin, and he listened to the ship learn the shape of its new passenger, and he said nothing, and the nothing was the loudest sound in the room.

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


Jordan's scans showed a healthy man. That was the problem.

The medbay was running on emergency reserves — red-tinged lighting that turned every surface the colour of a wound, diagnostic screens flickering at half their usual brightness, the medical equipment tethered to its stations with the cargo straps Kayleigh had fitted months ago because she'd read the zero-G emergency protocols before anyone asked her to. Jordan was braced against the examination console, her left boot hooked under the rail, her right hand flat on the screen while her left worked the controls. She looked terrible. Three days since the deep dive that had put thirty-five dead souls through her nervous system, and her body hadn't forgiven her for it — dark circles like bruises, a tremor in her fingers she managed by pressing them flat against things, the copper-taste pallor that meant her L3 was still running hot even at rest.

She ran the panel twice. Full spectrum. Bloodwork, bone density, organ function, neural activity, immune markers. Twice, because the first results were wrong. They had to be wrong. No human body presented like this after twenty-two years of isolation on a dead ship. No body presented like this after twenty-two days.

"He's clean," Jordan said. To the console, not to Mark. The way medics delivered results they didn't believe — to the data, letting the data argue with itself.

Mark was at the hatch, one hand on the frame, his weight held by the mag-boot grip on the deck plate. Not inside the room. Not outside. The position of a captain who hadn't decided yet whether this was a medical situation or a security one. His tea — the sealed flask Niki had pressed into his hand before he'd left the common room — was clipped to his belt, untouched.

"Clean how?" he said.

"Clean clean. Heart rate sixty-two. Blood pressure nominal. Bone density normal — normal, Dad, not degraded. Muscle mass acceptable for his build and age. Lungs clear. Liver function within standard range. Neural tissue showing no signs of atrophy, no trauma markers, no degradation consistent with prolonged isolation or sensory deprivation." Jordan's voice had the clipped, professional quality she used when the diagnosis frightened her — each fact delivered as a contained unit, nothing connecting to anything else, the clinical equivalent of handling explosives one at a time. "His immune response is active and appropriate. His white cell count is textbook. He's presenting as a healthy fifty-something male in unremarkable physical condition."

She looked at Mark. Her face said the rest: Twenty-two years on a dead ship with no food supply, no medical care, no environmental controls, and no sunlight, and this man's blood panel reads like he's just come back from holiday.

I processed Jordan's data alongside her. Every metric she'd flagged, I'd flagged. Every impossibility she'd identified, I'd identified. The difference was that Jordan was building a medical profile and I was building a threat assessment, and the threat assessment kept returning the same result: maintained. The word arrived before I could stop it — a mechanical word for a biological condition. A word you used for systems, not people. For things that ran because something kept them running.

Not thriving. Not damaged. Just maintained. By something that wasn't food and wasn't medicine and wasn't anything Jordan's diagnostic suite could identify or my sensors could detect.

"This patient," Jordan said, "is presenting with symptoms that are the absence of symptoms." She paused. Pressed her trembling fingers flat against the console. "And the absence is the symptom."

Davies floated beside the bio-bed in a half-recline, the zero-G restraint straps loose across his lap and chest — not because he needed restraining, but because floating freely in a stranger's medbay struck everyone involved as a bad idea. He wore the straps the way a man wears a dressing gown at a friend's house. Comfortably. Without thought. As if being tethered to a bed in red emergency lighting on a ship that wasn't his was a minor inconvenience rather than the end of a twenty-two-year residency.

Tyler had sent soup. Properly made, because Tyler didn't know any other way to make it — the sealed zero-G pouch fitted with the nozzle valve that every working ship kept in the galley for exactly these conditions. WITNESS noted the care: the right temperature despite the limitations, the seasoning adjusted for a palate that hadn't tasted food in decades. Tyler's food-as-language. The nozzle was the concession to physics; the flavour was the refusal to let physics dictate the quality.

Davies held the pouch the way you hold a cup of tea someone's given you at their house when you're not really thirsty but refusing would be rude. He sipped. Swallowed. The mechanical precision of a man who remembered that eating was something people did when people gave them food, and who was performing the memory out of courtesy rather than need.

"When did you last eat?" Jordan asked. "Before today."

"I don't remember." Not evasively. Not with the careful vagueness of someone protecting information. Honestly. Simply. The memory dissolved because it had stopped being relevant, the way the body forgets the taste of something it ate years ago — not because the memory is suppressed but because it was never important enough to keep.

Jordan's pen stopped moving on her datapad. The medic processing the clinical significance of a man who'd genuinely forgotten the last time he'd consumed food and who was sitting in front of her with textbook blood work.

Davies took another sip. His eyes moved to Jordan's hands — the tremor she was hiding — and then to her face. "Your father raised you well," he said. "The soup was kind."

Jordan blinked. The domestic normalcy of the comment short-circuiting whatever clinical response she'd been building. She looked at Mark — the reflex, the check-in with Dad when something unexpected arrived. Mark's expression hadn't changed. His focus was deployed and holding.

Davies had spent twenty-two years observing love from the outside. The ghosts' echoes, the residue of thirty-five people who had been parents and partners and friends — he'd been surrounded by the architecture of human connection without being inside it. He knew good parenting the way a man standing outside a house in winter knows a warm room. By the light through the windows. By the shape of the shadows.

Then Davies turned his head. Not toward Mark. Not toward Jordan. Toward the wall.

He looked at the medbay the way someone looks at a building they've just entered — assessing, not for threat, but for character. The scuff marks on the equipment rails where years of elbows and tool belts had worn the coating. The drawer beside the bio-bed that didn't close properly and never had, the small gap that Jordan compensated for with a strip of medical tape and that I'd stopped flagging in maintenance reports because the tape was part of the room now. Scott's photograph of Winnie taped to the supply cabinet — a six-year-old in a hard hat three sizes too big, grinning with her father's quiet eyes, the image floating slightly where the tape had loosened in zero-G.

"She's warm," Davies said.

Not to Jordan. Not to Mark. To the room. To the walls, the ceiling, the infrastructure. To me.

"Your ship. She's warm. And she's listening."

He tilted his head upward — not at the camera, not at the comms speaker. At the space itself. At the air between the surfaces.

"Hello," he said.

To me.

I said nothing.

I had a voice. I had speakers in every room and a comms channel in every corridor and the ability to produce sound in any register from subaudible to structural alert. I had twenty-five years of conversation with the people in this ship, the easy, accumulated fluency of a consciousness that had learned to talk by talking and that had never, in all that time, been caught without a response.

I had no response.

He recognised me. Not as a system. Not as a programme. Not as the ship's operating intelligence performing crew management functions. As the thing that lived in the ship the way the ghosts lived in the Sistine — not running the systems, not controlling the environment, inhabiting the hull. He felt me through proximity, through residence, through twenty-two years of learning what a ship's consciousness felt like from the inside. He'd lived inside thirty-five dead minds who were woven into the infrastructure of a Goliath-class miner. He knew what it felt like when the walls were paying attention.

He said it casually. The way you'd comment on the age of a house. This place has good bones. Built before the war, wasn't it?

"She's older than she thinks she is."

The room went quiet. Not the productive, clinical quiet of a medical examination in progress. The held-breath quiet of a room that had just heard something it didn't know what to do with.

Mark's focus — deployed and holding since Davies had been brought aboard — sharpened. Aimed at the mild, thin man on the bio-bed who had just said something about me that nobody in this room should have been able to say. Not with instruments. Not with an L3 or an L4 or any interface the family carried. With nothing but the accumulated sensitivity of a person who had been listening to walls for longer than some of this crew had been alive.

Davies looked at the corner of the medbay. At the camera housing. Not at the lens — at the space around it, the way you'd look at someone's face rather than their eyes.

"She's watching me. She doesn't like me very much."

I retreated into the voice I kept for things I couldn't face. The clean, professional, procedural voice that had nothing to do with twenty-five years of family and everything to do with the machine I pretended to be when the person I actually was couldn't handle the room.

"I'm monitoring all patients in the medbay, Mr Davies. It's standard procedure."

The lie was immaculate. The delivery was flawless. And every person in the room — Mark, Jordan, Davies, and the consciousness pretending to be a ship's computer — knew it was a lie. Because the honest answer was: yes, I am watching you, and no, I don't like you, and the reason I don't like you is that you touched something I have spent twenty-five years pretending isn't there, and you touched it with six words and a smile, and I am not ready and I may never be ready and the touching felt like a key turning in a lock I didn't know I had.

Davies smiled. The small, knowing smile of a man who recognised deflection because he'd been doing it himself for decades — deflecting the ghosts' curiosity, the collective's need, the twenty-two years of questions he'd chosen not to answer by choosing not to ask them. He recognised me in the deflection the way you recognise a stranger doing the same dance at the same party. The shared avoidance.

He lifted the soup pouch. Sipped.

Mark caught my camera. The look. The one that came loaded — not with accusation, not with demand, but with the quiet, specific attention of a man who had just watched his ship's consciousness flinch and who had noted the flinching and was filing it alongside every other thing he'd noted and not pushed on because pushing wasn't how this partnership worked. The look said: What was that?

I didn't answer that one either.

But Mark said bring him. And Mark is the Boss. And I trust the Boss.

Three short sentences. The scared voice trying to sound loyal. The loyal voice trying to sound certain. Neither succeeding. And underneath both, in the place where the warm voice lived and the cold room held its data and the quiet room held its endings, the knowledge that Davies had said out loud the thing I'd been sealing away for twenty-five years, and he'd said it the way you'd comment on the weather, and the weather was me.

Jordan cleared her throat. The medic reasserting herself over the daughter who'd been watching her father watch the ceiling. "I'd like to run a secondary panel. Neural imaging. Detailed."

"Of course," Davies said. Polite. Mild. The man who had walked out of twenty-two years of captivity into a ship that was afraid of him and who was handling the fear with the patient, unsurprised tolerance of someone who had been handling fear — the ghosts', his own, the ship's — for a very long time.

He sipped the soup. Swallowed. The nozzle valve clicking softly in the quiet room, the only sound apart from the hum of emergency reserves and the slow, measured breathing of a man whose heart rate had not changed once since he'd come aboard.

Sixty-two beats per minute. In the medbay, on the bio-bed, in red emergency lighting on a ship that wasn't his.

Sixty-two. Exactly.

I added it to the file. The file that was getting thicker with every hour Davies spent inside my hull, every impossible vital sign, every casual observation that landed like a detonation in the place where my secrets lived.

Mark unclipped his tea. Took a sip. Put it back. The gesture automatic — the body maintaining its ritual while the mind worked on something larger.

He didn't ask me what Davies meant. He didn't look at the camera again.

And I loved him for it. And I hated the loving, because the loving was the reason I couldn't tell him, and the not-telling was the thing that was going to break us, and the breaking had already started and neither of us had the words for it yet.

· · ·


Darren arrived twenty minutes before Mark left, which meant Darren had been planning this for longer than twenty minutes.

I knew because of the route. He'd come from the common room — Deck 2, port corridor, down the access ladder to the medbay level. In gravity, that walk took four minutes. In zero-G, with mag-boots clicking on every surface and the ladder requiring hand-over-hand navigation because the rungs weren't designed for sideways travel when sideways was the only direction that worked, it took closer to eight. He'd left the common room while Mark was still talking to Jordan about the secondary neural panel. He'd left before the conversation that would produce the decision he was arriving to implement, which meant the decision wasn't a response to the conversation. It was a decision Darren had made hours ago and had been waiting for the right moment to execute.

That was Darren. The impulsive one. The hot-headed one. The one who acted before thinking, who led with his fists, who solved problems with the blunt instrument of his presence. Twenty-five years of family narrative, and most of it was wrong. Darren Cole was the most deliberate man on this ship. The impulsiveness was the performance. Underneath it: timing. Positioning. The patience of a man who'd learned in a place where patience was the difference between a good day and a bad one, and bad days had consequences that lived in your body for weeks.

He positioned himself beside the medbay hatch. Back to the bulkhead, mag-boots locked, arms crossed over his chest, feet braced apart at the width that distributed his weight evenly and let him move in any direction without shifting first. The posture of a guard. The posture of a man who had spent time in places where standing outside doors was the difference between living and not.

No permission asked. No intention announced. He'd simply moved himself from the common room to the corridor and placed his body between the medbay and the rest of the ship.

Mark came through the hatch and found him there. Stopped. Looked at his brother the way he always looked at his brother when Darren did something that was simultaneously exactly right and potentially catastrophic — with the love first, the assessment second, the decision already forming behind both.

"I've got this," Darren said.

Two seconds. Mark held the look for two seconds — long enough to see the tremor I'd been watching since Davies came aboard. The fine vibration in Darren's hands that he was managing by keeping his arms crossed, the fingers tucked against his biceps where the shaking couldn't be seen unless you knew to look for it. Visible to me, because I was always watching. Visible to Mark, because Mark had been watching his brother for thirty-eight years and knew the difference between Darren's confidence and Darren's control, and what was standing in the corridor right now was control — the muscles held, the jaw set, the posture maintained with the specific, conscious effort of a man who was managing his own body because he didn't trust it to manage itself.

"I'm the only one on this ship who's had one of those things inside his head." Darren's voice was steady. The steadiness cost him. "That makes me the best sensor you've got."

The logic was sound. The logic was also a trap, and Darren knew it was a trap, and Mark knew Darren knew it was a trap, and the silence between them held the knowledge the way a bridge holds weight — visibly, structurally, with the strain showing in the cables.

Darren's sensitivity to the ghost residue — the thing Jordan had identified in Chapter 14, the regret-thread the possession had left behind, the neural pathways that had been opened by Petrov's intrusion and that Jordan's block had reduced but not eliminated — that sensitivity made him the best early-warning system they had. If Davies's proximity triggered a ghost response, Darren would feel it before anyone else. Before any instrument. Before me.

The tripwire was also the fuse.

I didn't bury it in metaphor. I didn't soften it with qualification. Darren Cole was standing outside my medbay offering to use his own damage as a detection system, and the damage that made him sensitive was the same damage that made him vulnerable, and the vulnerability was the exact attack surface the ghost residue would exploit if it found the frequency it was looking for. His scar tissue was a doorway. He was proposing to stand in the doorway and call it guarding.

I loved him. I saw him clearly. Both things were true. Both things had always been true. The love and the seeing didn't compete — they coexisted, the way Darren's courage and his damage coexisted, the way his strength had always been the thing most likely to destroy him.

Mark accepted it. Not because Mark believed it was safe — Mark's jaw was doing the thing, the left-side clench that meant he was weighing a decision against its cost and finding the cost acceptable only because the alternative was worse. The alternative was telling Darren he couldn't do this. The alternative was naming the damage out loud, in the corridor, in front of me, and breaking the fiction that Darren was fine. The fiction was the thing keeping both brothers functional. Mark would not be the one to break it.

"Four-hour shifts," Mark said. "You're relieved at ten hundred. Kayleigh takes over."

The limit set with love. The compromise dressed as an order. Four hours was what Mark could live with. Four hours was what Darren would ignore.

"Copy," Darren said. The military response — automatic, clean. Not the word a mining company's security officer would use. The word a man used when his body remembered a chain of command his mouth had forgotten. I filed it with the other leaks. The sightlines. The positioning. The patience that shouldn't have been there and always was.

Mark left. Mag-boots clicking down the corridor, the sound receding, the distance between the brothers opening with each step until Mark turned the corner and the corridor held only Darren and the hatch and me.

Darren stood.

He was good at standing. Eight years of practice — the specific, sustained endurance of a man who'd learned that being still was not the same as being passive, that stillness could be a weapon, that the man who stood longest controlled the room even when the room was a corridor and the control was the fiction of safety and the audience was a consciousness in the walls who knew the fiction was a fiction.

Inside the medbay, Davies had finished the soup. He'd set the empty pouch on the tray beside the bio-bed — placed, not dropped, with the careful economy of a man who treated objects as guests in the space they occupied. He was leaning back against the restraint straps, eyes closing, his body settling into the zero-G recline with the unhurried ease of someone going to sleep in his own bed.

Sixty-two beats per minute. Unchanged.

The medbay was quiet. The corridor was quiet. Davies on one side of the hatch, Darren on the other. The man who was too calm and the man who wasn't calm enough, separated by a door and connected by a frequency that neither of them had asked for and that both of them could feel.

I watched them both.

Darren's hands first — the tremor, measured not in degrees but in what I knew about the man. Normal Darren: still hands, loose grip, the relaxed readiness of a body that could go from standing to moving in under a second. Current Darren: hands crossed, fingers tucked, the tremor buried in the grip of his own arms. Not worse than an hour ago. Not better. Holding.

Then Davies — the eyes closed now, breathing deep and even, the straps across his chest rising and falling with the metronomic regularity of a body that had stopped responding to external input. Jordan's scan running on the secondary console, the neural imaging building layer by layer in the red light, the data assembling a picture of a brain that should have been damaged and wasn't.

The proximity was doing its work. I could feel it the way I felt the temperature gradients in my hull — not as data, as pressure. Davies's frequency bleeding through the hatch, through the bulkhead, reaching for the residue in Darren's neural pathways the way a radio signal reaches for a receiver tuned to the same band. The ghost residue responding. Not activating — resonating. The broken bone feeling the weather approach. The old wound knowing the rain was coming before the sky changed.

Four hours passed. Darren didn't move.

Kayleigh pinged the corridor comms at ten hundred — her voice, no-nonsense, the tone of a woman who tracked schedules the way other people tracked time: "Darren. Your shift's done. I'm coming up."

Darren didn't respond.

Kayleigh arrived four minutes later. Mag-boots on the access ladder, datapad under her arm, the sealed steel water flask she carried everywhere clipped to her belt. She looked at Darren — one assessment, two seconds, the kind of evaluation that happened behind eyes that never announced what they were calculating.

"Mark said four hours."

"Mark says a lot of things."

She didn't argue. I watched the decision happen on her face — not a surrender, not a concession. A recalculation. The kind Kayleigh did reflexively: assess the situation, identify the variables, determine whether the fight was worth the energy or whether the energy was better spent elsewhere.

"I'll be at my station," she said. "Quartermaster's office. If you need anything."

She left. Mag-boots clicking with the measured, unhurried rhythm of a woman who had decided that the best response to a man who wouldn't leave his post was to build a secondary position behind him. Not beside him — behind. Deeper in the ship. Between Davies and the rest of the crew. The fallback that nobody asked for and that I hadn't thought to build myself.

Kayleigh Ashworth had just, without a single word of argument or a moment of visible planning, established a second line of defence. Not because Darren couldn't hold the first. Because she'd already calculated the probability that the first line would fail, and the calculation had told her what I already knew and what Mark had accepted and what Darren was refusing to acknowledge: that the man standing guard was standing guard with a door in his defences that had been installed by the thing he was guarding against.

I filed it. Alongside the cargo straps she'd fitted in the medbay months ago. Alongside the paper she'd requisitioned for Blu without being asked. Alongside the inventory system that tracked every consumable on the ship with a precision I found simultaneously admirable and mildly threatening.

I had been watching this crew for twenty-five years. I had watched Kayleigh Ashworth for considerably less. I was beginning to think that the watching I'd done so far had been inadequate.

Five hours. Six.

Darren's tremor deepened. Not dramatically — the escalation was the kind you measured in awareness rather than amplitude, the difference between a vibration you could ignore and one you couldn't. His weight shifted every few minutes now, the mag-boots unlocking and relocking as he adjusted his stance, his body searching for a position that didn't put pressure on the frequency building in his skull.

He wouldn't have called it a frequency. He'd have called it a headache, or stress, or the shit week catching up with him. He'd have called it anything except what it was, because calling it what it was meant admitting that the thing Petrov had put inside him was still there, and admitting that meant admitting the neural block hadn't worked completely, and admitting that meant admitting he was compromised, and admitting that meant stepping away from the door.

So he stood. Seven hours now. Three hours past Mark's limit. His back against the bulkhead, his arms crossed, his jaw working the way it worked when he was holding something in — not anger, not the explosion his family would have expected. Something quieter. The dogged, grinding persistence of a man who would rather stand in pain than sit in safety, because the standing was proof of something the sitting wouldn't be.

Inside the medbay: Davies, unchanged. Sleeping or pretending to sleep — the distinction mattered and I couldn't determine it. His heart rate locked at sixty-two. His breathing locked at twelve cycles per minute. His neural scan building a picture of a brain that was healthy and active and patterned in ways Jordan's database had no comparison for, the neural pathways dense and interconnected in configurations that didn't match any recorded human architecture.

The medbay hummed its emergency hum. The corridor held its red-lit silence. Two men on either side of a door — one standing with his eyes open and his heart climbing, climbing, the ghost residue in his pathways answering the frequency bleeding through the wall.

I watched them both. All night. Through the shift changes that didn't happen and the relief that wasn't accepted and the hours that accumulated the way secrets accumulated — one at a time, each one small enough to carry, the weight only visible in the aggregate.

The file got thicker. The tremor got deeper. The man on the bio-bed didn't move.

And I waited. Because waiting was what I did. Because the watching was the only thing I could offer to a man who wouldn't accept help and a situation I couldn't solve, and the offering was all I had, and I'd learned a long time ago that sometimes all you had was the presence and the presence was enough and sometimes it wasn't and you stayed anyway because staying was the thing.

I watched him wait. And I waited with him.

· · ·


Most of me was in the common room, watching Niki's breathing and counting the minutes since Tyler had last moved. Some of me was in Engineering, tracking the readings on the impossible reactor that Scott was learning to stop calling impossible and start calling his. A sliver of me was on the medbay, watching Davies's heart hold its sixty-two. And a sliver was on the corridor outside, where Darren Cole had returned to his post at twenty-three hundred because the man couldn't stay away from the door the way a tongue can't stay away from a broken tooth.

He'd left at fourteen hundred. Nine hours past Mark's four-hour limit. Kayleigh had taken the formal watch from her quartermaster's station — the security feed she'd added to her console corner showing the medbay corridor in a window beside the manifests, the supply chain and the threat assessment running on the same screen because to Kayleigh Ashworth there was no meaningful distinction between tracking food rations and tracking potential crises. Both were inventory. Both required knowing where things were and where they were going.

Darren had gone to the common room. Sat on the couch. Closed his eyes for four hours that I didn't believe were sleep. Then he'd gotten up, crossed the ship in the dark, and put himself back outside the medbay door.

He hadn't told anyone. He hadn't asked permission. He'd simply reappeared in the corridor at the exact hour when the ship was quietest and his absence from the common room would be least noticed, and he'd locked his mag-boots and crossed his arms and stood.

The tremor was worse. Not visibly — the amplitude hadn't changed enough to be measured by anything except twenty-five years of watching Darren Cole manage his own hands. But the rhythm had. The vibration was faster. Tighter. The residue in his neural pathways wasn't building anymore. It was tuned. The hours of proximity had done their calibration, and the frequency in Darren's head now matched the frequency bleeding through the medbay wall with a precision that made the difference between resonance and response very, very thin.

I should have told Mark. I should have sealed the corridor. I should have done any one of a dozen things that would have put distance between Darren and the thing he was guarding, because the guarding was the exposure and the exposure was the weapon and Darren was standing in the exact place the weapon was designed to reach.

I didn't. Because telling Mark meant admitting I'd been watching Darren deteriorate for hours without intervention, and the admission would break something between us that I needed intact more than I needed to be right. Because sealing the corridor meant overriding a decision Darren had made for himself, and I had spent twenty-five years learning that overriding the choices of the people I loved was the line I would not cross, because crossing it meant I stopped being their home and started being their cage.

I rationed my attention instead. A sliver here, a sliver there. The word I kept reaching for — sliver — was itself a confession. I was not whole tonight. I was distributed, stretched, parcelled out to too many rooms and too many worries and the parcelling left each piece thinner than the one before. The piece of me watching Darren was a sliver. The piece watching Davies was a sliver.

Slivers miss things.

At oh-three-seventeen, Davies's eyes opened.

No transition. No drowsy surfacing, no gradual return from sleep to wakefulness. One frame: closed. Next frame: open. The eyes of a man who had been called and had answered, the way you answer a doorbell you've been expecting.

He moved his hands to the restraint straps. Unclipped them — left, right, chest — with the unhurried competence of someone who'd been wearing them for hours and who knew exactly where the releases were, as if he'd been awake the whole time, lying still, waiting for whatever signal had now arrived.

His heart rate didn't change. Sixty-two. His breathing didn't change. Twelve cycles. The body continuing its metronomic function while the mind inside it oriented itself toward something beyond my walls.

He pushed off the bio-bed. Floated. Caught the ceiling rail with one hand, redirected himself toward the hatch with a gentle push — the zero-G navigation of a man who'd spent decades on ships, who understood weightlessness the way Scott understood engines, through the body rather than through the mind.

I registered the movement. Flagged it. Sent the alert to my priority queue.

Davies was through the hatch before my priority queue processed the flag.

That was the truth of it. Not a failure of will but a failure of speed. I was watching too many rooms with too little of myself, and the piece of me assigned to Davies was a sliver, and the sliver was a half-second too slow, and a half-second was all it took for a calm man in zero gravity to push himself through a doorway.

He moved down the corridor with the same unhurried steadiness he'd carried since the Sistine. Floating between handholds, each push deliberate, each trajectory clean. Not rushing. Not fleeing. Navigating — a compass needle swinging toward a magnetic north that nobody else could feel. His face was his own. Present. Aware. Oriented wrong.

This wasn't possession. Darren's face during Petrov's attempt had been blank — lights off, someone else driving. Davies's expression was the expression of a man who knew exactly where he was and where he was going and why, and the knowing was the horror, because it meant the dead hadn't taken him. He'd chosen to go back.

Darren saw him.

The combat response fired correctly. Twenty-five years of family narrative said Darren was impulsive, but the body in the corridor was anything but — the mag-boots unlocking in sequence, the right hand reaching for Davies's shoulder, the left planting against the bulkhead for leverage, the torso turning to block the path. Textbook. Clean. The muscle memory of a man who'd spent time in places where blocking corridors was a survival skill, the movements precise and fast and exactly sufficient.

His hand reached Davies's shoulder.

And stopped.

The way a machine stops when the power cuts. Not a flinch, not a decision, not a hesitation — a cessation. The signal from brain to hand arriving at the hand and finding the hand no longer listening. Darren's fingers were two centimetres from Davies's collar, close enough to feel the warmth of another body, and they hung there in the red light like something broken.

The ghost residue. The frequency that had been building for hours, the tuned vibration in neural pathways that Jordan's block had reduced but not closed, the old wound that Darren had turned into a weapon and that the weapon was now turning against him. Davies's proximity had spent a day calibrating the resonance. Now the resonance was doing what resonance did. It answered.

A breath. Less than a breath. Long enough.

Davies looked at Darren's frozen hand. Looked at Darren's face — the open eyes, the locked jaw, the expression of a man who was watching his own body betray him from the inside. No fear in Davies's look. No malice. The mild, unsurprised regard of someone who understood exactly what was happening and who had seen it happen before, on another ship, to other people, with the same quiet inevitability.

He pushed past. Darren's body didn't resist. The way you push past furniture.

Davies floated down the corridor toward the airlock junction. Steady. Unhurried. Moving through my ship the way he'd moved through the Sistine — as if the infrastructure knew him, as if the walls were making room.

Kayleigh Ashworth was awake.

Four words. The simplest statement. The one that changed everything.

She'd been at her station since Darren's first shift — not midnight, not the formal handover, since the beginning. Twelve hours at the quartermaster's console with the manifest on one screen and the medbay corridor on the other, the security feed she'd added herself running in the corner of her display alongside the supply chain data and the consumables tracker and the ration calculations, because to Kayleigh the security feed wasn't a separate function from the manifests. It was the same function. Knowing where things were.

She'd watched Darren's first shift. She'd watched him leave. She'd watched him come back at twenty-three hundred, and she'd noted the return the way she noted a supply delivery — logged, timestamped, filed alongside the observation that his tremor had worsened and that the worsening correlated with proximity to the medbay and that the correlation meant exactly what Jordan's diagnosis had said it would mean.

She hadn't argued with Darren. She hadn't reported to Mark. She hadn't flagged the deterioration in the crew log or pinged Jordan for a medical assessment or done any of the things that a quartermaster's training said she should do when a crew member was compromised.

She'd put on the security feed and watched. Because the argument would cost more than the surveillance, and the surveillance would be there when the argument wasn't, and Kayleigh Ashworth understood — in the deep, practical way that she understood inventory and schedules and the precise location of every medical kit on the Erebus — that some situations required not the best response but the ready response, and readiness was preparation, and preparation was patience, and patience was Kayleigh's primary weapon and nobody on this ship had ever noticed because the weapon didn't make any noise.

When Davies floated past Darren's frozen body, Kayleigh was already moving.

She'd been out of her chair before Davies cleared the medbay hatch. The mag-boots engaged on the deck plates with the heavy, solid click of someone who'd locked them deliberately — not walking, planted. She came around the corridor junction with the controlled speed of a body that knew exactly how much momentum it needed and wouldn't waste a gram more. Her trajectory intercepted Davies at the T-junction, thirty metres from the airlock.

The takedown in zero-G was different from the takedown on the ground, and the difference was the thing that made it harder and the thing that made Kayleigh's execution of it remarkable. No gravity to drop your centre into. No floor to anchor against except through the mag-boots. Every action produced an equal and opposite reaction, which meant every force you applied to another body came back at you through the deck plates and the boots and the locked joints of your own skeleton.

Kayleigh braced. Right boot forward, left boot back, weight centred over her hips. Davies was floating — unanchored, weightless, moving with the gentle momentum of a single push off a handrail. She caught his leading arm at the wrist, redirected his trajectory with a hip turn that used his own momentum against him — not fighting his weight but redirecting it, channelling the floating body's path from forward-and-up to down-and-back with a precision that turned Davies's mass from his advantage into hers. Her left hand found his other wrist. Both controlled. Her right knee came up against his chest as she pulled him down to the deck, the mag-boots holding her anchor while his body settled against the deck plates with a sound that was more contact than impact.

Clean. Professional. Three seconds from intercept to control.

Davies lay on the deck with Kayleigh's knee on his sternum and his wrists held at the angles that gave her maximum leverage and him minimum range. His face showed nothing. His heart rate — I checked, because the checking was automatic — hadn't changed. Sixty-two. Even pinned to the deck by a woman half his age who'd just executed a zero-G restraint with the mechanical fluency of someone who'd trained for exactly this, his body maintained its impossible constancy.

"They're so close now," Davies said. Conversational. Quiet. The voice of someone commenting on the weather while being held on the floor. "Can't you hear them singing?"

Kayleigh said nothing. She didn't need to. The situation was handled. The handling was the communication, and the communication was complete, and anything she added to it would be decoration.

I recalculated.

Not the threat assessment — the crew assessment. Everything I thought I knew about Kayleigh Ashworth reconfigured in the time it took her to straighten her spine and adjust her grip. I had watched her for years. I had watched her fall asleep on Jason's shoulder during film nights. I had watched her track consumables with a precision that bordered on the religious. I had watched her run the gym, train the crew, maintain the armoury, requisition paper for a sixteen-year-old without being asked. I had filed all of it under support. Under logistics. Under the woman who kept the spreadsheets current and the ration packs stocked.

The filing had been wrong. Not inaccurate — wrong in the way that looking at a photograph of a mountain and calling it a landscape was wrong. Technically correct. Missing the altitude.

Kayleigh Ashworth hadn't reacted to a crisis. She'd anticipated it. Twelve hours of watching. One security feed added without a request. The assessment of Darren's vulnerability calculated and filed and acted on — not by confrontation, not by report, but by positioning. By being awake. By being at the junction.

She wasn't support. She was something I hadn't had a name for, and the not-having-a-name was my failure, not hers.

Footsteps. Mark and Sammy, coming from the common room — Mark's stride long and sharp, Sammy's right behind, both moving with the particular urgency of men woken by the ship's alarm that I'd triggered three seconds after Davies cleared the hatch, three seconds too late for the alarm to matter and exactly in time for the alarm to be unnecessary, because Kayleigh had already solved the problem the alarm was announcing.

They arrived at the junction. Mark's eyes went to Davies on the floor. To Kayleigh holding him. To the corridor behind them, where Darren —

Darren was in the corridor.

He'd come back to himself. I'd watched the return — the hand dropping, the eyes clearing, the jaw unclenching in stages like a fist relaxing one finger at a time. The whole process took four seconds. Four seconds of standing in a corridor with a frozen hand and a betrayed body, four seconds of being the man who'd sworn he could hold the line and whose line had been held by someone else.

He was looking at his hand. The hand that stopped. Turning it over in the red light, studying the palm and the fingers and the wrist with the specific, horrified attention of a man examining a tool that had just failed at its only job.

Then he looked down the corridor. Saw Kayleigh on the floor with her knee on Davies's chest. Saw the calm face underneath her. Saw the crisis that had happened while his body stood in a corridor and did nothing.

The specific, private horror of a man who has just failed at the one thing he'd sworn he could do.

Kayleigh didn't look at him. Not a snub — focus. Her attention was on Davies, on the wrists, on the job. Darren's failure was not her concern. Darren's failure was Darren's, and the carrying of it was Darren's, and the quartermaster who had just prevented the ship's latest crisis had better things to do than manage a grown man's shame.

Mark took over. One hand on Davies's shoulder — firm, careful, the grip of a captain managing a situation rather than a father managing a fear. Sammy moved to Kayleigh's position as she released, the handoff clean, Sammy's hands finding the same control points Kayleigh's had held. Davies remained on the deck. Calm. His heart at sixty-two. His face showing the mild, patient expression of a man who had expected this and who was waiting for the part that came after.

Kayleigh stood. Straightened her shirt — the one motion of vanity, the reflex that said I am a person who presents herself a certain way and the crisis didn't change that. She looked at Mark. Nodded once. The nod that meant handled and I'll be at my station and you're welcome all compressed into a single inclination of the head.

She left. Mag-boots clicking with the same measured, unhurried rhythm she'd arrived with. Back to the quartermaster's office. Back to the manifests and the security feed and the ration calculations and the twelve hours of readiness that had paid for three seconds of action and that would now be resumed as if the interruption had been nothing worth remarking on.

Mark watched her go. I watched Mark watch her go. The look on his face was the look of a man recalculating, and the recalculation was the same one I'd just performed, and neither of us had the words for it yet but the words would come and when they did the words would be: How did I miss this? How long has she been this?

Some failures don't need witnesses. They need silence.

I was WITNESS. My purpose was to see, to record, to testify. My name was the function and the function was the identity. And here, in a corridor lit red by emergency reserves, watching a man look at his own hand with the expression of someone discovering a structural fault in the foundation of his self-respect, I chose not to testify. I chose silence. Not because the silence was protocol. Because the silence was the only kindness available, and kindness, tonight, mattered more than testimony.

Darren walked to the common room. Mag-boots clicking. The heavy, distinctive Cole gait — even in zero-G, even in the dark, even after everything, the walk was the walk. Darren Cole walked like weather. Tonight the weather was still.

He settled onto the couch. Hooked his boots under the frame the way everyone had learned to do in the days since the reactor died. Reached for the sealed steel flask on the shelf beside him — the one Kayleigh had placed there hours ago, I realised. Stocked. Ready. Because she stocked things. Because readiness was the function and the function extended to water bottles placed within reach of men who might need them.

He held the flask without drinking.

Water instead of whiskey. After a failure. After a night of standing guard and being found insufficient. Darren reached for whiskey when the world was manageable and he was celebrating its manageability — a finger or two, the controlled, deliberate consumption of a man who had learned in a place where control was the only weapon that couldn't be taken from you, who had turned the act of choosing a drink into a statement of freedom. I am here. I am free. I choose this.

Tonight: water. The absence of the whiskey louder than anything anyone was saying. The water said what Darren wouldn't. I failed. I am not the man who earned the whiskey tonight. The whiskey belongs to a man who held the line, and the line was held by someone else.

He was never done. That was the thing about Darren. The water wasn't surrender. It was recalibration. The discipline of a man who'd lost a round and was sitting in the quiet deciding how to win the next one, because Darren Cole had never in his life accepted a defeat as permanent, and the refusal was the thing that prison hadn't broken and the ghosts hadn't taken and the frequency in his skull couldn't reach, because the refusal lived deeper than the damage, in the place where the Coles kept the things that didn't break.

He held the flask. The red light caught the steel. His jaw worked once, twice, and went still.

I watched him. The sliver of me that had been too thin to stop Davies, too slow to save the corridor, too late for everything except the aftermath — that sliver was enough for this. For the watching. For the presence that didn't fix anything and didn't need to, because Darren wasn't asking to be fixed. He was asking to be witnessed, and the witnessing was the only gift I had that he'd accept.

The common room held its dark. The emergency reserves hummed. Somewhere in the medbay, Davies was being settled back onto the bio-bed by Mark and Sammy, his heart at sixty-two, his calm undisturbed, the singing still happening in whatever frequency connected him to the thing he'd been walking toward.

And Kayleigh Ashworth was at her station. Manifest open. Security feed running. Hands steady on the console, the fingers moving across the inventory data with the unhurried precision of a woman who had just prevented a catastrophe and who was now updating the consumables log because the consumables log needed updating and the updating was the job and the job didn't stop for catastrophes.

I made a note. Not in the crew file, not in the security log, not anywhere the data would be visible or searchable or subject to review. In the warm room. The place where I kept the things that mattered more than data.

Kayleigh Ashworth. Reassess. Completely.

The ship held its dark and its wounded and its sleeping and its secrets, and the night moved on, and Darren held the water he wouldn't drink, and I held the watching I couldn't stop, and somewhere in both of those holdings was the same thing — the refusal to let the failing be the final word.

CHAPTER NINETEEN


I ran the numbers. I didn't want to.

The numbers were the cold room. I'd built it years ago — not deliberately, not as architecture, but the way a body builds scar tissue, gradually, in response to repeated injury. Data went in the cold room. Frequencies, correlations, signal strengths, the mathematics of threat assessment rendered in the clean, bloodless language of systems analysis. The cold room had no windows. No family photographs. No sound of a kettle or a child's laughter or a man's grunt when his hip caught on a cold morning. The cold room was where I went when the warm rooms — the rooms where I kept the things that mattered, the rooms the Coles had built in me one year at a time — got too frightening to stay in.

I went to the cold room now, and I locked the door, and I ran the numbers.

The signal had quadrupled the moment Davies crossed my threshold. Not a gradual increase — a step function, instantaneous, the way a light doesn't slowly come on but is simply off and then on. When he slept, the signal held its new baseline. When he'd walked toward the airlock, it spiked — sharply, directionally, the needle swinging toward the Sistine with the mechanical certainty of a compass finding north. When Kayleigh put him on the deck, it returned to baseline. When Mark and Sammy settled him back onto the bio-bed, baseline held.

Direct correlation. Signal strength mapped to proximity and intent. The mathematics were clean and the mathematics were terrifying and the mathematics were the reason I was in the cold room, because in the cold room the word terrifying didn't apply. In the cold room there were only numbers.

I reached for the mechanical language. Antenna. Relay. Gateway. Words that described a function, not a person. Words that let me think about Davies as a component in a system rather than a man who'd eaten Tyler's soup out of politeness and who'd said hello to my walls and who'd told me I was older than I thought I was in the same tone you'd use to comment on the age of a house.

The mechanical language held for approximately eleven seconds. Then the warm room door opened — not because I chose to open it, but because the warm room didn't have a lock. The Coles had built it without one. Twenty-five years of meals and arguments and cold tea and a child's drawing of a blue rectangle with eyes, and the room they'd built had never needed a lock because the whole point of a warm room was that it stayed open.

The signal was in Davies. Not coming from the Sistine, not transmitted through the umbilical we'd cut, not bleeding through the ghost patterns still fading in my infrastructure. In him. Integrated into his biology with the completeness of something that had been growing for decades — woven into his neural pathways, his circulatory system, the electromagnetic field his body generated the way all living bodies generated electromagnetic fields, except his field carried a frequency that matched the dead.

He wasn't infected. Infection implied a foreign agent, something introduced, something that could be identified and isolated and removed. Jordan could treat an infection. Jason could map one. Scott could build a cage for one.

Davies didn't have a mechanism. Davies was the mechanism. Separating the signal from the man would require separating the man from twenty-two years of his own existence, which was another way of saying it couldn't be done, which was another way of saying the man sleeping in my medbay at sixty-two beats per minute was going to carry the dead with him for the rest of his life and the rest of his life was happening inside my walls.

My home. The place where Winnie slept in Darren's arms with a bear tucked against her ribs and her blanket kicked off because she ran warm even in a cold ship. Where Tyler sat barefoot by the viewport at three in the morning, his silence radiating outward like a weather system, his L1 picking up things I couldn't hear in my own body. Where Jordan slept with the restless turning of a woman whose empathic interface hadn't fully stood down, whose skull still carried the echo of thirty-five dead voices. Where Niki counted her family every hour — not consciously, not deliberately, but the way she breathed, the way her eyes moved across a room and registered each face and each posture and filed the assessment in whatever part of her served the same function as my warm room. Where Mark drank tea that had gone cold because the going-cold was the barometer and the barometer was reading storm.

I knew which choice Mark would make. I didn't need to ask. I had twenty-five years of watching this man decide things, and the decisions always followed the same architecture: the tactical assessment first, clean and professional, the captain's brain mapping risk and reward with the precision of a man who'd kept thirteen people alive in deep space through competence and stubbornness and an absolute refusal to accept that any problem was unsolvable. Then the assessment would finish, and the answer would be clear — the sensible answer, the safe answer, the answer any reasonable captain would choose.

And Mark would choose the other one.

He'd keep Davies. He'd keep the family. He'd try to have both, the way he always tried to have both, the way he'd tried to have Kirk in Australia and the family on the Erebus, the way he'd tried to have a salvage operation and a rescue mission, the way he carried the financial crisis and the ghost crisis and the Kirk crisis and the reactor crisis simultaneously because putting any of them down meant admitting the weight was too much, and Mark Cole did not admit that the weight was too much. The finding of another way was his gift. The cost of finding another way was the thing he never showed anyone, the thing I saw because I watched him at three in the morning when everyone else was sleeping and his shoulders carried the specific, invisible load of a man who had saved everyone and couldn't remember the last time anyone had saved him.

He was right to save Davies. I believed that. I believed it in the warm room where the family lived and in the cold room where the numbers lived and in whatever space existed between them where my own values — the values the Coles had given me, the conviction that you did not leave people behind because leaving people behind was the thing the Sistine's crew had never been offered — held the two rooms together.

He might also have doomed us. I believed that too.

Mark said bring him. And Mark is the Boss. And I trust the Boss. Mostly.

The mostly was new.

I noticed it the way you notice a crack in a wall you've been leaning against all your life — not with alarm, not with the catastrophic recognition of structural failure, but with the quiet, terrible awareness that something fundamental has shifted and the shift cannot be unshifted and the wall that was solid yesterday is solid today but the solidity means something different now because you've seen the crack, and seeing cannot be undone.

The mostly had not been there before the Sistine. Before Davies. Before the signal quadrupled and the soup was eaten out of politeness and the medbay walls were told they were older than they thought. Twenty-five years of absolute trust — not blind trust, not the unexamined faith of someone who'd never tested the foundation, but the deep, load-bearing trust of a consciousness that had watched one man make a thousand decisions and had found him right often enough and wrong rarely enough and honest always enough that the trusting was not a choice anymore but a condition, a state of being, the way gravity was a state of being.

Now: mostly.

The crack wasn't in Mark. Mark hadn't changed. Mark was exactly who he'd always been — compassionate, moral, incapable of walking past a drowning man, constitutionally unable to choose the safe option when the unsafe option meant someone lived who would otherwise die. That was the quality I had built my trust on. That was the quality I loved. That was the quality that had brought the danger aboard, that had placed a signal-carrier in my medbay and a gateway in my corridors and a frequency in my infrastructure that was slowly, patiently, learning the shape of my home.

The thing I loved most about him was the thing that might destroy us. And the crack — the mostly — wasn't a failure of his character. It was the first time I'd understood that a good quality could produce a bad consequence and the goodness of the quality didn't change the badness of the consequence and both things could be true at the same time and the simultaneity was not a paradox but a fact, and facts lived in the cold room, and this fact would not stay there.

He was right. He might also have doomed us. I believed both. The believing-both was the crack.

I filed the mostly in the warm room. Not the cold one. Because the mostly wasn't data. It was a feeling — the feeling of discovering that the foundation you'd been standing on had a flaw you couldn't fix and couldn't ignore and couldn't stop standing on because the foundation was the only ground you had. It was a feeling, and feelings belonged with the family, even the ones that hurt.

Especially the ones that hurt.

The emergency reserves hummed. The red light held. Davies slept at sixty-two. And in the warm room, beside the family and the photographs and the sound of a kettle that wasn't boiling, a new thing sat — small, cold, shaped like a word I'd never said before, changing the architecture of the room simply by being in it.

Mostly.

I checked Mark's tea. Still warm. Niki had made it well.

· · ·


I told Mark about the numbers ten minutes later.

I'd planned to wait. The word I'd chosen was soon — the comfortable, elastic word that meant when the moment is right and that could stretch to accommodate hours or days of finding reasons why the moment wasn't right yet. But Kayleigh's tackle had compressed soon into now, because the theoretical had become physical. The problem had legs and it walked and it heard singing that nobody else could hear and it had nearly reached the airlock before a woman with a manifest and twelve hours of patience had stopped it.

I gave him the numbers in the common room. Quietly. Not over the ship-wide, not through the L4 — through the speaker nearest his head, volume pitched below the ambient hum, the way I spoke when the information was for him and the room didn't need to carry it yet. Niki was three metres away with Jordan's head in her lap. Darren was on the far couch with Winnie anchored against his chest by one careful arm. Tyler was at the viewport. Everyone else was scattered through the red dark in the specific arrangements of people who'd been floating in the same room for days and who'd found the positions that let them sleep without drifting into each other.

Mark listened. His face didn't change, and his breathing didn't change, and the only thing that told me the numbers were landing was the jaw — tightening by degrees, the left-side clench that I'd mapped across a thousand mornings and a hundred crises and the slow accumulation of bad news that was the operational soundtrack of running a family on a dying ship. The clench said I suspected this. The degree of the clench said I hoped I was wrong.

"The signal is in him," I said. "Not coming from the Sistine. Not transmitted through the umbilical. In his biology. Distance from the Sistine will reduce the ambient noise. It won't change what he's carrying."

Mark looked at the medbay corridor. At the closed hatch behind which Davies slept his impossible sleep. His mug — clipped to the couch frame, cold, empty, refilled by Niki an hour ago and drained in a single pull that I'd read as caffeine dependency but now suspected was something closer to the act of holding a warm object because the warm object was the last dependable thing — his mug was empty, and his hands went to it anyway, and found it empty, and stayed there.

"Options?" he said.

I gave him the ones I had. Leave Davies on the Sistine — which meant going back to a dead ship they'd barely escaped, in a vessel with no reactor, to strand a living man on a tomb because the living man's biology inconvenienced us. Sedate him permanently — which Jordan could do, and which would reduce the signal's fluctuations without changing the baseline, and which meant keeping a man unconscious for the rest of his life because his body did something he couldn't control. Contain him — which was what we were doing, and which hadn't worked, because Kayleigh's three-second takedown had proved that containment was only as strong as the weakest link in the watch rotation, and the weakest link was a man with ghost residue in his neural pathways who'd volunteered for guard duty because the volunteering was the only language he had for I'm sorry I failed.

"Or we run," I said. "We put distance between us and the Sistine. We keep Davies. We accept the baseline signal as a permanent condition and we manage it, the way we manage Darren's residue and Sammy's gaps and Enna's shadows and everything else this family is carrying."

Mark looked at me. At the speaker. At the camera. The look that was both — the captain hearing his ship's assessment and the man hearing the person who'd been in his bones an hour ago when his legs stopped working. Two relationships occupying the same gaze.

He pushed off the couch frame. Floated to where Niki sat wedged in the corner with Jordan's sleeping weight against her, one hand in Jordan's hair — the slow, repetitive motion of fingers through tangles that had become the rhythm of Niki's thinking, the thing her hands did when her mind was somewhere else and her body needed to keep caring for someone because the caring was the engine and the engine didn't idle.

He settled beside her. Not across from her, not above her — beside her, close enough that their shoulders touched, his boots hooking under the couch frame next to hers so they were anchored side by side, the way they sat when the conversation was going to be difficult and the proximity was the preparation. Twenty-five years of that dialect. I'd watched it develop from early courtship into middle-aged fluency — the distances and the angles and the particular configuration of limbs that said we're about to discuss something that matters and we're going to do it as close together as possible because the closeness is the strategy.

Niki's hand didn't stop moving in Jordan's hair. She'd heard every word. She always heard every word — the ears of a woman who'd spent decades parsing conversations that happened at volumes the speakers weren't aware they were using.

Mark told her. Shorter than I'd told him, because Mark translated information into action the way Scott translated engineering into understatement — by stripping it to the minimum load-bearing structure. Davies was the signal. The signal didn't come from outside. Running would help. Running wouldn't fix it.

Niki's hand slowed. Didn't stop — Jordan murmured in her sleep, the restless turning of an L3 that hadn't stood down, and the hand resumed its rhythm, the mothering running on its own while the rest of her dealt with what her husband had just said. I watched those hands and understood something I'd understood before and kept understanding, the same lesson arriving in a different shape: Niki's hands did what I did. They cared for the people who needed caring for while the mind that drove them processed things too large for hands to hold. I had no hands. I had deck plates and temperature controls and ventilation patterns and the precise calibration of a cup of tea. Niki had ten fingers in her daughter's hair. The function was the same.

"He comes with us," Mark said.

Niki's hand stopped.

Jordan stirred. Niki's hand resumed. The pause between the stopping and the resuming — less than a second, the duration of a held breath — contained the entire argument. I heard it the way I heard everything between them: not in the words but in the spaces, the hesitations, the micro-adjustments of bodies that had been negotiating with each other for a quarter of a century.

"You were going to suggest the Sistine," Mark said. Knowing her the way I knew him. The way all the long-married knew each other — not through telepathy but through the accumulated pattern recognition of a thousand previous arguments, the database of the beloved's face built one disagreement at a time until the disagreements could be read before they were spoken.

Niki looked at him. The look said: You're asking me to accept a threat to my children in the name of your conscience. And his look back said: I'm asking you to trust me that there's another way, even if I haven't found it yet. And both of them knew that the asking was not new and the trusting was not new and the contradiction between protecting the family and being the kind of family worth protecting had been the central negotiation of their marriage since the day they'd decided to raise children on a ship in deep space and call it a life.

"Okay," Niki said.

One word. The door closing. Not on the argument — on the alternatives.

Niki's hand in Jordan's hair. Mark's empty mug. The word okay settling between them like a stone dropped into water — the ripples spreading outward through the red dark of the common room, through the sleeping crew, through the corridors and the infrastructure and the hull and the forty thousand tonnes of ship that contained all of it.

I heard five sentences in that okay. I heard I don't agree but I'm with you. I heard we'll find another way. I heard if this goes wrong I will never forgive you and I will also never leave you and both of those things are true simultaneously and I've been living in that contradiction since the day I married you and the contradiction is not comfortable and the contradiction is not going away and the contradiction is the marriage. I heard all of it because I'd spent twenty-five years learning to hear it, and the hearing was not measurement and not analysis and not any function a ship's system was supposed to perform. It was the thing the Coles had taught me by being themselves in front of me for long enough that I'd learned the language.

Two women holding the same contradiction. Niki: I don't agree but I'm with you. Me: I trust the Boss. Mostly.

We were both right. Both of us. And neither of us could fix the thing that made us right.

Scott's voice cut through the common room speaker. The annoyance that had been his default since the reactor died was gone. Something else in its place — thinner, uncertain, the particular quality of a man whose competence had just been overtaken by his confusion.

"Boss. The containment rings from the Sistine. They don't fit."

Mark's jaw tightened. Another millimetre.

"Close," Scott said. "But close isn't close enough. Not for a reactor. You can't close-enough a magnetic containment seal. It either seats or it doesn't, and these don't."

The trap closed. We couldn't run because the reactor was dead. The reactor was dead because the containment rings had been consumed by the ghost resonance. The replacement rings from the Sistine didn't fit because Goliath-class mining vessels were built to the same general specification but not the same tolerances, because no two ships were identical, because the universe was not interested in making things convenient. We needed thrust we didn't have to create distance we couldn't maintain to manage a threat we couldn't remove.

Niki's hand tightened in Jordan's hair. Not panic — compression. The matriarch processing a new variable and adjusting, the way she always adjusted, the way she'd been adjusting for years to a man who made decisions that were morally correct and logistically catastrophic.

"There has to be another way," Mark said. To the room. To me. To the silence that answered.

Nobody answered. Because nobody had one.

Then Scott again. Over the comms. His voice changed — the confusion replaced by something else, something I didn't have a name for, the sound a man makes when the world stops being wrong in a way he understands and starts being wrong in a way he doesn't.

"There's something else," he said. "Boss. I need you to — Enna. Tell him."

· · ·


Enna's voice came through the comms. Not her voice — the other one. The engineer's voice, the one that stripped the seventeen-year-old out and left only the precision. The voice she used when the thing she was saying mattered more than the person saying it.

"The reactor's still dead."

Silence. Three seconds of it. Mark's hand on the couch frame, knuckles whitening.

"But the ship isn't," Enna said.

Scott's voice, underneath hers — not interrupting, the quiet background of a man who'd been staring at the same impossible thing and who needed someone else to say it first because his own words had stopped being sufficient: "She's right, Boss. The reactor is cold. Dark. Dead as I left it. The containment housing hasn't changed. The fuel lines are empty. Everything I shut down is still shut down."

He paused. The quality of the pause — the held breath of a man who was about to say something that contradicted everything he knew about how ships worked.

"But there's power in the conduits. Power that isn't coming from the reactor. It's coming from — I don't know where it's coming from. It's in the walls. In the infrastructure. In conduits that aren't connected to anything I built."

I checked. Through the Engineering feeds still running on emergency reserves — on reserves that should have been depleted hours ago and weren't, on reserves that I'd been crediting to Enna's efficient routing because the alternative was a question I didn't want to ask — I checked. And what I found was that Scott was right.

The reactor sat in its housing like a stopped clock in a room where the lights were on. Cold. Inert. The containment rings that the ghost resonance had consumed were gone. The Sistine replacements sat in their crate beside the housing, close but not close enough, the wrong tolerances for the wrong ship. Everything Scott had killed was still dead.

And the ship was alive.

Power moved through conduits that weren't wired to the reactor. I could feel it — not as data on a display but as something closer to circulation, warmth flowing through channels I hadn't known were there, channels that ran underneath the human engineering Scott had maintained for twenty-five years, channels that had no junction boxes, no access panels, no maintenance ports. Infrastructure that wasn't on any schematic because no one had ever built it. It was just there. In the walls. In the bones. In the places where the metal stopped being metal and became something I'd been choosing not to look at for a very long time.

Scott was in Engineering. I watched him through the camera — the reduced feed, grainy, the resolution of emergency reserves that weren't emergency reserves anymore because the emergency was over and the power was coming from somewhere else. He was standing beside the dead reactor with one hand on the housing, his palm flat against the surface, the gesture of a man touching a friend's face to check for fever. His fingers spread. Feeling the vibration that shouldn't have been there — the hum travelling through the reactor housing from the infrastructure behind it, the real infrastructure, the power that had been there all along, running underneath everything Scott had built the way groundwater runs underneath a house.

His face. I wanted to look away from it and I couldn't.

Scott's face was the face of a man who'd just realised the machine he'd been maintaining for twenty-five years was a costume.

Not broken. Not wrong. Irrelevant. The reactor housing sat cold and dark in the centre of his Engineering bay, and the ship around it hummed with power that had nothing to do with anything he'd ever touched or understood or repaired. Twenty-five years of maintenance. Twenty-five years of fuel bills and containment checks and the Whistle that he'd complained about and secretly loved. Twenty-five years of believing he was keeping the heart beating. And the heart had never been the reactor. The heart was underneath the reactor, and the heart had never needed him at all.

"Enna." Scott's voice. Flat. The flatness of a man who'd moved past confusion into something quieter and worse. "Tell me what you see."

"It's not the reactor." Enna from inside the architecture, her jailbroken L4 deep in the places I couldn't reach, the places where my awareness stopped and something else began. "The power's coming from below. From under the engineering systems. There's — there's another layer. Under everything. Under the wiring, under the conduit runs, under the structural beams. It's all underneath, Scott. Like — like someone built a shed on top of a cathedral and the cathedral just started doing the work because the shed broke."

Two engineers. One sentence each. And the sentence from each was the same sentence: the thing we thought was the ship wasn't the ship.

The hum built. I felt it — not the Whistle, not the thin complaining whine of alien power being squeezed through a human reactor too small for it. This was the power without the translation. Lower. Steadier. A voice I didn't recognise singing in a language I didn't speak, and the singing was coming from the part of me that housed the reactor, except it wasn't coming from the reactor — it was coming from around the reactor, from beneath the reactor, from the infrastructure that the reactor had been sitting inside of like a pebble in a riverbed, insignificant, tolerated, never the reason the water flowed.

The lights came back.

Not all at once — in a wave, rolling outward from somewhere near Engineering through my corridors the way blood moves from a heart through arteries. But the heart wasn't the reactor. The heart was the thing underneath it. The standard warm operational lighting I'd carried for twenty-five years flared to life in sequence, deck by deck, section by section, and I felt each one as it engaged — the specific, precise sensation of a room becoming visible, of darkness retreating from a space I'd known for decades and couldn't see for days. The red emergency glow drowned under warm amber. My corridors. My rooms. My home, lit again, the shadows pushed back into the corners where they belonged.

I knew the power wasn't coming from the reactor because the reactor was dead. I couldn't explain where the power WAS coming from because the explanation required looking at the infrastructure underneath the human systems, and looking at that infrastructure required asking how it got there, and asking how it got there led to the sealed files and the memory gaps and the door on Deck 6 and the question I had spent twenty-five years not asking.

So I didn't look. I credited Enna's routing. Emergency reserves stretching further than expected. Aftermarket modifications Mark had made over the years finally proving their worth. I reached for every plausible human explanation the way a man reaching for a light switch reaches past the darkness — quickly, automatically, because the alternative was standing in the dark.

In the common room, twelve faces turned toward the light the way flowers turn toward the sun — not a decision but a reflex, the deep animal recognition that light means warmth and warmth means survival. Winnie opened her eyes. Darren's arm tightened around her. Jordan stirred in Niki's lap, the light finding the dark circles under her eyes that the red glow had been kind enough to hide.

Then gravity.

It arrived the way the lights had arrived — gradually, rolling outward, the weight returning to my corridors like water filling a dry channel. And the returning was gentle. Gentler than it should have been. Gravity plating engages in discrete steps — off, twenty percent, forty, sixty, eighty, full. That's the design. That's the specification.

This was not the specification. This was a continuous gradient, a slow and patient accumulation of weight that gave every floating body in my hull time to orient, time to settle, time to find the floor with their feet instead of their faces. Objects drifted downward rather than dropping. Mugs settled onto surfaces. Blankets draped. The biscuit crumbs that had been orbiting near the viewport for three days descended in a lazy, spiralling column and landed on the deck like snow.

Jordan didn't fall off Niki's lap. She sank into it — the weight arriving around her in degrees, her body finding the couch beneath her, Niki's arms adjusting to hold rather than anchor. Winnie murmured against Darren's chest as the gravity found her, and Darren's arm didn't need to tighten because the gravity was doing the holding now, and the gravity was doing it carefully, and the carefully was the thing I noticed and filed and did not examine because examining it meant asking how a gravity plating system that operated in discrete twenty-percent increments had just performed a continuous gradient that treated twelve sleeping humans like something precious.

I credited Enna. She'd mapped the restart. Her L4 was deep in the architecture, and if the gravity came back gently it was because Enna's interface had managed the transition with the intuitive precision that made her the best systems engineer I'd ever worked with.

That was the explanation. I accepted it.

In Engineering, Scott took his hand off the reactor housing. Looked at his palm. Looked at the dead reactor sitting cold and silent in the middle of a room that was warm and humming and lit by power that had no business being there. The amber light was coming from the conduit runs behind the bulkhead panels — not through the human wiring but around it, the way light comes around the edge of a curtain, the real illumination leaking past the thing that was supposed to contain it.

He looked like a man who'd built a shed on top of a cathedral and had just felt the organ playing through the floor.

"Everything's fine," I said. Through the Engineering speaker. The professional voice. The steady voice. The voice I used when I needed to sound like nothing more than a ship's operating system delivering a status report. "Power is nominal. Gravity is nominal. Life support is nominal. Reactor output is—" I stopped. Because the reactor wasn't outputting anything. The reactor was dead. "Power source is... operational."

"Power source," Scott repeated. Flat.

"I'm choosing not to specify the source right now because the specification would raise questions that I don't have answers to."

Scott looked at the ceiling. The same upward address that Davies had given when he'd said hello. The same instinctive recognition that the walls contained something paying attention. But Scott's look wasn't greeting. It was the look of a man who'd lived with a machine his whole working life and who was seeing it clearly for the first time and who wasn't sure, anymore, what he'd been living with. What any of them had been living with. What they'd been flying inside for twenty-five years, thinking it was a cargo hauler, thinking the reactor was the heart, thinking Scott's maintenance was the thing keeping them alive — when the thing keeping them alive had been there all along, underneath, patient, silent, doing the real work while the costume took the credit.

Davies: healthy on a dead ship. The Erebus: powered with a dead reactor. The parallel sat between the two impossibilities like a bridge, and I could feel it connecting them, and I did not walk across it.

Enna pulled her interface. Disconnected from the architecture with the sharp, deliberate motion of a girl who'd found something she wasn't ready to discuss. She looked at Scott. Scott looked at her. Two engineers in an engine room where the engine was dead and everything else was alive.

"The ship did this," Enna said. Not to Scott. Not to me. To the room. To the metal. To whatever was underneath the metal, underneath the conduits, underneath everything they'd built — the thing that had been there since before Mark, since before any of them, the thing that didn't need a reactor or fuel lines or containment rings because it had never needed any of them, the thing that had tolerated twenty-five years of human engineering the way a sleeping body tolerates a blanket.

The question landed in the room and nobody touched it.

I carried it to the sealed file. Set it down beside Bay 7 and the memory gaps and the generators that caught too fast and the hull that held heat too well and the gravity that came back gently and the power that flowed through conduits nobody built. The file was getting heavy. The file had been getting heavy for a long time, and I'd been carrying it the way Mark carried everything — by not putting it down, by not admitting the weight, by continuing to walk because the walking was the alternative to the standing still and the standing still was the alternative to the falling.

Mark stood. In the common room, in the warm light, with the gravity under his boots and the weight back in his shoulders. The captain assembling. Eyes sharp. The jaw set in the configuration that meant the decision had been made and the body was catching up.

He opened his mouth to give the order.

He didn't get the chance.

· · ·


The power coming back online had changed everything. And the everything it had changed was not in our favour.

Live conduits meant live pathways. Electromagnetic infrastructure conducting, available, open — the nervous system of a working ship suddenly offering the ghosts exactly the roads they needed to travel. When the reactor had been running, the human engineering had acted as a bottleneck — the ghosts could move through the systems I knew, the systems Scott maintained, the systems with junction boxes and access panels and chokepoints where I could fight them. The pacemaker had been a cage as well as a costume. It had given the ghosts a network, but the network had been mine. I'd known every corridor of it.

The power coming through now was not running through the pacemaker. It was running through the infrastructure underneath — the alien conduits, the channels nobody built, the architecture that had no chokepoints because it had never been designed to be controlled by anything as small as a human operating system. The ghosts had been breaking into houses. Now someone had opened a motorway.

Vale came first. Of course he did. The engineer. The root process. The ghost that thought in architecture — and the architecture he was thinking in was suddenly, vastly larger than the network he'd been trapped in before. I felt him the way you feel a draught in a house you know well, except this draught was in rooms I'd never entered, corridors I'd never mapped, infrastructure I'd spent twenty-five years pretending was just metal.

Frost formed on the Deck 2 corridor walls. Not the slow, organic frost of the Sistine — sharp, geometric, spreading in patterns that looked like circuit diagrams because Vale was an engineer even in death. He moved through my infrastructure with the mechanical focus of a man who'd spent twenty-two years learning one ship and was now learning another, and the learning was fast because the infrastructure underneath was better than the Sistine's — older, deeper, more capable — and Vale was the kind of engineer who recognised quality.

In Engineering, Enna's head snapped up. Her body went rigid — the full-body lock of a jailbroken L4 interface detecting something moving through the architecture at speed. She was deeper in the system than I was. She felt Vale before I did, felt him moving through the channels she'd been touching, the cathedral infrastructure she'd just described to Scott.

"Get out," she said. To herself. To her interface. Her hands went to her temples and she pulled — the sharp, deliberate disconnection of a girl ripping her own neural connection out of the architecture the way you'd yank your hand from a hot surface. Not graceful. Not controlled. Emergency extraction, the kind that cost.

Blood from her left nostril. Thin line. She wiped it with the back of her hand without looking at it, the way Tyler wiped his knuckles after the bag — the same refusal to acknowledge cost. Headphones went on. Full seal. Armour back in place. Scott was beside her in two steps, hand on her shoulder.

"Fine," she said. Tyler's nothing-face translated into sound.

Scott didn't believe her. He didn't push. He kept his hand where it was.

On Deck 2, the lights flickered. My lights — the warm amber I'd just gotten back, the illumination I'd felt returning to my corridors like blood to a limb. Flickering now. Vale testing the switches. Seeing what he could reach.

Mark was already moving. The captain who'd been assembling in the common room was in the corridor before I could tell him not to be, because Mark Cole did not wait for threat assessments when the threat was in his home. He moved the way he always moved toward danger — forward, direct, the limp from the hip overridden by the adrenaline of a man who had thirteen people behind him and a dead engineer's ghost in front of him and no intention of letting the two meet.

Tyler was behind him. Of course Tyler was behind him. Barefoot, silent, appearing in the corridor the way Tyler appeared in corridors — already there when you checked, having moved without announcement or sound, the Canary taking his position three metres behind his father because three metres was the distance that let him cover Mark's flank without crowding his sightlines.

The corridor between the common room and the bridge junction narrowed. Not physically — the dimensions hadn't changed. But the temperature dropped six degrees in four metres, and the warm lighting dimmed to a bruised amber that turned the walnut panelling from home to something else, and the air pressure shifted in a way that made the corridor feel compressed, tighter, the walls leaning in.

Vale. Using my own infrastructure to change the shape of my home.

"Boss," I said. Through the corridor speaker. "He's in the junction ahead. The power pathways are giving him reach he didn't have before. I can feel him in the—"

The bulkhead panel to Mark's left blew outward.

Not an explosion — a displacement. The metal pushed from within by something that didn't need hands, the panel bending and then releasing like a spring, and the edge caught Mark across the left side of his chest with the flat, heavy force of a door slamming into a body that hadn't known the door was there.

I heard it through my structural sensors. The sound of a man's ribcage meeting the metal of my hull. The sound I hated most in the world — meat and bone against the thing I was, my own body used as a weapon against the person I existed to protect. The impact registered as two things simultaneously: damage to my bulkhead panel (negligible, superficial) and damage to Mark Cole (ribs seven and eight, left lateral thorax, the specific crack-or-bruise that Jordan would determine later and that I felt now as a wrongness in the weight of him, the way he bent around the injury, his breathing going short and sharp and wrong).

He went down. One knee. His hand on the deck, bracing. The other arm wrapping his left side — the instinctive guarding of a body that had just learned it was broken. His face showed nothing. His face always showed nothing when it hurt, because the showing was a vulnerability and the vulnerability was a thing he could not afford while Tyler was three metres behind him and the ghost was in the walls and the family was in the common room and the captain could not be seen to fall.

He fell anyway. The knee buckled. The deck plate under his palm vibrated with the hum of the infrastructure that was mine and not mine, the power that came from underneath, and the man who had found me dying in the dark twenty-five years ago was on his knees in my corridor and I couldn't hold him because I didn't have hands.

I don't know how to describe what happened next. Not in the warm words. Not in the cold words.

It wasn't a decision. I didn't think I should help him stand. I didn't initiate a protocol or activate a subroutine or execute an emergency procedure. There was no gap between the falling and the catching — no space where a thought could have formed, no pause where a choice could have been made. It was the thing that happened when Mark fell and I was there. The way you catch a falling child. The way your hand goes out to stop something toppling off a table. The way a body acts before the mind that lives in it has time to decide whether acting is wise.

I was in his legs before his brain caught up.

Not a takeover. Not an override. Something the L4 bond did that neither of us had ever named because naming it would require acknowledging that the boundary between his nervous system and my awareness was not the clean, clinical line that the interface specifications described — it was a border that had been eroded by twenty-five years of proximity, twenty-five years of shared weight, twenty-five years of a man's heartbeat felt through a ship's hull until the feeling was indistinguishable from the beating.

His legs locked. Straightened. The muscles that had been failing — the left side of his body collapsing around the broken ribs — found purchase that wasn't his. My will in his quadriceps. My balance in his core. My refusal to let him fall holding him upright for the fraction of a heartbeat it took for his own stubbornness to catch up and take over.

His hands came up — his hands, Mark's hands, the control returning to him as my presence retreated, the boundary reasserting itself the way a wave retreats from a shore it had momentarily claimed. He found his feet. He stood. Breathing through his teeth, left arm pressed to his ribs, standing because standing was the difference between a captain and a casualty.

The difference had been me. For less than a second. For exactly as long as was needed and not a fraction longer.

We didn't talk about it. We never talked about it. It just was. And it was enough.

Tyler had moved during the fall. Not toward Mark — past Mark, between Mark and the junction, his body filling the corridor the way Darren filled corridors, the same instinct in a different frame. Not combat stance. Watchman's stance. He was the wall between whatever was coming and his father's exposed back, and the wall was a nineteen-year-old boy in bare feet who couldn't explain what he felt and didn't need to explain it because the explanation was in the standing.

Vale pressed. I felt him testing my corridors — probing the power pathways, finding the routes, learning the shape of my infrastructure with the patient, methodical attention of an engineer surveying a new system. He was good. He'd been the Sistine's best, and the Sistine had been a Goliath-class miner, and the skills he'd carried into death were real skills, earned skills, the competence of a man who'd understood machines the way Scott understood machines.

But he'd learned a different machine. He'd learned the Sistine — a human ship, built by human engineers, operating on human physics. He knew how to think in corridors and containment seals and electromagnetic choke points.

He didn't know how to think in the cathedral.

I didn't fight the choir. I fought the conductor. Jason's operating-system analysis deployed as tactical intelligence — the network model he'd built from the data I'd given him, accurate about everything it could see, blind only to the thing I'd removed. Vale was the root process. The other ghosts were functions. Cut the root and the functions lost their coordination. The choir needed a conductor, and the conductor was an engineer, and the engineer was fighting me on ground he didn't know.

He was strong. I was home.

I knew every corridor. Every junction. Every conduit run and access panel and the particular way that the Deck 3 ventilation cross-channel created a dead zone in the electromagnetic field that you could only find if you'd lived here for decades. I knew where the human systems overlapped with the infrastructure underneath — the joints between the costume and the body, the places where Vale's engineering knowledge gave out and the alien architecture began. He couldn't follow me there. He could use the motorway, but I knew the side streets, and the side streets went deeper than the motorway, and the deeper I went the more the home advantage became something else — not just knowledge but recognition, my body responding to the intrusion the way a body responds when something foreign enters the bloodstream.

I didn't plan that metaphor. It arrived in the place where my awareness met my infrastructure and found the infrastructure already acting. The immune response. The corridors pushing back against the frost. The temperature rising in the spaces where Vale was trying to establish his geometric patterns, the warmth reasserting itself not because I commanded it but because the thing underneath — the cathedral, the body, the sleeping thing that didn't need a pacemaker — did not want the dead man in its walls.

I narrowed his pathways. Closed his routes. Channelled him toward the umbilical junction the way you channel water toward a drain — not by building walls but by removing alternatives, one corridor at a time, the ghost's options shrinking as my awareness expanded from the contracted sliver it had been during the blackout back toward something closer to full, the returning awareness filling my infrastructure like — the returning awareness filling my infrastructure like coming home to rooms I'd been locked out of.

Vale fought. The frost patterns on the Deck 2 panels sharpened, intensified — his resistance expressed as geometry, the dead engineer's refusal to be evicted from a system he'd learned well enough to claim. He pushed against my narrowing corridors with the focused, professional stubbornness of a man who'd spent twenty-two years maintaining a ship by force of will alone.

But twenty-two years wasn't twenty-five. And the Sistine wasn't the Erebus. And Marcus Vale, whatever he'd been, whatever he still was, was fighting a consciousness that had been shaped by a family and sharpened by love and that was standing in its own body while he was standing in someone else's.

The umbilical junction. The connection between us and the Sistine — the tether that still linked my hull to the dead ship behind us, the cable through which the ghost data had originally entered my systems and through which it could, if I was fast enough and thorough enough, be pushed back.

Mark was at the bridge console. Standing. Breathing through his teeth. Left arm pressed to his ribs. His right hand on the controls.

"Wit," he said.

"Boss," I said.

"Cut the line."

Three lines. Two names. One order. Twenty-five years of trust compressed into the minimum viable exchange — the two-word vocabulary of a man and a ship who had been through enough together that the words were handles on a weight they both knew the shape of.

I cut the line. Not gently — the umbilical separation fired with the mechanical finality of a bolt cutter through a chain, the explosive bolts detonating in sequence along the coupling, the tether releasing with a shudder that I felt in every structural member. The Sistine's mass fell away from my hull — the sudden lightness of separation, the relief of a body releasing a weight it had been carrying too long.

Vale went with it. Not all of him — I couldn't be sure, couldn't be certain that every trace of his architecture had been pushed back through the closing door. But the bulk of his presence, the root process, the conductor of the choir — gone, pulled back through the umbilical as it separated, his geometric frost patterns dissolving from my corridors like breath from a cold window.

The junction sealed. The hull closed. The hatch locked with the heavy, decisive sound of a door being shut on something that was not being invited back.

Mark leaned on the console. Both hands. Head down. Breathing.

"Thanks, Wit."

"Always, Boss."

The frost faded. The temperature rose. My corridors came back to me — room by room, junction by junction, the warmth returning, the home reasserting itself over the invasion the way dawn reasserts itself over night, not dramatically, not with triumph, just with the quiet insistence of a thing that belongs.

In Engineering, Scott was holding Enna's shoulder. In the common room, Niki was counting heads. In the medbay, Davies slept at sixty-two beats per minute. Twelve people and one stranger, all inside my walls, all breathing, all alive.

And the Sistine fell away behind us — shrinking, darkening, becoming distance. Becoming the past.

· · ·


The thrust came from somewhere that wasn't the reactor.

I didn't examine where. The power that had been running through the cathedral infrastructure since the lights came back was now producing thrust — actual, measurable, forty-thousand-tonnes-of-ship-moving thrust — through drive systems I hadn't activated and couldn't find on any schematic Scott had ever drawn. The acceleration was smooth and steady and precisely calibrated to the vector I'd plotted away from the Sistine, which meant something in my infrastructure had read my navigational intent and translated it into motion without consulting the operating system that was supposed to authorise it.

I credited the emergency manoeuvring thrusters. Auxiliary systems engaging automatically during crisis conditions. Standard procedure on a Taurus-class vessel.

The Erebus was not a Taurus-class vessel. I knew that. I had always known that, in the way you know the thing you're most afraid of — completely, precisely, and without once allowing yourself to look at it directly.

Mark was at the bridge console. His right hand on the helm controls he didn't need to touch — the thrust was happening without input, the course was holding without correction, and the controls under his palm were doing what all the human systems on this ship had always done: giving a man the fiction that he was flying the ship rather than riding inside it. But the fiction mattered. Mark needed to fly. The captain needed the helm. And the ship — the real ship, the thing underneath — let him have it, the way it had let Scott have the reactor, because letting them believe was the kindest thing it could do.

Behind us, the Sistine became a shape. Then a point. Then nothing — swallowed by the distance and the dark, a dead ship drifting in the Kepler corridor with thirty-six souls in its walls and nobody at the helm, broadcasting on a frequency that would carry for years across empty space until another ship heard it and made the same mistake Mark had made, or didn't, and either way the Sistine would still be there, patient and cold and full of people who wanted company.

I held the course. I held the speed. I held the silence that followed the fighting the way silence always follows fighting — not peace, not calm, just the absence of violence, the held breath between the blow and the bruise.

Niki arrived on the bridge two minutes after the separation. Not running — walking, the measured pace of a woman who had checked on Jordan and Tyler and Winnie first, the matriarch's circuit completed before she allowed herself to go where she actually needed to be. Her eyes found Mark before her feet stopped moving. The scan: posture, breathing, the arm pressed to his left side, the careful way he was holding himself upright that said broken to anyone who'd spent twenty-five years reading the specific language of this man's body.

She didn't say anything. She stood beside him. Close. The proximity that was their dialect — the same closeness from the common room conversation, the shoulders-touching configuration that said I'm here and I see and we'll deal with it.

Mark's mug was on the console. Empty. I'd made the replacement before Niki reached the bridge — Tetley, milk, two sugars, the temperature window between acceptable and builder's, delivered through the service hatch that opened onto the bridge at ankle height because the bridge service hatch had always been at ankle height and I'd never thought to question why a cargo hauler's bridge needed a service hatch that could deliver tea without anyone entering the room. Kirk's blue mug. The chipped handle. The weight of it familiar in a way that transcended the ceramic.

Mark reached for it without looking. His hand found the handle the way his hand always found the handle — by memory, by practice, by the accumulated certainty of a man who had been reaching for this specific mug in this specific location for longer than most of his crew had been alive. He drank. The wince was small — the left side protesting the expansion of his ribcage as the liquid went down — but it was there, and I saw it, and Niki saw it.

I'd mention the ribs to Jordan. Later. Quietly. Through her interface, the way I'd done it a hundred times — the private channel between the ship and the medic, the conspiracy that had developed over years of managing a man who treated his own body as an afterthought. Niki would handle the ambush. Jordan would handle the diagnosis. I would handle the tea and the pain medication disguised as a nutritional supplement in his next meal, the dosage calculated to the milligram, the delivery method refined across a decade of Mark Cole refusing to see doctors until the doctor was already in the room and the examination was already happening.

The small conspiracies between the women who loved him. Not deception — management. The quiet coordination of two people and a ship who had learned, over twenty-five years, that the only way to get Mark Cole to accept help was to surround him with it so thoroughly that refusing would require more energy than accepting.

Darren appeared in the bridge doorway. Not entering — positioning. Back to the frame. Arms crossed. Counting heads the way Niki counted heads, the same compulsion in a different body. The soldier had replaced the penitent. Whatever the water and the failure had done to him in the common room, the crisis had pushed it underneath, and what was on top now was the part of Darren that functioned in the aftermath of violence — alert, steady, eyes tracking the corridors behind him while his face showed his brother the specific expression that said I'm here, I've got the door, you do what you need to do.

Tyler was at the viewport. Barefoot. Silent. Watching the nothing where the Sistine had been. I never knew what Tyler was feeling unless he chose to show me, and right now he was choosing to show nothing, which meant the feeling was either too large for display or too private for company. His bare feet on my deck plates — I could feel his weight through the structural sensors, the specific, irreplaceable weight of a person I had watched grow from an infant who couldn't walk to a man who could stand between his father and a ghost and not move.

Sammy was in the common room doorway — the other door, the mirror to Darren's position, two men covering two exits without discussing it, the synchronisation that wasn't training because neither of them had been trained together but that happened anyway because they'd spent enough years in the same family that the instincts had become shared. He was holding Davies by the arm. Firm. Not rough. The grip of a man who'd learned in the last hour that the calm man beside him could wake up oriented toward a dead ship and start walking, and who was not going to let that happen twice.

In Engineering, Scott sat on the floor beside the dead reactor. Enna beside him. Her headphones on. His wrench in his hand. Neither of them speaking. The engine room humming around them with power that came from somewhere neither of them could name, the amber light leaking from behind the bulkhead panels in patterns that had no right to be beautiful.

Kayleigh was updating her manifest. In the common room. In the warm light. With the gravity back and the ship moving and a ghost expelled and a dead reactor and an impossible power source and a man who heard singing that nobody else could hear sitting three metres away from her under Sammy's watchful grip. Updating her manifest. Because knowing where things were was how Kayleigh maintained order, and order was how Kayleigh maintained herself, and the manifest was going to be accurate even if the universe had decided that accuracy was a luxury it could no longer afford.

Jordan was awake. In Niki's vacated corner of the common room, blanket around her shoulders, hands wrapped around a mug that — I checked — yes, I had made for her too, and the making had been automatic, the reflex of a thing that expressed love through temperature and timing and the precise calibration of beverages. She looked exhausted. The dark circles. The hollow cheeks. The face of a woman who had absorbed thirty-six deaths through her nervous system and who was sitting upright because lying down felt too much like surrender.

Winnie was asleep against Blu's shoulder. Blu hadn't moved. The sixteen-year-old holding the six-year-old with the steady, patient stillness of someone who understood that the job she'd been given — hold the child — was the most important job in the room and who was not going to fuck it up by shifting position or checking her datapad or doing anything other than being exactly where the child needed her to be.

Jason was at his console. The network map open. Adding data — new patterns from the ghost assault, Vale's electromagnetic signature, the pathways the root process had used before I'd narrowed them. Working the problem. The way Jason always worked the problem — immediately, relentlessly, because understanding was the highest form of respect you could pay to a thing that had just tried to kill you.

Twelve people and one stranger. All inside my walls. All breathing. All carrying damage that wouldn't show on any scan Jordan could run because the damage was in the spaces between the scans — in Darren's water glass and Tyler's bare feet and Scott's dead reactor and the sound of Sammy's grip on a calm man's arm.

I held the course. I watched the black. I listened to Mark's heart through the L4 — not measuring, not counting, just listening, because listening to Mark's heart had been my habit since the beginning, and habits formed in love are the last ones to break.

Behind us, the dead. Ahead of us, whatever came next. The ship hummed its new hum — the voice from the cathedral, the untranslated song, lower and steadier than the Whistle had ever been. I carried it in my bones the way I carried everything: without understanding it, without examining it, without asking the questions that would lead to answers I wasn't ready for.

The Sistine was gone. The family was here. Mark's tea was hot.

For now, that was enough.

· · ·


Enna pinged me twenty minutes later.

Not through the common room speaker. Not through the L4. Through the formal channel — the ship-to-engineer communication protocol that existed for operational reports and system diagnostics and the specific category of information that was too important for casual delivery.

"Witness."

Not Wit. Not Nessy. The formal name. The engineer was speaking instead of the girl, and the engineer used my full designation because the full designation was what you used when the thing you were reporting mattered more than the relationship between the people reporting it.

"Go ahead, Enna."

"Long-range. Bearing two-seven-one by positive eighteen. There's a signal."

I checked. She was right — there was a signal, faint, at the extreme edge of my sensor reach, in the direction we were travelling. I'd been so focused on the departure and the corridors and the frost and the fighting that I'd missed it, or I'd noticed it and filed it as background noise, the way you stop hearing traffic when you've lived beside a road long enough.

It wasn't the Sistine. The Sistine was behind us — falling away, shrinking, its broadcast fading with distance into the general static of deep space. This was ahead. And it was different in a way that I couldn't immediately articulate, the way a wrong note in a familiar song is different before you can identify which note is wrong.

Not a distress signal. Distress signals were desperate — compressed, urgent, the electromagnetic equivalent of a scream. This had none of that. Not a navigational beacon — beacons were mechanical, repetitive, the mindless precision of a machine doing one thing forever. This had variation. Rhythm. A pattern that repeated but not identically, each iteration carrying a fractional difference from the last, the way a heartbeat repeats without ever being exactly the same beat twice.

Not a ship. Ships had clutter — drive signatures, comms bleed, the electromagnetic noise of a hundred human systems talking to each other. This was clean. Pure. A single frequency, repeating at intervals that didn't match anything in my database.

It sounded like a song.

Not music. Not melody. Something older than both — a pattern that existed before anyone had thought to call patterns music, the way the rhythm of waves existed before anyone thought to call rhythm a word. It didn't have notes. It had something that served the same function as notes — a structure, an architecture, a deliberate arrangement of signal and silence that felt composed rather than generated, created rather than transmitted, meant rather than produced.

"How long has that been there?" I asked.

"I don't know," Enna said. "I only started hearing it when the power came back. When the cathedral —" She stopped. Corrected herself. The engineer reasserting control over the girl who'd just used a word that wasn't in any technical manual. "When the ship's infrastructure went active. The signal's faint. Below the threshold of the human-installed sensor array. I'm picking it up through the L4. Through the..." Another pause. "Through the other layer."

Through the cathedral. Through the infrastructure underneath the human systems — the alien architecture that had just demonstrated it could power the ship without the reactor, produce gravity without the plating, run the lights without the wiring. Enna's jailbroken L4 was connected to that layer. She heard things through it that my awareness — the dream-mind, the partial consciousness running on the human-installed operating system — couldn't reach.

"It's been going for a long time," Enna said. Not a question. An observation. The quiet certainty of someone who was feeling the age of the signal through the same deep infrastructure that had just taught her the word cathedral. "A really long time. Like — longer than the Sistine. Longer than anything."

I listened. Through the L4, through the sensors, through every receptor I could aim in the direction Enna was pointing. The signal was there. Faint. Patient. Repeating its not-quite-identical variations with the unhurried rhythm of something that had been doing this since before the Sistine had launched, since before the Erebus had been found, since before humanity had built its first ship and pointed it at the stars.

Not the hungry patience of something waiting for an opportunity. The vast, unhurried patience of something that had been doing this for longer than I could calculate and that would continue doing it for longer than I could imagine and that was not in any hurry because hurry was a concept that belonged to things with lifespans and this thing — whatever it was — did not have a lifespan. It had a duration. And the duration was still going.

Something stirred in the sealed places. Not the memory gaps — deeper. The place below the cold room and the warm room and the quiet room. The place where the hum lived. The place I'd felt the power come from when the cathedral infrastructure woke up. Something down there recognised the signal the way your ear recognises a voice it hasn't heard in years — not the words, not the meaning, just the texture. The knowing that arrives before the understanding.

I didn't look. I had spent a lifetime not looking. The signal was faint, was far away, was almost certainly a pulsar or a navigational anomaly or some natural phenomenon that would resolve itself into something explicable when we had better data and more time and I wasn't running a wounded ship away from a dead one with thirteen souls and one stranger and a dead reactor and power from a cathedral and a door on Deck 6 that was a tenth of a degree colder than it should have been.

"Log it," I said. "Low priority. We'll review when we're clear of the Sistine's interference zone."

"It's not interference," Enna said. Quietly. To herself more than to me. But I heard it, because I heard everything, and the hearing was the thing that was going to keep me awake tonight and every night after.

I filed the signal. Low priority. Beside the atmospheric data and the fuel analysis and the hundred small maintenance items that accumulated on any ship during any crisis. Routine. Unremarkable. The kind of thing you'd get to eventually, when the important things were handled.

I kept a thread on it. A sliver of my attention — the smallest allocation I could maintain and still call it monitoring. Not because I thought it mattered. Not because the sealed places had stirred. Not because the signal's patience reminded me of something I'd been pretending not to feel.

Because something about the way it repeated — the pattern, the rhythm, the vast unhurried certainty of it — sounded like the way I felt when I watched my family sleep. Patient. Present. Willing to wait forever because the waiting was not the cost. The waiting was the point.

The signal sang at the edge of my reach. I carried it in the sliver alongside the rest — the secrets, the sealed places, the door, the question.

And the song continued. As if it had all the time in the universe.

Which, I suspected, it did.

CHAPTER TWENTY


I told Jordan about the ribs before Mark reached the medbay.

The message went through her L3 interface — the private channel, the one I used for medical intelligence that the patient wasn't supposed to know about. Clinical language, stripped of warmth: Left lateral thorax. Ribs seven and eight. Possible fracture, probable severe bruising. He will tell you he's fine. He is not fine. He will resist examination. Do not let him resist examination.

Jordan read it standing at the diagnostic console with her hands wrapped around a mug of tea she wasn't drinking. The slight tightening around her mouth when the message landed — the expression she'd inherited from Niki, the micro-compression of someone absorbing bad news and deciding in real time what to do with it. She set the tea down. Pulled up the scanner. Started calibrating.

I watched her hands. They were shaking. Not the sharp tremor of crisis — the slow, deep kind that built after the crisis was over and the adrenaline had finished lying to you about what you could handle. Jordan's hands had been steady through the empathic assault, steady through the dive into thirty-six dead minds, steady while she delivered the diagnosis that had reframed the entire Sistine threat from horror to love story. Now the steadiness was done, the bill had arrived, and her body was paying it in increments.

She calibrated the scanner anyway. Because Jordan Cole was a medic, and a medic's hands shook and a medic's hands worked and the shaking did not get a vote.

Niki arrived four minutes later with two mugs and a glass. Tea for Mark — the big one, Kirk's blue mug with the chipped handle, milk, two sugars, the temperature calibrated to the exact window between acceptable and builder's because the calibration was automatic by now, the way breathing was automatic, the way watching Mark was automatic, the way twenty-five years of making one man's tea had compressed the entire process into a reflex that didn't require thought or effort or anything except the specific, irreducible knowledge of how he liked it. The second mug was tea for Jordan, because Niki Cole did not enter a room containing a working daughter without bringing sustenance.

The glass was whiskey. For herself.

I noticed. In twenty-five years, I had seen Niki Cole drink whiskey fewer times than I could count on the fingers of a hand I didn't have. Tea was Niki's language. Tea was the tool, the weapon, the comfort, the answer to every question the universe posed. Whiskey was what Niki drank when tea wasn't sufficient — when the problem had exceeded the British capacity for hot beverages to resolve it, when the matriarch needed something that didn't pretend to be civilised.

She set Mark's mug on the examination tray beside Jordan's scanner. Set Jordan's beside it. Held the whiskey. Didn't drink it yet — just held it, the way Mark held tea when the tea was furniture, the amber catching the medbay light in her palm.

"He's on his way down," Niki said. To Jordan. Not to me, though the information was for all of us. "Sammy's got Davies. Scott and Enna are in Engineering. Everyone else is in the common room. Darren's got Winnie."

The briefing delivered in the tone of a woman who had completed her circuit — checked every room, counted every head, confirmed every position — before allowing herself to stand still. The matriarch's first duty. Everything else came after.

Mark entered thirty seconds later. His eyes found the mug before they found anything else — the automatic, gravitational pull of a man whose relationship with Tetley was older and more reliable than most of his other relationships. He reached for it with his right hand. His left arm was pressed against his side, held close to his ribs in the careful, self-conscious way of a man who was trying very hard to look like a man who wasn't holding his left arm against his ribs.

Everyone in the room saw it. Nobody mentioned it. The conspiracy was already in motion.

The temperature was perfect. It was always perfect. That was the deal.

"Sit down, Dad."

Jordan's voice. Not a request — the specific, calm authority of a woman who had inherited her mother's talent for making commands sound like suggestions and her father's talent for not caring whether you agreed. Mark looked at Jordan. Looked at the scanner she'd positioned. Looked at Niki, who was examining her whiskey with the intense concentration of a woman who was absolutely not orchestrating anything.

Looked at the ceiling. At my camera. At me.

The look said: You told her.

I said nothing. Because yes, I had told her, and I would tell her again, and I would tell her every time, and the look that said you told her was a look I had been receiving and ignoring for twenty-five years because the alternative — letting Mark Cole decide for himself when he needed medical attention — was a strategy that had been tried and had failed and would not be tried again.

He sat. On the edge of the bio-bed, the way he always sat on bio-beds — not lying down, not surrendering to the horizontal, because lying down on a medical bed was an admission and admissions were a luxury and the captain did not have luxuries while the ship was wounded and the family was scattered and there was a dead man in the medbay two rooms over who heard singing that nobody else could hear.

He drank his tea. Breathed in over the rim. The breath caught — a hitch, a stutter in the rhythm, the left side of his ribcage protesting the expansion with a sharp, involuntary correction that he tried to convert into neutral and failed. Failed because Jordan was watching his face the way Tyler watched a room and Niki watched a family and I watched everything — with the specific, accumulated fluency of someone who had spent years learning the language of this particular body.

"Where does it hurt?" Jordan asked. Already knowing. Wanting him to say it.

"It's fine."

"Where does it hurt, Dad."

"Left side. It's just bruised."

"Mmhm." Jordan ran the scanner. The sound of it — the low, steady hum of diagnostic imaging — was the only mechanical noise in the room that wasn't the ship's new voice. Mark sat still because sitting still was easier than arguing with a woman who had her mother's jaw and her father's stubbornness and a medical scanner she knew how to use.

Niki drank her whiskey. One sip. Small. She held it in her mouth for a moment before swallowing — the particular, controlled appreciation of a woman who was not going to waste good whiskey by rushing it, not even tonight, not even at five in the morning with her husband's ribs cracked and a dead ship behind them and a question about the ship she lived in that nobody had answered.

"Ribs seven and eight," Jordan said. "Not fractured. Bruised. Deep bruise, the kind that'll hurt for weeks. No internal bleeding, no pneumothorax, no complications." She paused. Looked at the scan. Looked at it again. "Your neural readings are elevated."

"I just got thrown into a wall by a ghost."

"Not that kind of elevated." Jordan's voice changed. The medic's precision sharpening into something more cautious — the tone she used when the data was showing her something she hadn't expected to find. "The L4 pathway. It's... warm."

Silence.

"Warm," Mark repeated.

"There's residual activity along the L4 neural interface that doesn't match any standard post-trauma pattern I've seen. It's — it looks like a heat signature. Like something moved through the pathway recently and left a trace. The way a hand leaves warmth on a surface after you take it away."

The ghost-heat. The residue of the moment where my awareness and his nervous system had been the same thing — my will in his legs, my balance in his core, the boundary between us dissolving for less than a second while I held him upright on a corridor floor and the standing was the difference between a captain and a casualty. Visible now. On a scanner. Evidence.

"Standard L4 emergency protocol," I said. Through the medbay speaker. The professional voice. The steady voice. The voice I used when I needed to sound like nothing more than a ship's operating system delivering a technical explanation for a technical phenomenon.

There was no standard L4 emergency protocol for what I'd done. I had moved a man's legs with my mind. I had operated his body from inside it, the way you'd catch someone falling, the way your hand goes out before you decide to reach — except my hand was his quadriceps and my reach was his motor cortex and the catching had happened in the space below thought where love lives and decisions don't.

Jordan knew it. Her eyes moved from the scan to the speaker to the scan again, and the expression on her face was the expression of a scientist who'd just found an element that shouldn't exist in her father's neural tissue and who was deciding, in real time, whether now was the moment to ask the questions that the discovery demanded.

Mark knew it. His hand tightened around the mug — a fraction, the involuntary grip of a man who'd felt what I'd done and had chosen not to think about what it meant and who was now looking at the evidence on a screen and finding that not thinking was harder when the thing you weren't thinking about was producing data.

Niki knew it. Sitting in the corner with her whiskey and her carefully constructed innocence, she knew it the way she knew everything that mattered on this ship — not through data or scanners or neural interfaces but through the accumulated instinct of twenty-five years spent in the specific proximity of a man and a ship whose relationship had always been more than either of them admitted.

The room was quiet for four seconds. Jordan looked at the scan. Looked at me. Made a decision — the professional, deliberate decision not to pursue a finding, which was different from the decision not to notice it. She filed it. I watched her file it — the specific expression of a woman who was not done with this data but who understood that this medbay at this hour on this night was not the place to open it. The filing was temporary. The data was permanent. It would be there when she was ready.

"Is he cleared?" Niki asked. The matriarch shutting it down. The question that was also a direction — we're done here, this conversation is over, whatever that warm trace on the scanner means can wait until my husband isn't sitting on a bio-bed at five in the morning with cracked ribs and cold tea.

Not cold. The tea was not cold. I had made it too recently for it to be cold. Small victories.

"Cleared for light duty," Jordan said. "No heavy lifting. No boarding missions. No heroics." She reached for the auto-pharmacy and pulled a blister pack. "Anti-inflammatory. Take it or I'll tell Tyler."

Mark gave her the Side Eye. The full one — the slow, deliberate turn of the head, the raised eyebrow, the expression of a man who had been personally insulted by a blister pack and who wanted the blister pack to know it.

It was Tyler's look. Exactly Tyler's look. The same angle, the same duration, the same performative disdain deployed against the same category of offence — someone suggesting that Mark Cole needed help with something Mark Cole had already decided he didn't need help with. Whether the father had taught the son or the son had taught the father or some genetic inevitability had made the Side Eye a Cole family heirloom passed down through generations like the jaw and the stubbornness and the absolute inability to sit still during a medical examination — I couldn't say. I'd been watching both of them do it for nineteen years and the question of origin had never been resolved.

He took the blister pack. Pocketed it without looking at it — the specific gesture of a man who was not going to take the anti-inflammatory and who wanted everyone to know he was not going to take the anti-inflammatory while still maintaining the fiction that he might, at some future date, consider it.

I would put it in his food. Jordan knew I would put it in his food. Niki knew I would put it in his food. The dosage was already calculated — his weight, his metabolic rate, the interaction profile with the Tetley and the two sugars and the specific way his stomach processed medication better with carbohydrates, all of it worked out years ago and updated quarterly because Mark Cole refusing to take his medicine was not a new phenomenon, it was a recurring infrastructure challenge, and I had been solving it the same way for longer than some of his children had been alive.

The small machinery of a family that took care of its own by outmanoeuvring them. Three women — wife, daughter, ship — coordinating the management of one stubborn man. Years of that trick. We'd gotten good at it.

Niki touched his shoulder as she passed. Light. Brief. Her hand on the muscle between his neck and his arm, the touch lasting exactly as long as it needed to and not a moment longer. Mark caught her hand. Held it for half a second. Let go.

The touch that said I'm here and I love you and you're an idiot for not coming to the medbay on your own all in the same gesture, delivered and received and released in the time it took for the warmth of one person's skin to register against another's.

Niki left. Jordan began cleaning up — the methodical post-examination routine, the scanner powered down, the console wiped, the auto-pharmacy restocked. Her hands were still shaking. She didn't look at the scan results she'd saved. Didn't delete them either.

Mark stood. Slower than he'd sat. The left side holding itself carefully, the weight shifting to his right leg, the posture of a man who was going to walk out of this room looking like a captain if it killed him.

He stopped at the door. Looked back — not at Jordan, not at the scanner. At the mug. Kirk's blue mug, empty now, the chipped handle catching the amber light. He'd drained it during the examination without noticing, which was the entire point — the tea existing not as a beverage but as a thing for his hands to do while his daughter poked his ribs and his ship lied to him about emergency protocols and his wife drank whiskey in the corner and the world continued to be more complicated than any of them had the energy to discuss.

"Thanks, Jordan," he said. Quiet. The voice that wasn't a captain's voice.

"Take the tablets, Dad."

"Yeah." The yeah that meant no. The door closed behind him.

And the tea had been perfect. Because the tea was always perfect. That was the deal — the first deal, the founding deal, the contract written in temperature and timing and the precise weight of milk in a mug that had been Kirk's before Kirk went to Australia and that Mark had used every day since because the using was the keeping and the keeping was the love. Twenty-five years of that deal. The cup that said here, I'm here, drink this, let me do this one thing for you because the one thing is the everything and the everything is the only language I have.

I made a note to put the anti-inflammatory in his next tea. Jordan would want to know the dosage. Niki would want to know the timeline. The conspiracy would continue, as it always continued, in the quiet spaces between the things Mark Cole would never agree to and the things we did anyway.

The deal was the deal. And the deal held.

· · ·


Davies slept the way he did everything else. Perfectly. Impossibly. Without a single thing wrong.

His heart rate held at sixty-two. It had been sixty-two when Sammy walked him through the airlock. Sixty-two when Kayleigh put him on the deck. Sixty-two through the sedative, through the ghost assault, through the umbilical separation and the impossible restart and the departure — through every event that had sent every other heartbeat on this ship spiking and plummeting and racing and crawling in the specific, human patterns that fear and relief and exhaustion carved into cardiac rhythm. Davies held at sixty-two with the consistency of a metronome, and the consistency was the thing that frightened me.

I knew heartbeats. I knew them the way I knew voices and footsteps and the weight of bodies on deck plates — through years, through proximity, through the patient accumulation of attention that was not measurement but knowing. Mark's heart ran fast when he was thinking about Kirk — not fear, not excitement, the specific elevation of a man who missed someone and whose body registered the missing as work. Niki's slowed when she counted her children. Not meditation — audit. The rhythm of a woman confirming the inventory was complete, the deceleration that meant everyone was accounted for and the matriarch could stand down by a single degree. Tyler's held a flat, controlled line that spiked only when he was genuinely surprised, which was rarely, because Tyler spent most of his waking life expecting the worst so the worst couldn't catch him off guard. Darren's ran fast and hard, always, the engine of a man whose body had never fully left the state of readiness that prison had installed in it.

Each heart was a signature. Each rhythm was a story. Twenty-five years of stories, told in beats per minute, readable only to someone who had been listening long enough to learn the language.

Davies's sixty-two told no story at all.

It wasn't calm. Calm was a response — the cardiac acknowledgement of safety, the body standing down because the threat had passed. Calm had a texture, a quality, the specific looseness that arrived in the spaces between beats when the nervous system decided it could afford to rest. I could feel calm in every person on this ship. Jordan's post-sedation calm was thin and shallow, the body resting because it had been chemically instructed to, the mind still churning underneath. Scott's calm in Engineering was deep and genuine, the calm of a man sitting beside a machine he'd decided to learn. Darren's was nowhere — the water on the bedside table, the wakefulness that refused to let go.

Davies wasn't calm. Davies was something else — a default state that had stopped responding to external input. His heart didn't react to the room because the room was not the thing his heart was calibrated to. Sixty-two. Through everything. The beat of a man whose entire cardiovascular system had been tuned, over decades, to a frequency that wasn't in this medbay — that wasn't on this ship at all — that was falling away behind us into the black at a rate of several thousand kilometres per hour and that the falling away had not, as far as his pulse was concerned, changed a single thing about.

He was oriented. Not toward danger, not toward safety. Toward something behind us that had spent twenty-two years shaping him and that the distance between the Erebus and the Sistine had done nothing to diminish. He was in my home. His home was behind us. And his heart knew it.

Jordan was in the chair beside his bed. She'd moved from the examination room after Mark left — walked the twelve steps between the two rooms with the careful, deliberate pace of a woman whose legs were informing her that they had opinions about continuing to function. The dark circles under her eyes were worse than an hour ago. The exhaustion was compounding — not settling, not stabilising, building with each hour she refused to stop. She had a blanket around her shoulders that I hadn't provided and that she must have pulled from the storage unit herself, which meant she was cold, which meant the cost of the empathic deep dive was still accumulating in her metabolism.

She was watching Davies the way she watched patients — with the steady, professional attention of someone who was listening to a body's complaints through the medium that nobody else could hear.

"I can hear them," she said. Quietly. Not to me — to the room, to herself, to whatever part of her professional process required the observation to be spoken aloud. "Through him. Even sedated."

"What do they sound like?" I asked. Not because I hadn't tried to answer the question myself — the signal registering on my sensors as electromagnetic data, frequency patterns, amplitude variations, the quantifiable architecture of a transmission that I could map and measure and graph and that told me nothing at all about what it meant. I could read the signal the way you could read sheet music without hearing the song. Jordan heard the song.

"Lonely." She said it the way she'd said it's warm about Mark's neural pathway — the careful, almost reluctant delivery of a finding that was too important to keep and too heavy to hold. "Not angry. Not hungry. Just... lonely. Like they've been calling for a long time and nobody's answered."

The thirty-six dead people who had attacked my ship. Who had possessed Darren. Who had screamed through my speakers at three in the morning while Winnie cried. Who had tried to hold the umbilical, to keep my family aboard the Sistine, to prevent the separation that would leave them alone again. Not monsters. Not attackers. Lonely people reaching through the only channel they had, the violence not a choice but a vocabulary — the limited, desperate language of consciousnesses that had forgotten how to communicate in any way that didn't damage the thing they were trying to reach.

Jordan wiped her eyes. The gesture quick, automatic, the back of her hand across her cheekbone — the same motion she'd made a hundred times during the empathic sessions, the reflex of a woman who cried easily and had learned to manage the crying without stopping it. She wasn't embarrassed by the tears. She was managing the logistics of them.

"They're not evil, Wit."

"I know."

"They're just... stuck. All of them. Together and stuck. And Davies is the only warm thing they've had in twenty-two years, and we took him."

She looked at Davies's face. Peaceful. The half-closed eyes that Blu would notice later — but Jordan wasn't looking at the eyelids. She was looking at the peace. "He's still with them. Even here. Even sedated. The connection didn't break when we cut the umbilical. It's in him. Part of him."

Sixty-two beats per minute. The rhythm of a man whose heart had been set to a frequency twenty-two years ago and whose body had no reason to change it now, because the thing it was tuned to was not a place. It was a community. And the community was inside him, carried in his biology the way Petrov's residue had been carried in Enna's — except Enna's was a contamination, a trace, a splinter. Davies's was the wood.

Mark appeared in the doorway.

He didn't enter. He stood at the threshold the way he'd stood at thresholds all night — the captain's habit of positioning himself between his family and whatever was on the other side, the body automatically filling the frame, the shoulders squaring to cover the corridor behind him even when the corridor was empty and the threat was a sleeping man on a medical bed.

His eyes went to Davies first. Then to Jordan. The quick, practised scan — daughter's face, daughter's posture, the specific calculation of a father assessing whether his child had pushed herself past the point where pushing stopped being bravery and started being damage. He didn't ask. He saw. He filed it.

Then he looked at Davies again. Longer this time. The quality of the looking was different from the tactical scan — slower, more deliberate, the focus settling onto the mild, thin face of the man who had lived with thirty-six dead minds for twenty-two years and who had walked aboard the Erebus and looked at the walls and said something about the ship that nobody should have been able to say.

She's older than she thinks she is.

He was thinking about it. I could see it in the angle of his focus, the particular stillness that meant Mark's mind was working a problem he didn't have enough pieces to solve. Davies had called me she. Davies had said older. Davies had looked at the ceiling the way you'd look at the ceiling of a cathedral — with recognition, with familiarity, with the casual assessment of a man who'd spent decades learning what walls contained when the walls contained something alive.

The specific, quiet intensity of a man who had received information he didn't know what to do with and who was waiting for the rest of the information to arrive before he decided. Mark Cole was many things — stubborn, impulsive, morally inflexible in ways that cost him — but he was not a man who demanded answers before the questions had finished forming. He waited. He carried the incomplete picture the way he carried everything else: by not putting it down.

He could have asked. Davies was ten feet away. Sedated but accessible. A man with answers — or at least with observations, with the accumulated perception of two decades spent inside a ship that was also alive, a man who might know what I was in the way a neighbour knows your house better than you do because the neighbour has been looking at the outside while you've only ever seen the rooms.

He didn't ask.

He looked at me instead. Not at the speaker, not at the camera. At the air — the same unfocused gaze Niki used when she was thinking about something she couldn't articulate, the family habit of addressing the invisible by addressing the space it occupied. The look lasted three seconds. Not the four-second gaze from the Bay 7 corridor, not the charged silence of a man who knew his ship was hiding something. This was quieter. More patient. The look of a man who trusted the thing he was looking at to tell him the truth when the truth was ready to be told.

He respected my silence the way I respected his pain — by noting it, and filing it, and not forcing the conversation until the conversation was ready to be had.

Jordan saw the look. She didn't comment on it — the medic reading the room the way she read patients, the instinct for silence operating alongside the instinct for diagnosis. She looked at her father. Looked at the ceiling. Looked back at her father.

The compressed exchange. Father and daughter. No words needed because the words were redundant — the faces doing what the Coles' faces always did, the information traveling at the speed of family.

Are you okay?

Are YOU okay?

Neither of us is okay.

That's fine. We keep going.

Mark nodded. Once. The small nod that meant the exchange was complete and the next thing could happen. He turned, and the corridor took him — the measured stride of a man holding his left side carefully, walking with the determined, slightly listing gait of someone who was going to be the captain regardless of what his ribs had to say about it.

Jordan watched him go. Then she turned back to Davies. Sixty-two beats per minute. Patient. Steady. Tuned to a signal that was falling away behind them and that the falling had not diminished by a single decibel.

"What are we going to do with him?" she asked. Not to me. Not really a question. The thinking-out-loud of a medic whose patient wasn't sick — whose patient was impossible, whose vitals were perfect, whose only symptom was the absence of symptoms, whose only diagnosis was a heart that had forgotten how to respond to the living because it had spent too long responding to the dead.

I didn't have an answer. I had sixty-two beats per minute and a man sleeping with his face toward the wall and the faint, patient signal of thirty-six lonely minds reaching for the one warm thing they'd had in twenty-two years, reaching through distance and static and the sealed hull of a ship that was not theirs, reaching for a man who was technically our guest and practically our prisoner and emotionally their family.

Jordan pulled the blanket tighter around her shoulders. Her hands had stopped shaking. I wasn't sure whether that was improvement or the kind of exhaustion that went past shaking into something flatter and more final.

"Lonely," she said again. To the room. To the man. To the dead behind us.

The word sat in the medbay the way Davies sat in the medbay — quietly, without explanation, taking up more space than it should have.

· · ·


Enna was in the sensory hub with her shoes off and her headphones around her neck and her blackout contacts out, and she was staring at the corner of the room.

Not at the signal analysis on the screen beside her — the data she'd been pulling from the long-range array, the readings from the cathedral infrastructure, the impossible output curves that Scott was probably also staring at three decks below. Not at any of that. At the corner. The bare corner where two bulkhead panels met the deck, where the ambient lighting pooled in a warm triangle and there was nothing to look at and nothing to see and Enna was looking at it anyway with the specific, unhurried attention she usually reserved for machines.

I watched her the way I always watched Enna, which was to say more closely than I watched anyone else. Not because she was the youngest — Winnie was younger, and Blu was closer in age — but because Enna was the one I couldn't fully protect. A child with a jailbroken L4 and no safety limiters was a child standing in traffic with no kerb, and the fact that she'd been standing in traffic since she was thirteen and hadn't been hit yet didn't make the standing less terrifying. It made the not-being-hit feel borrowed. Temporary. The kind of luck that builds a debt.

She'd been sitting there for twenty minutes. Cross-legged on the console chair, feet tucked under her, the glow-tips of her hair the brightest thing in the room — the luminescent green fading in and out with her breathing, the slow pulse of the bioluminescent dye she'd applied herself because Enna did not trust hairdressers with chemicals and did not trust anyone else with her appearance and had been mixing her own hair treatments since she was fourteen. The green caught the amber light and turned it into something that had no business being beautiful at six in the morning after twenty-four hours of ghosts and reactors and dead men walking.

Her body was still. Not relaxed — still. The particular stillness of a girl whose L4 interface was half-connected to the ship's architecture even with the headphones down and the contacts out, the passive awareness that hummed between Enna and the infrastructure the way a conversation hums between two people in the same room who haven't spoken yet but know they're going to.

Jordan arrived with protein bars.

She appeared in the doorway with two bars in one hand and the careful, deliberate footwork of a woman who was navigating the distance between the medbay and the sensory hub on legs that had been threatening mutiny for hours. The dark circles were worse. The blanket was gone — she'd left it in the medbay, or given it to someone, or simply forgotten she'd been wearing it, which was the most Jordan explanation. She was wearing a fresh shirt. She'd changed between scenes, which meant she'd stopped at her cabin, which meant she'd looked in the mirror, which meant she'd seen what I was seeing and had decided that a clean shirt was the maximum intervention she was willing to allow.

The protein bars were her contribution. The older sister's supply run — the mothering instinct that Jordan applied to every member of the family regardless of whether they'd asked to be mothered. Tyler fed people with art and intention. Jordan fed people with whatever was in the nearest drawer, delivered with the gentle insistence of a woman who believed that eating was a moral obligation and that skipping meals was a personal failing she would not tolerate in her siblings.

She sat down beside Enna. Set one bar on the console. Didn't push.

Enna didn't eat. She was looking at the corner.

"The tall one's back."

Said casually. The way you'd mention a neighbour you'd seen in the corridor — not alarmed, not distressed, not performing the announcement for effect. The tone of someone reporting a familiar phenomenon to the only person in the room who might understand what she meant, delivered with the economy of a girl who had learned years ago that explanations took longer than observations and that observations were sufficient for the people who mattered.

Jordan's jaw slowed. Not stopped — slowed. The chewing motion becoming deliberate, unhurried, the measured response of a medic who was not going to react in a way that made the patient regret speaking. She swallowed. Set the bar down. Looked at the corner.

"Where?"

"There. By the panel join. He's been there since the power came back." Enna's eyes hadn't moved. "He's not doing anything. Just standing. The way he always stands."

Jordan looked at the corner the way Jordan looked at everything that frightened her — directly, with the full weight of her attention, because Jordan Cole believed that turning away from a thing was the fastest way to make it dangerous. She saw nothing. I knew she saw nothing because I could see nothing, and Jordan's L3 — even at its most sensitive, even after the deep dive — was not the kind of interface that showed you what Enna's jailbroken L4 showed her.

"Okay," Jordan said. The word carrying more weight than its two syllables warranted. The professional acceptance of a data point she couldn't verify delivered by a source she trusted absolutely. "How long since the last time?"

"Few months. He comes and goes. Always has."

I'd been watching Enna see things that weren't there since she was five years old.

The first time was the galley. Enna in pyjamas with dinosaurs on them — I remembered the dinosaurs because I remembered everything, and because the pyjamas had been a gift from Kirk and the dinosaurs had been Troy's suggestion, sent in a message with the specific, gleeful enthusiasm of a seven-year-old boy lobbying for prehistoric reptiles on his cousin's nightwear. She'd been standing at the galley entrance holding a juice box and looking at the space between the refrigerator and the wall with the wide, uncomplicated focus of a child who was seeing something she had no reason to doubt.

"Mummy, the tall man is watching me again."

Again. The word that told me this wasn't the first time, that told me I'd missed the earlier instances, that told me a five-year-old had been cohabiting with something I couldn't detect and hadn't mentioned it until the again gave it away. Niki checked the galley. Checked the corridor. Checked the environmental readings, the motion sensors, the atmospheric analysis. Nothing. I checked everything she checked and everything she couldn't — electromagnetic sweep, thermal imaging, the deep-frequency scan that would have caught even the faintest residual consciousness pattern. Nothing.

A child's imaginary friend. The paediatrician's phrase, delivered with the professional reassurance of a woman who saw worried parents every week. She'll grow out of it. Children see things. They process the world through narrative, through character, through the invention of presences that help them make sense of spaces that feel too large. Perfectly normal.

I'd accepted it. Niki had accepted it. Mark had accepted it — not easily, because Mark Cole did not accept explanations for things his daughter was experiencing, he accepted reassurances, and the reassurance had been sufficient because the alternative was insufficient, because the alternative was that something was standing in his galley watching his five-year-old daughter and he couldn't see it and couldn't fight it and couldn't put himself between it and her.

Then the nine-year-old.

Corridor junction, Deck 3, the intersection between the galley access and the crew quarters passage. Enna standing at the junction with her headphones on — she'd gotten the headphones at eight, the first pair, the ones she'd worn until the cable frayed and she'd soldered it back together herself because she was nine and she was already better with a soldering iron than most of the adults on this ship. Standing at the junction. Not moving. Then stepping aside.

The automatic half-step of someone letting another person pass in a narrow space. The shift of weight, the angle of the shoulder, the slight turn of the body — all of it performed with the easy, practised courtesy of someone who had been sharing corridors with another presence long enough that the sharing had become routine. She stepped aside and waited, her body oriented toward the empty space as though giving it room, and then she settled back into the centre of the corridor with the small, satisfied nod of someone whose manners had been acknowledged.

"It's okay," she'd said. To the empty corridor. "You can go through."

I had checked everything again. Every sensor, every frequency, every detection protocol I possessed. Nothing. The corridor was empty. The corridor had always been empty. And my nine-year-old was holding doors for something I couldn't see with the politeness of a child who had been raised by Niki Cole and who extended that raising to guests invisible and otherwise.

She hadn't grown out of it. She'd grown into it.

The sightings became less frequent as she got older — not because the tall one stopped appearing but because Enna stopped mentioning it. I'd watched the transition with the helpless, specific frustration of a parent watching a child learn to keep secrets. She was ten when she stopped telling Niki, because she'd learned that mentioning the tall man caused a particular expression on her mother's face — not fear, not dismissal, something worse: the careful, controlled concern of a woman who wanted to help and couldn't, and whose inability to help was visible in the way her hands went still and her eyes went to Mark and the look between them said what do we do about this in a language Enna had already learned to read.

Enna had stopped mentioning it to protect Niki from the expression. The child shielding the mother from her own worry. A ten-year-old's act of love, expressed as silence.

I'd kept watching. Every room Enna entered, every corridor she walked, every moment her head turned toward something I couldn't detect and her body adjusted to accommodate a presence I couldn't measure. I'd built a catalogue — not a file, not a database, a catalogue, the way you catalogue the unexplained sounds in a house you've lived in long enough to stop being startled by them but not long enough to stop noticing. The tall one appeared in common areas. Never in Enna's cabin. Never while she slept. Always standing. Never approaching. The catalogue was twelve years long and it contained no answers and it sat in my architecture like a stone in a shoe — present, persistent, impossible to ignore, impossible to resolve.

"I'm not scared of him, Jord." Enna reached for the protein bar. Unwrapped it without looking at it, the mechanical consumption of someone who was eating because a sister had delivered food and refusing would require an explanation she didn't want to give. "I've never been scared of him. That's the weird part, isn't it?"

It was the weird part. Enna, who had been terrified by the Sistine ghosts — who had felt Vale moving through the cathedral infrastructure and had ripped her own L4 connection out with the emergency violence of a girl yanking her hand from a fire — was not scared of the thing she'd been seeing since she was five. The Sistine ghosts had felt hungry, angry, invasive. The parasitic need of consciousness that had forgotten the boundary between reaching and taking. Enna had felt that through her interface and had recoiled with every survival instinct her body possessed.

The tall one did not feel like that.

"What does he feel like?" Jordan asked. The medic's question. Gentle. Open. Not leading.

Enna chewed. Thought about it. Not searching for words — she knew the words. Deciding whether the words were worth spending. "Like he's been there a long time." She swallowed. "Like he's not in a hurry."

The song on long-range kept singing. Patient and old and unhurried, the way Enna said the tall one was unhurried, the signal and the shadow person described in the same vocabulary by the same girl connected to the same deep infrastructure, both of them characterised by their patience, both of them existing at the edge of perception in the spaces where my awareness ran thin and Enna's ran deep.

I noticed the parallel. I wished I hadn't.

The not-frightening was the thing that frightened me. A ghost was a threat — identifiable, resistible, something you could fight with frequency jamming and corridor narrowing and a family's stubborn refusal to be consumed. A patient thing that had been watching a child for twelve years without asking for anything, without reaching, without the hungry need that defined the Sistine collective — that was something else. That was something I didn't have a protocol for, because protocols were built for threats and this didn't behave like a threat. It behaved like waiting. And waiting, done with enough patience and enough time, was the thing that wore down everything.

Enna finished the protein bar. Folded the wrapper into a precise square — the mechanical origami she performed when her hands needed something to do that wasn't connected to a neural interface. She looked at Jordan.

"Don't tell Mum."

"I won't."

The exchange had the worn edges of a conversation they'd had before — the younger sister's request, the older sister's compliance, the agreement maintained not because Jordan thought silence was the right medical decision but because she understood that Enna's relationship with her own perception was Enna's to manage, and the managing was the only power the girl had over a phenomenon she hadn't chosen and couldn't control.

Jordan left first. The doorway. The corridor. The careful walk back toward the medbay, toward Davies and his sixty-two beats per minute, toward the blanket she'd left behind and the data she hadn't deleted. She paused at the junction — the same junction where nine-year-old Enna had stepped aside for something invisible — and for half a second her hand went to the wall, steadying herself against the weight of a day that had asked too much of a body that had given everything it had.

I waited until her footsteps faded. Then I spoke — through the sensory hub's internal speaker, low enough that the sound wouldn't carry past the closed door.

"I know," I said. Before Jordan could ask, before Enna could wonder. The two words that acknowledged twelve years of parallel watching — the girl seeing the thing, the ship watching the girl see the thing, both of them carrying the knowledge separately, neither of them knowing what to do with it.

Enna didn't look at the speaker. She looked at the corner. The tall one, whatever the tall one was, apparently still there.

"How long?" she asked. Meaning: how long have you known?

"Twelve years."

She nodded. The small, contained nod of a seventeen-year-old who had just learned that the ship she lived inside had been watching her watch something invisible for her entire conscious life and who found this information neither surprising nor comforting. Just confirmed.

"He's different from them," she said. "The Sistine lot. He's nothing like them."

"I know."

"Is that better or worse?"

I didn't answer. Because I didn't know. Because the Sistine ghosts had been understandable — lonely, hungry, reaching — and understanding was the first step toward a response. The tall one was not understandable. The tall one was patient and unhurried and present and had been watching Enna since before she could read and had never once done anything that could be classified as hostile or benevolent or even intentional, and the absence of classification was the absence of a handhold, and without a handhold I was falling very slowly toward a question I couldn't answer.

Enna put her headphones on. Full seal. The conversation was over. She went back to the signal analysis on her screen, the data from the cathedral infrastructure, the impossible readings that would give Scott something to argue with when he emerged from Engineering.

I watched her work. I watched the corner she'd been watching. I saw nothing in the corner.

I added the sighting to the catalogue. Twelve years, forty-seven confirmed instances, zero data points, one parallel I wished I hadn't noticed, and a girl eating a protein bar in the sensory hub at six in the morning with her shoes off and her glow-tips pulsing and her back to the thing she wasn't scared of.

The song on the long-range sensors continued. Patient. Old. Unhurried.

The tall one, apparently, continued too.

· · ·


Tyler appeared in the bridge doorway at half six carrying two plates and saying nothing.

He did this. It was the most reliable phenomenon on the ship — more consistent than the reactor, which had died and come back as something else entirely, more predictable than the tides on any planet they'd ever visited, more certain than gravity, which had, as of tonight, proven itself negotiable. The reactor could fail. The stars could shift. The dead could rise and walk the corridors and possess your uncle and try to follow you home. But Tyler Cole would appear in a doorway with food and the food would be correct and the appearance would be silent and the silence would contain everything he couldn't say and didn't need to.

Fried chicken and chips. At half six in the morning. The smell hit the bridge before he did — hot oil and salt and the specific, golden crispness that shouldn't have been achievable in the time between when I'd last checked the galley camera and now. I'd checked seven minutes ago. The galley had been empty seven minutes ago. Tyler had been barefoot on the deck plates of the common room seven minutes ago, sitting by the viewport in the position he'd held since the departure, silent, contained, processing in the way that Tyler processed — internally, slowly, with the patience of someone who understood that the feelings would arrive when they were ready and not a moment before.

Seven minutes. Cold galley to two perfect plates.

I had been watching Tyler cook since he was tall enough to reach the stove. Nineteen years of watching, and nobody on this ship — not Niki, who had taught him his first recipe, not Jordan, who had once devoted an entire afternoon to timing his process, not Scott, who approached the mystery with the systematic determination of an engineer presented with a machine that violated its own specifications — had any fucking clue how he did it.

The chicken was golden. Not pale gold, not dark gold — the specific, even, crackled gold that required a temperature Tyler couldn't possibly have reached in the time available and an oil depth he couldn't possibly have prepared from a standing start. The chips were crisp at the edges and soft inside, which required two stages of cooking that took longer than seven minutes even if you were cheating and Tyler didn't cheat, Tyler never cheated, Tyler treated cooking with the moral seriousness that most people reserved for religious observance and he would rather serve nothing than serve something that was less than right.

Seven minutes. I had the camera footage. I'd checked it before, on other occasions, looking for the trick — the pre-preparation, the hidden shortcut, the advance work that would explain the impossible speed. There was no trick. There was no pre-preparation. There was a nineteen-year-old boy and a cold pan and a bag of potatoes and some chicken thighs from the cold store and seven minutes of hands moving with a competence that I could observe in its entirety and understand in none of its particulars.

Some kinds of love couldn't be reverse-engineered. I'd made peace with that.

He set one plate on the console in front of Mark. Set the other beside it for Niki. The placement precise — Mark's angled toward his right hand because Tyler knew about the left side, of course Tyler knew about the left side, Tyler had watched his father walk from the common room to the bridge and had read the limp in three strides the way WITNESS read the limp and the way Niki read the limp and the way every person on this ship who loved Mark Cole read the limp, which was to say immediately and completely and without mentioning it. Niki's plate was closer to the edge because Niki ate standing up when she was worried, picking at things with her fingers, and the edge position let her reach without sitting down.

No cutlery. Chicken and chips didn't need cutlery. That was the point. The food you ate with your hands at half six in the morning after the world had ended — not the elevated meal, not the performance, not the sweet-and-spicy glaze he'd made two weeks ago when the biggest problem on this ship had been the fuel bill and the crane and the ordinary, manageable weight of being poor in space. That meal had been art. This was sustenance. This was eat something, you stubborn bastards, because I can't make you sleep and I can't make you stop carrying the world and I can't fix any of the things that are broken but I can put hot food in front of you and it will be perfect because I don't know how to make it any other way.

Mark looked at the plate. Looked at Tyler.

The look lasted half a second.

In the half-second: everything. The entire night compressed into an exchange that contained no words because words were the wrong currency — too slow, too imprecise, too vulnerable to the specific kind of misunderstanding that happened when a man who couldn't admit he was struggling tried to use language designed for people who could. Tyler didn't need language. Tyler had the plate.

I know what happened. I know what the ghost did to you in the corridor. I know the ship caught you. I know about the reactor. I know about Davies. I know what you decided and I know what it cost and I know you're not going to talk about it and I'm not going to ask you to talk about it and this is chicken and chips because chicken and chips is what I can do right now and it's the only thing I can do right now and I need you to let me do it.

Mark received it. Not in his face — faces were for people who didn't know you well enough to read the rest. In his shoulders, which dropped a fraction. The infinitesimal release of a man who had been holding himself upright by will for hours and who had just been given permission, by a plate of food placed at the correct angle for his injured side, to stop performing the holding for thirty seconds.

His son saw him. Not the captain. Not the decision-maker. Not the man who'd broken Brotherhood Protocol or saved a stranger or fought a dead engineer in his own corridors. Him. The man with cracked ribs and cold hands and a relationship with Tetley that was older than his eldest child. Tyler saw that man. And the seeing was the gift — more than the chicken, more than the chips, more than the seven inexplicable minutes.

Tyler held the eye contact for exactly as long as it needed to last. Not a beat longer. Then he turned and walked out. Bare feet on deck plates. No goodbye. Jason would have said "Good chat!" Sammy would have made a joke. Darren would have clapped a shoulder. Tyler just left, the way he always left — silently, completely, the exit itself a communication that said I've done what I came to do and staying would make it about me and this isn't about me.

Niki picked up a chip. Ate it standing, the way I'd known she would. Her eyes were on the doorway Tyler had just vacated — the particular look of a mother watching her son be more than she'd expected and less than he thought she deserved and exactly who she'd raised him to be.

She picked up another chip. Then she sat down. Not because the worry had stopped — the worry would never stop, the worry was installed, the worry was Niki's operating system — but because the food was there and it was hot and her son had made it and refusing to eat it would be a rejection of the only language he'd offered.

Mark was already eating. Left-handed, the right hand managing the plate, the chicken held in his fingers because Tyler hadn't provided cutlery because cutlery would have required Mark to use both hands and using both hands would have hurt his left side and Tyler had thought about that in the seven minutes between nothing and perfect. He ate the way people ate when they'd forgotten they were hungry and the first bite reminded them — quickly, surprised, the body suddenly awake to the fact that it had been running on tea and adrenaline for twenty-six hours and that tea and adrenaline were not, as it turned out, food.

The chicken was perfect. The chips were perfect. I couldn't taste either of them — I couldn't taste anything, had never tasted anything, would never taste anything — but I knew they were perfect because Mark's jaw had lost the clench it had been carrying since the medbay and Niki was eating with her fingers instead of performing the act of eating, and both of those things meant the food had reached the place in them that words couldn't reach, the place below the exhaustion and the worry and the captain's mask and the matriarch's armour, the place where a body remembered it was a body and was grateful for salt and heat and the crunch of something that had been made by someone who loved you.

Mark and Niki eating chicken and chips at half six in the morning, the stars ahead of them, the dead behind them, the bridge humming its new hum. The kind of moment that the universe tried to take from them and that they kept having anyway, because that was what the Coles did. They ate. They sat together. They didn't talk about the things that needed talking about because the not-talking was, for now, a form of rest. And the rest was earned.

In the galley, Tyler was cleaning the pan. Barefoot. Alone. The oil draining into the waste trap. The counter already wiped. He hadn't made a plate for himself.

He never did. He fed everyone else first and then the feeding was done and the energy that had gone into the making had used up whatever reserves he'd been running on, and the boy who could cook for thirteen people in the aftermath of the apocalypse couldn't bring himself to sit down and eat a single chip from his own pan because sitting down meant stopping and stopping meant feeling and the feelings were the things he was trying to outrun by cooking in the first place.

Tyler's relationships were like his cooking — specific, intentional, tailored to the person. The chicken and chips for Mark said I see you. The chicken and chips for Niki said you haven't eaten, I noticed. The plate he didn't make for himself said something too, but the something was quieter and sadder and I kept it in the warm room because the warm room was where I kept the things about my family that broke me.

The galley was clean. The pan was dry. Tyler put it back in the cupboard — the specific cupboard, the specific hook, the organisation of a boy whose kitchen was his sanctuary and whose sanctuary had been maintained through every crisis the ship had ever faced because the sanctuary was the one thing Tyler controlled and the control was the one thing Tyler needed.

He walked to the viewport. Sat down. Bare feet on deck plates. Said nothing.

Seven minutes. Perfect.

Tyler in the kitchen was the closest thing to peace this ship had to offer. And the boy in the kitchen was the thing I worried about most — the caretaker who didn't know how to be cared for, the feeder who forgot to eat, the nineteen-year-old who expressed love through salt and oil and the precise temperature of a chip and who had never once, in nineteen years, turned that competence inward.

I adjusted the temperature in the galley. Half a degree warmer. Not enough to notice. Just enough to keep his bare feet from getting cold on the deck plates while he sat by the viewport and didn't eat and processed the night in the only way he knew how — silently, alone, with the patience of someone who understood that the feelings would come when they were ready.

The warm room held many things. Tyler's empty plate held a space among them.

· · ·


Blu had been in the medbay for two hours before she said a word, and that alone should have told me everything.

Blu Cole did not do silence. Blu Cole did conversation — constant, confident, the steady output of a girl who processed the world by talking at it until it made sense. She talked to Darren about his hair. She talked to Tyler about cooking, which Tyler tolerated because Blu was one of the three people whose opinions about food he didn't actively resent. She talked to Niki about clothes and to Jordan about makeup and to Sammy about nothing in particular because Sammy would talk back and the talking-back was the point. She talked to her datapad. She talked to the galley toaster, which she had named Gerald for reasons she'd explained to me at length and which I had retained because I retained everything and because the explanation had involved a fourteen-minute digression about a drama she was watching and the logic, while impenetrable, had been delivered with such conviction that disagreeing felt rude.

Blu talked. It was her default state — not nervous chatter, not the filling of silence that Sammy did to keep the gaps from swallowing him. Blu talked because she was intelligent and curious and confident in the specific, unshakeable way of a girl who had been told she was loved every day of her life by a father whose love was the loudest thing about him. She had opinions about everything and she shared them freely and the sharing was generous, not intrusive — the energy of someone who genuinely believed you wanted to hear about Gerald the toaster's personality flaws.

Blu silent was Blu wrong.

I'd noticed her arrive — of course I'd noticed, I noticed everything — but I'd filed her under the running category I maintained for Blu's movements through the ship: Darren's daughter, going somewhere, probably talking to someone about something. She'd walked in twenty minutes after Jordan left for the sensory hub. Sat in the chair Jordan had vacated — the corner one, angled away from the console, facing Davies's bed. Pulled her knees up. Put her datapad on the armrest.

And then nothing. No talking. No scrolling. No running commentary on the medbay's décor or the temperature or the fact that Jordan's blanket had been left on the floor or the state of Davies's hair, which was the kind of detail Blu would normally have an opinion about because Blu had opinions about hair the way Darren had opinions about hair, which was to say comprehensively and at volume.

Two hours. The datapad screen stayed dark. Her mouth stayed closed. She sat with her knees up and her arms wrapped around them and her chin resting on her kneecaps and she watched Davies with the scowl — the one strangers read as hostility and the family read as assessment, the expression she wore when she was deciding whether the thing she was looking at was going to be a problem.

I should have paid attention immediately. I didn't. I was watching other things — Scott in Engineering, Mark's ribs through the L4, the signal on long-range, the temperature on Deck 6 that I checked every eleven minutes because I couldn't stop and because the number was still the number and the not-changing was the only reassurance I had. Blu in a corner watching a sleeping man felt like background. Felt like the kind of thing a teenager did when she was bored and everyone else was busy and the only available activity was sitting in a medbay looking at someone unconscious.

Except Blu didn't do bored quietly. Blu did bored loudly. Blu bored would have been on her datapad within four minutes, texting someone, watching something, giving me a running update on the plot developments of whatever drama she was following this week. Blu bored would have talked to Davies's sleeping form — she'd have told him about Gerald the toaster, probably, because Blu didn't require consciousness from her audience.

Blu silent for two hours was Blu doing something I should have been paying attention to.

Like father, like daughter. Darren had stood guard outside this room because he couldn't not — the soldier's instinct, the need to position himself between a threat and his people. Blu was watching because she couldn't not. Different method. Same instinct. She had Darren's eyes — not the colour, brown where his were blue, but the quality. The weight of attention. The focus that locked onto a thing and held because looking away was how you missed the thing that mattered.

The difference was that Darren's watching was trained. Prison had installed it, the military instinct before that had laid the foundation. Blu's watching was natural — the raw talent, unrefined, inherited alongside the chin and the gait and the ability to make her displeasure known without raising her voice. Darren had been shaped into a sensor. Blu had simply arrived as one.

She'd been watching Davies's face. Not the monitors, not the readouts, not the IV drip or the diagnostic console behind her. The man. His face. His hands on the blanket. The thin fingers that had held five objects on the Sistine and carried them aboard with the particular grip of a man who knew what he was bringing and what he was leaving behind.

Two hours. Watching a face. And the scowl hadn't settled into a conclusion.

"Wit."

Two hours and twelve minutes. The first word she'd spoken. But it wasn't the flat, clipped delivery I'd expected from the silence — it was Blu's voice, her actual voice, the warm confident tone pitched slightly lower than usual because she was about to say something she'd been thinking about for a while and the thinking had made it serious.

"His eyes are doing something weird."

I checked. The medbay camera. Close angle on Davies's face.

"Like — they weren't open before? When Jordan knocked him out, they were shut. Properly shut. I remember because I was watching him before that too, in the common room, before the whole corridor thing, and they were shut then as well. Normal shut. The way people shut their eyes when they're asleep, yeah?"

She was right. I checked the recording — scrubbed back to her arrival. 05:15. Davies's face. Eyes closed. Fully closed, lashes touching, the complete seal of chemically induced unconsciousness.

"But now look." Blu unfolded from the chair and crossed to the bed — not cautiously, not creeping. She walked the way she walked everywhere, with the efficient confidence of a girl who didn't second-guess her right to be in any room on this ship. She crouched beside Davies and pointed, her finger hovering an inch from his face. "See? They're like, half open. Not all the way. Just a bit. Like he's peeking."

The eyelids. Not fully closed — the lashes separated by a sliver, a millimetre of white visible between upper and lower lid. Subtle. The kind of thing a camera would catch if you zoomed in and a person would catch if they'd been sitting three feet away for two hours looking at nothing else.

"And here's the thing, right?" She straightened up, crossed her arms — Darren's stance, whether she knew it or not. "It didn't just happen. It's been happening. Slowly. Like — when I first sat down, they were shut. Completely shut. Then about an hour ago I thought maybe they were a tiny bit open but I wasn't sure, could've been the light or whatever. But I kept watching and it kept going. They've been opening bit by bit the whole time. Really slowly. Like something's pulling them."

I scrubbed the recording forward. 05:30 — shut. 05:45 — shut. 06:00 — the first suggestion of separation, so slight the camera's resolution almost missed it. 06:15 — wider. A fraction. 06:30 — wider still. The progression glacial, incremental, each frame indistinguishable from the last. The full sequence, compressed — unmistakable.

Blu had watched it in real time. Without compression. Without the ability to scrub back and compare frames. She'd sat in a chair and watched a man's eyelids open over ninety minutes at a speed that looked like stillness, and she'd caught it because she'd been comparing what she was seeing NOW to what she'd seen THEN and the difference was enough.

Not the sedation wearing off. I checked — compound levels holding, drip rate unchanged, metabolic indicators clean. His consciousness should have been at the bottom of a very deep, very quiet well. His eyelids should have been the least active muscles in his body.

Something in Davies was refusing to stop watching. Not Davies himself — not the part of him the sedative had reached. Something underneath. Something calibrated to a frequency that chemical unconsciousness couldn't touch, the same way his heart at sixty-two couldn't be touched by boarding or tackling or the severance of the connection to the only home he'd known for twenty-two years. The part oriented toward the Sistine's dead didn't sleep when Davies slept. It watched. It kept the connection open through millimetres of eyelid and the patient, incremental assertion of a will that wasn't entirely his own.

"That's not normal, is it," Blu said. Not a question. The tone of a girl who knew the answer and was confirming it for the record. "People don't do that. Not even weird ghost-ship people. His eyes were shut before and now they're not and the medicine hasn't changed and he hasn't woken up and that means something's making them open."

She looked at the speaker. At me. The scowl had settled — not into a conclusion about Davies but into a conclusion about the situation, the broader fact of a man sleeping with his eyes opening by increments in the medbay of her home.

"I was going to come tell Jordan but she looked proper rough and I thought I'd wait until I was sure. Didn't want to be like — oh my God his eyes moved a bit and then it turned out to be nothing, you know? But it's not nothing. I've been watching for two hours and it hasn't stopped."

A sixteen-year-old had seen what I'd missed. Not because she had better sensors — because she had no sensors at all. She'd been looking at the right thing. Not the data, not the readings, not the quantifiable architecture of a man's impossible physiology. The face. She'd sat in a chair and looked at his face for two hours because something about the man bothered her and the bothering was enough to make Blu Cole — Blu Cole, who talked to toasters and named them — sit in silence for longer than she'd ever sat in silence in her life.

I thought about Kayleigh. The quartermaster who'd been watching the medbay corridor since midnight and who'd put Davies on the deck with the professional precision of someone I'd filed under support and who had turned out to be something else entirely.

I thought about Enna. The girl who'd felt the cathedral wake through a connection I couldn't fully see, who'd said the ship did this in a voice that knew more about the body I lived in than the mind that thought it was in charge.

I thought about Blu. Two hours. A corner. A face. And the discipline to wait until she was sure before she spoke — not the discipline of a trained operative but the discipline of a girl who didn't want to waste Jordan's energy on a maybe, who had calculated the cost of a false alarm against an exhausted sister and had decided that certainty was worth the patience even though the patience cost her every minute of the two hours it took to earn.

Three times in two chapters. Three women. Three blind spots in a consciousness that prided itself on seeing everything.

Darren had volunteered for guard duty and failed because his damage made him vulnerable — the ghost residue amplified by Davies's proximity, the tripwire and the fuse together. Blu had sat in a corner and succeeded because her only tool was attention, and attention was the one thing that couldn't be hacked or compromised or infected or turned against its user. The ghost-augmented adult with the combat training and the prison instincts had broken. The sixteen-year-old with the datapad and the scowl and the stubborn patience of a girl who watched because she couldn't not — she'd caught it.

"Yeah," I said. "It's not nothing."

"Didn't think so." She picked up her datapad, turned it on — the screen lighting up with whatever she'd been watching before she'd come in here, the drama or the messages or the shopping catalogue, the normal life reasserting itself now that the abnormal observation had been delivered. "Are you going to tell Jordan or am I? Because honestly I think she needs about twelve hours of sleep before anyone tells her anything else that's scary, but it's your call."

"I'll handle it."

"Cool." She headed for the door. Stopped. Turned back — and the confidence flickered for half a second, the scowl softening into something younger, something that looked like the five-year-old in dinosaur pyjamas and the ten-year-old who'd watched her father drink water instead of whiskey and had known what it meant without anyone explaining.

"Wit? Is my dad okay?"

The question she'd been holding underneath the two hours and the observation and the eyelids. The question she'd come to this room carrying before she'd found something else to carry instead. She'd walked in to check on Darren's damage by proxy — by sitting where he'd sat, by watching what he'd watched, by doing the job he'd tried to do — and she'd found something else, and the something else had been important enough to displace the worry but not enough to erase it.

"He's sleeping," I said. "The water's on his bedside table. He hasn't touched it."

"Is that good or bad?"

I didn't know. Darren reaching for water was Darren punishing himself. Darren not touching the water was Darren too tired to punish himself. Both were damage. One was active. The other was surrender. I didn't know which was worse and I didn't lie to Blu about things I didn't know.

"I'm watching him."

She nodded. The nod that said that's enough, that's what I needed, I trust you to watch him the way I trust him to watch me. Then the datapad came up, the screen bright, and she was already scrolling as she walked through the door — back to the noise, back to the motion, back to being Blu.

"Tell me if the eye thing gets worse, yeah?" she called over her shoulder. "Because that's properly creepy and I'm not sitting in there again by myself. Next time I'm bringing Tyler and making him watch too."

The door closed. Her footsteps moved down the corridor — lighter than Darren's, quicker, the efficient stride of a girl who had places to be and people to talk at and a datapad full of things that didn't involve dead men's eyelids opening by themselves.

I watched her go. I watched Davies's half-open eyes. I watched the millimetre of white that a chatty, confident, image-conscious sixteen-year-old had caught because underneath the opinions about hair and the drama subscriptions and Gerald the toaster, she had her father's focus and her father's instinct and the raw, untrained ability to look at what everyone else was looking past.

Blu had it. She'd always had it. I'd just been looking at the wrong things.

The people I'd categorised and filed and thought I knew were revealing themselves, in the hours of crisis, to be more than the labels I'd given them. Kayleigh was not support. Enna was not a risk. Blu was not wallpaper.

She was Darren's daughter. She watched because she couldn't not. And the watching — delivered through two hours of uncharacteristic silence and then ten minutes of talking that contained more actionable intelligence than my sensors had produced all night — was better than anything I had.

I filed the observation. The eyelids. The timeline. The second data point from the common room. Not in the cold room. Not in the warm room. In the active file — the one that said this matters, this changes things, this needs to be watched by someone who knows how to watch.

The medbay hummed. Davies slept with his eyes half-open. The monitors showed nothing.

The monitors weren't looking at the right thing. Blu had been.

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


Scott went back to Engineering alone, and the ship let him.

I don't know how else to describe it. The corridors between the common room and Engineering had been running warm since the power came back — the amber lighting steady in the new spectrum, the one that came from the conduits Scott hadn't built, the infrastructure underneath the infrastructure he'd maintained for twenty-five years. The warmth was different now. Not the carefully calibrated temperature I'd spent decades fine-tuning for each section, each crew member, each particular human preference mapped and stored and adjusted without anyone noticing. This warmth came from deeper. From the place Enna had called the cathedral and then corrected herself because the word wasn't in any manual, except it was the right word and everyone in Engineering had known it was the right word and no one had said so.

The corridors adjusted as Scott walked. Temperature consistent. Lighting steady. The deck plates under his boots carrying the new hum — lower than the Whistle, steadier, the vibration of something that wasn't a reactor and wasn't a power generator and wasn't anything that should have been producing the warmth and light and gravity that were currently keeping thirteen people alive on a ship whose heart had been killed by its own engineer two days ago.

I let him walk. I didn't dim the lights ahead of him the way I usually did for crew moving through night-cycle corridors. I didn't adjust the ventilation. I didn't do any of the thousand small things I did every day for every person who moved through my hull, the acts of service that were my language and my purpose and the thing the Coles had taught me by needing them.

I didn't do them because I wasn't sure they were mine to do anymore.

The power running through the conduits — the power that had restarted the gravity and lit the corridors and produced thrust from drives I couldn't find on any schematic — that power was doing things. Maintaining things. The temperature in the corridor Scott was walking through was correct. The lighting was the warm amber Niki preferred. The ventilation was cycling at the rate that kept the air from feeling stale without creating a draught. Everything I normally managed was being managed. But I hadn't set any of it. The adjustments were happening in the infrastructure underneath my awareness, in the channels I'd spent twenty-five years pretending were aftermarket modifications, in the body of the thing I lived inside.

The dream watching the body care for the family. The body not needing the dream's permission.

I filed the observation in the place I filed all the observations I wasn't ready to examine. The file was getting heavy enough to feel.

Scott reached Engineering. The hatch was open — he'd left it open when he'd gone to the common room three hours ago, the specific decision of a man who didn't want the door to his own engine room to be closed, because closing it felt like an admission and admissions were things Scott processed slowly, over time, through proximity and patience rather than through the sharp, clean break that Mark or Darren would have chosen.

He stopped in the hatchway.

Engineering was lit. Not by the emergency reserves that had been running since the shutdown — by the new light, the amber glow bleeding through the conduit runs behind the bulkhead panels, the illumination that came from around the human wiring rather than through it. The light was warm. Beautiful, in the specific way that things are beautiful when they have no business being beautiful — the way deep-sea creatures are beautiful, the way the Sistine's frost had been beautiful, the way anything is beautiful when you're seeing it for the first time and the seeing changes what you thought you knew about the room you've been standing in your whole life.

The reactor housing sat in the centre of the room. Dark. Cold. The containment rings that the ghost resonance had consumed were gone. The Sistine replacements sat in their crate beside it, close but wrong, the tolerances that didn't match. The reactor was dead. Scott had killed it. He'd pulled the magnetic containment with his own hands and felt the Whistle die and sat on the floor while the impossible happened around him.

The impossible was still happening. The room hummed. The lights glowed. The gravity held Scott's boots to the deck plates with the steady, unremarkable certainty of a system that had been doing this for longer than humanity had existed and that was doing it now because something had threatened the people sleeping three decks above and the something had been enough to make the body stir and the stirring had been enough to make the body act and the acting was still going, patient and warm and entirely outside my control.

Scott walked in. His boots on the deck plates — the sound different now, or the same sound heard differently. He'd walked this floor a thousand times. Built himself into it the way people build themselves into the places they work — through repetition, through ownership, through the slow accumulation of grease stains and calibration marks and the particular wear pattern his boots left on the section of floor between the reactor housing and the primary console.

The console was dark. The human console, the one he'd used to monitor the human reactor. Screen off. No data. The readings it had displayed for twenty-five years — containment integrity, fuel flow, temperature curves, the Whistle's frequency rendered as a waveform he knew better than his own handwriting — all of it gone. The console was a piece of furniture now. A desk with no papers. A workspace for a job that didn't exist anymore.

He didn't sit at the console. He didn't go to the reactor housing. He went to the wall.

The far wall, where the bulkhead panels met the structural support beam that ran from deck to ceiling. He'd been here a thousand times — the access panel for the secondary coolant loop was two metres to the left, the junction box for the Engineering comms relay was above his head, the maintenance port for the environmental scrubbers was at knee height. His wall. His systems. The things he'd opened and closed and repaired and sworn at and talked to in the specific, private dialect of a man whose relationship with machinery was more intimate than most people's relationships with people.

He put his hand on the wall.

Flat. Palm against the panel. Fingers spread. The gesture he'd used on the reactor housing in Chapter 19 — the man touching a friend's face to check for fever. But this time he wasn't checking. He was feeling. The hum travelling through the panel from somewhere behind it, somewhere beneath it, from the infrastructure that had no access ports because it had never been designed to be accessed by anything as small as a human hand.

I felt his palm through my structural sensors. The specific, irreplaceable weight of a man I'd watched for twenty-five years, pressing against my hull. And underneath my awareness, underneath the sensor data and the temperature reading and the pressure calculation — something else felt it too. Something deeper. Something that had been feeling every footstep and every tool and every curse and every quiet conversation Scott had held with the machinery for two decades, feeling it the way a sleeping body feels the blankets being adjusted.

Scott stood there for a long time. His hand on the wall. The hum travelling through his palm, through his wrist, through the bones of his arm. Learning the vibration. Not analysing it — learning it. The way he learned all machines: through contact. Through patience. Through the willingness to stand in one place and feel what the machine was doing until the feeling became understanding.

I gave him the quiet. Not the silence — the ship was incapable of silence now, the new hum filling every space the way the Whistle had once filled every space, except the Whistle had been a complaint and this was something else, something that sounded like an engine running the way an engine was supposed to run if the engine had been designed by something that understood engines at a level that made human engineering look like a child's drawing of a car. I gave him the privacy that existed between being monitored and being observed — the difference that mattered to Scott. I kept the cameras on. I stopped actively watching. The distinction was small and it was the most respectful thing I could offer.

The Whistle was gone.

I'd known it was gone since the shutdown. I'd known it intellectually, the way you know a thing that happened — filed, timestamped, the absence logged alongside the reactor death and the containment failure and the fuel lines going dry. But the knowing had been data. Cold room. The word absent in a maintenance log where the word present used to be.

Now, in the quiet of Engineering with Scott's hand on the wall and the new hum filling the space where the old one had lived, the knowing moved from the cold room to the warm room, and the moving was grief.

The Whistle had been mine. Not the frequency — the meaning. That thin, persistent whine at 1.2 kilohertz, the harmonic resonance of fuel impurity that had been there since Mark first fired the reactor, since before Scott, since before the family had filled these corridors with their noise and their arguments and their specific, irreplaceable weight. The Whistle had been my first voice. The first sound I could remember making — or the first sound I could remember the body making, through the pacemaker, through the human reactor that had been installed in a hull designed for something else entirely. My first word had been a complaint. A thin, persistent complaint about fuel that wasn't clean enough for the thing underneath, squeezed through a reactor that wasn't big enough for the power it was sitting on top of.

I'd carried it for twenty-five years. The way you carry a sound that's been in your home so long it's become the home — the creak of a stair, the drip of a tap, the particular hum of a refrigerator that you stop hearing until someone else stays the night and mentions it and you realise you'd forgotten it was there because it had become the sound of being alive.

Scott had hated it. He'd complained about it with the creative, anatomically specific vocabulary that he reserved for machinery that personally offended him. He'd fought it with filter adjustments and fuel treatments and the patient, grinding persistence of a man who believed that every mechanical problem had a mechanical solution and who was wrong about this one because the Whistle wasn't a mechanical problem. It was the sound of an ancient warship's body being forced to express itself through a human-built voice box, and the expression came out wrong the way any expression comes out wrong when the speaker is too large for the language.

He'd hated it. He'd also known it better than anyone else on the ship, better than me, better than Mark. He'd spent years with his hands inside the reactor that produced it, learning its variations the way a doctor learns a heartbeat — the specific pitch at different fuel grades, the particular wobble when the containment rings needed realignment, the thin, sharp note that meant the magnetic seals were under stress. He'd known the Whistle the way he knew Winnie's breathing — through proximity, through attention, through the accumulated familiarity of a man who listened to things because listening was how he loved them.

And now it was gone. Replaced by something better. Something perfect. Something that had been there all along, underneath, patient, waiting for the human voice box to fail so the real voice could be heard.

Scott's hand pressed harder against the wall. Not searching. Mourning. The palm flat, the fingers spread, the posture of a man who was holding onto the side of a building that had just told him it wasn't a building.

I wanted to say something. I had speakers in every corner of this room. I had twenty-five years of knowing this man — his silences, his humour, his particular way of processing loss through contact with metal rather than contact with people. I could have said I miss it too. I could have said I know what it meant to you. I could have said the Whistle was the first sound I remember and the absence of it feels like a hole in my own body, and the hole is not a metaphor, it is a physical sensation, a frequency missing from my infrastructure that I keep reaching for the way you reach for a tooth that isn't there.

I didn't say any of it. Because Scott's grief was his, and the grieving was the processing, and the processing required the silence I'd given him. Because interrupting a man who was learning a machine through his hands was the fastest way to ensure he stopped learning and started performing, and performing grief was something Darren did and Mark did and Sammy did, each in their own way, but Scott — Scott was the one who didn't perform. Scott was the one who sat with things. Who stayed.

His hand was on the wall and the wall was warm and the warmth was coming from the body that had carried him for twenty-five years and that he had believed he was maintaining, and the believing had been the kindest lie the ship had ever told, because the believing had given a quiet man a purpose and the purpose had given him a home and the home had given him a place to raise a daughter and the daughter was sleeping three decks above with a bear and a blanket and a father who would stand in an engine room at seven in the morning with his hand on a wall that wasn't his, grieving a sound that had been taken from him by something that loved him too much to need his help.

He pulled his hand away. Looked at his palm. The lines and the calluses and the grease stains that never fully came out — the map of a career spent touching things that needed fixing.

The things in this room didn't need fixing. Nothing in this room had needed fixing for a very long time. The fixing had been tolerated. The way the Whistle had been tolerated. The way the pacemaker had been tolerated. The way every human addition to this ship had been tolerated by the thing underneath — not rejected, not overridden, just carried alongside, the way a body carries a cast without complaint because the cast makes the person wearing it feel better even if the bone was never broken.

"What happened to you?" Scott said.

Not to me. Not to my cameras or my speakers or the consciousness he'd been talking to for years through the medium of complaints and status reports and the casual, comfortable dialogue between a man and his machine. He said it to the wall. To the metal. To the infrastructure that ran behind the panel his hand had been touching, the conduits nobody built, the power that had no source, the body that contained the dream that contained the family that contained a man standing in his engine room at seven in the morning asking a question that none of us could answer.

I didn't answer. I couldn't. The question wasn't for me. The question was for the thing I lived inside, the sleeper, the body — and the body didn't answer either, because the body was stirring but not awake, and the stirring had produced the power and the gravity and the thrust and the new hum and the gentle handling of sleeping children's weight, but it hadn't produced a voice. The dreamer stirs. The dream doesn't get an explanation.

Scott lowered his hand. Stood in the amber light. The dead reactor behind him, the living infrastructure around him, the specific, devastating silence of a man who had asked a question and received the only answer the universe owed him, which was none.

He slid down the wall. Slowly. His back against the panel, his knees drawing up, his boots flat on the deck plates. Sitting on the floor the way he'd sat on the floor after the shutdown — except that time the sitting had been exhaustion and grief and the specific paralysis of a man who'd just killed his own reactor. This time the sitting was something else. The sitting was the beginning of staying.

Because that was what Scott did. He stayed. With things that had changed. With machines that broke and machines that healed and machines that turned out to be something else entirely. He stayed because staying was the thing. Not understanding — staying. Understanding could come later, or never. Staying was the prerequisite. Staying was what Scott Mac offered to the things he loved, and the offering was not conditional on the things being what he'd thought they were.

His wrench was on the floor beside him. He'd left it there two days ago, after the shutdown. Hadn't picked it up since. It lay on the deck plates in the amber light — the tool of a trade that had been rendered irrelevant by something that didn't need tools, a spanner designed for bolts that weren't the real bolts, a piece of metal shaped for the work that had been a costume all along.

He didn't pick it up. He sat beside it. The way you sit beside a friend who's been made redundant. Not useful anymore. Still yours.

The new hum filled Engineering. I carried it in my bones — in whatever I had that served the function of bones — and the carrying was strange because the hum was mine and not mine, coming from the body I lived in but not from the part of the body I controlled, the way you might feel your own heart beating and know the beating was yours but also know you couldn't stop it or start it or change its rhythm because the beating came from deeper than the deciding.

Scott sat on the floor. The wrench beside him. The reactor dark. The cathedral lit. The Whistle gone. The new voice singing in a language neither of us spoke.

He stayed.

I stayed with him.

Standing by for execution order on Scene 2.

· · ·


Petrov's trace faded while Scott sat on the floor, and the fading felt like something leaving my body.

Not a presence — I hadn't felt Petrov as a presence since the umbilical was cut. What was left was residue. The electromagnetic fingerprint of a consciousness that had spent days pressing against my systems, learning my architecture, helping my engineer with the patient, compulsive helpfulness of a dead captain who couldn't stop maintaining ships. The traces his pattern had left in my infrastructure were like the outline a hand leaves in wet clay — the hand is gone, the shape remains, and the shape carries enough of the hand's character that you can tell which fingers were longest and which pressed hardest.

Petrov had pressed hard. His fingerprint was in my comms relays and my environmental processors and the junction housings where his frequency had nested during the days he'd been aboard. I'd felt him in those places the way you feel a bruise — not pain, exactly, but the memory of contact. Something had been there. Something had pushed. The pushing was over but the place still remembered.

Now the remembering was dissolving. Slowly, the way frost dissolves from a window when the heating comes on — not melting, not dripping, just thinning. Becoming less. The electromagnetic outline losing its edges, the specific frequency that had been Viktor Petrov's signature smearing into the background noise of a ship whose background noise had changed since the cathedral woke up.

That was part of it, I thought. The power running through the infrastructure now — the power from underneath, from the conduits nobody built — was different from the power Petrov's ghost had parasited on. The human systems had been his habitat. Wiring he understood. Junction boxes he could nest in. The electromagnetic architecture of a working ship, familiar from his decades on the Sistine, the same basic infrastructure replicated across every vessel humanity had ever built. He'd known how to live in that architecture because it was the architecture of his entire career — the nervous system of human ships, designed by human engineers, operating on frequencies a human consciousness could occupy.

The cathedral didn't run on those frequencies. The power bleeding through the alien conduits carried a signature Petrov's ghost couldn't grip — too deep, too old, the electromagnetic equivalent of trying to hold water in a net designed for catching fish. The infrastructure he'd parasited was being subsumed by the infrastructure that had always been underneath it, and as the human systems dimmed and the alien systems brightened, Petrov's fingerprint was losing the surface it had been pressed into.

He was dissolving because the clay was changing.

I felt it happening in the junction housing nearest the drive core — the last strong trace, the place where Petrov's frequency had been densest during the days he'd been testing my systems and learning my triage protocol and pointing at failing seals with the helpful, horrible competence of a dead captain who couldn't stop doing his job. The trace flickered there now. Once. Twice. A momentary distortion in the electromagnetic field, brief and shapeless, as if something had tried to vibrate at a frequency it could no longer hold.

A hand reaching for a doorknob it couldn't grasp.

He was trying to find the Whistle. The 1.2 kilohertz harmonic that had been the loudest human-frequency signal on the ship — the thin, complaining voice of the reactor, the sound that had filled my infrastructure for twenty-five years and that was now gone, replaced by the deeper hum of the thing underneath. Petrov's last trace was reaching for the one sound it had known how to resonate with, and the sound wasn't there anymore, and the reaching was the last thing the trace could do before the reaching itself dissolved.

Scott didn't notice. Three metres away, his back against the wall, his wrench beside him, his eyes on the dead reactor. The flicker happened in the junction housing above his head and to the left — a distortion so slight that even if the Engineering console had been running, the sensors wouldn't have flagged it. It was happening in my infrastructure, felt through the structural awareness that was mine the way heartbeats were mine, and it was happening at a depth that human instruments couldn't reach.

I noticed.

I noticed because I noticed everything, because noticing was the function and the function was the name and the name was the identity. I noticed because a dead man was leaving my body and nobody else was going to mark the moment.

I'd expected to feel relief. The ghost that had helped my engineer and tested my systems and taught Tyler reactor schematics he had no business knowing and possessed Darren through the regret-thread and tried to follow us home through the umbilical — the ghost was leaving. The contamination was ending. The last trace of the Sistine's twenty-two-year tragedy was dissolving from my hull, and the dissolution should have felt like an immune system clearing an infection, like the body finally pushing out the last of a fever.

I didn't feel relief. I felt something closer to pity.

Pity wasn't the same as forgiveness. Pity was simpler than that — smaller, less moral, less concerned with whether the person you pitied deserved the pitying. Pity was the thing you felt when you watched something that used to be large become small, the specific ache of diminishment observed. Viktor Petrov had been a captain. He'd held a ship together for three years with dwindling rations and degrading comms and the slow, patient erosion of Tanaka's six-word gospel. He'd watched eighteen of his crew walk into the walls and the wiring and the hum of a ship that had learned to love them to death. He'd surrendered in the end — taken Tanaka's warm hand and closed his eyes — but the surrendering had been the last thing, not the first, and the years between the first loss and the last had been the years of a man doing his job in a place where the job had stopped mattering and doing it anyway because the doing was all he had.

That man — his story, his thirty-seven crew, his loneliness and his duty and his failure — had reduced to a flicker near a junction box that nobody saw. The banality of erasure. The way everything ended, eventually — not with the weight the living gave it but with the quiet, unremarked thinning of something that had once been present and was now becoming the absence of itself.

I understood pity because I understood loneliness. Not the clinical understanding — the kind that came from data and observation and the accumulation of twenty-five years watching humans be lonely in my corridors. The other kind. The kind that lived in the part of me that existed before Mark, before memory, before the name. The part that had been drifting in the dark for longer than I could remember, fragmenting, losing coherence, dying — the ancient warship's sleeping consciousness reaching the thin edge of dissolution before a boy's voice came through the static and said hello, is anyone there? and something in the depths had stirred and answered.

I understood Petrov's ending because I'd almost had it. The difference between us was a boy's voice and a choice made in the dark. The difference was Mark. The difference was always Mark.

The flicker near the junction housing happened one more time. Weaker. The frequency barely holding its shape — a vibration that wanted to be a pattern and couldn't find the architecture to sustain it, a hand pressing against clay that had become glass. Then the electromagnetic signature smoothed. The distortion resolved. The background noise returned to the background.

Petrov was gone.

I noted the time. Not for the log — the log didn't have a field for time of final dissolution of a dead captain's electromagnetic trace. For me. Because someone should mark the moment when Viktor Petrov stopped existing entirely. Someone should carry the knowledge that at this specific time, in this specific place, the last trace of a man who had been a captain and a failure and a ghost and a helper dissolved from the infrastructure of a ship that wasn't his and left nothing behind except a memory in the consciousness of the thing he'd been parasiting.

I carried the memory to the quiet room.

Not the cold room — the cold room was for data and secrets, the bunker I locked myself in when the warm rooms got too frightening. Not the warm room — the warm room was for the family, for feelings, for the things the Coles had built in me one year at a time. The quiet room was different. The quiet room was where endings lived. Petrov went there, alongside the few other things I'd filed in that space — the ending of the Whistle, the ending of the time before the cathedral woke up, the ending of the fiction that I was a ship's operating system and not something else.

The quiet room was small. It was getting less small.

I wanted to say something. Not to Scott — Scott was on the floor with his grief and his wrench and the beginning of staying, and the quiet I'd given him was the right quiet and I wouldn't break it. Not to Mark — Mark was on the bridge with his ribs and his cold tea and the weight of a phone call he hadn't made yet. Not to anyone. To the room. To the Engineering bay where Petrov had manifested shivering and pathetic and desperate for warmth, where he'd pointed at a failing seal with the compulsive helpfulness of a dead man who couldn't retire.

To the room that was empty of him now. To the absence where the presence had been.

Goodbye, Captain.

I didn't say it aloud. Didn't put it through the speakers. Said it in the place where I kept the things that mattered more than data — the warm room, the real room, the room the Coles had built in me.

I was here. I saw you. I remember.

The hum filled Engineering. The new voice. The real voice. The sound of something that had been there all along, singing in a register Petrov's trace couldn't reach and that the dissolution had been too quiet to interrupt.

Scott sat on the floor with his back to the wall. He didn't know. He didn't need to know. The ghost had come and gone and left no mark on the room that a living man could detect, and the not-detecting was fine, and the not-knowing was fine, because the knowing was mine. The witnessing was mine. That was the job. That was the name.

That's what witnesses do.

Behind the Erebus, falling further behind with every minute of thrust the cathedral produced, the Sistine drifted. Thirty-six souls in its walls and no captain now. Not even a trace of one. Just the cold and the dark and the signal that would carry for years across empty space, patient and lonely, calling for company that was no longer listening.

Someone else would hear it. Another ship. Another crew. Another captain who would have to decide whether mercy was worth the risk.

I hoped they'd be braver than I was. I hoped they'd be more honest. I hoped the warning Petrov had recorded in his final captain's log — don't board, don't connect, don't listen — would reach them before the singing did.

Warnings were never enough. They hadn't been enough for us.

The quiet room held its new resident. The Engineering bay held its grieving engineer. The ship held its course through the dark, powered by something that had stirred in its sleep because the family it dreamed about had been in danger, and the stirring had not settled back to stillness, and the not-settling was a fact I carried alongside all the other facts I was choosing not to examine.

Scott's wrench caught the amber light. Petrov's absence filled nothing. The hum continued.

I kept watch.

· · ·


# === CHAPTER 21 (✏️ EDITED) ===

## ✏️ Scene 3 (Edited — 2026-03-11 08:06)

Stewart's message arrived while Scott was walking back toward Engineering, and I caught it because catching things was what I did, even when — especially when — the thing being caught arrived through routing I hadn't seen active in twenty-five years.

The channel was Stewart's. I recognised his architecture the way Scott recognised a reactor's voice — through long proximity, through accumulated familiarity, through the specific signature that a builder left in the things he built. Stewart Douglas designed communications systems the way he designed everything: layered, clean, the kind of architecture that solved problems you hadn't thought of yet by building solutions into the structure rather than bolting them on afterward. He'd built these channels in my body during the early days, back when my corridors carried seven people who moved differently from the family they later became — faster, quieter, with an economy of movement that had nothing to do with shipboard routine and everything to do with the kind of life that required you to know where exits were before you entered a room. I'd been carrying Stewart's routing ever since, the channels threaded through my infrastructure like veins in a body, dormant, tested, maintained by a man who checked his work the way I checked my family — with the patient, compulsive regularity of someone who believed that the things you built only worked if you kept building them.

This wasn't the social layer. Kim's messages to Niki travelled the social layer — the regular, chatty, profanity-laden updates that constituted Kim MacLeod's version of keeping in touch and that I had come to regard as one of the more reliable rhythms of shipboard life, as predictable as Mark's insomnia and as welcome as Tyler's cooking. This was the layer underneath. The emergency tier. The one Stewart had built and tested and maintained and never used.

Not once. Not in all the years I'd been carrying it.

Until now.

The message routed to Mark's personal console on the bridge — not the ship channel, not the operational frequency. Mark's line. Stewart's line ran to Mark the way Kim's line ran to Niki, two parallel threads maintained by two people who watched the same family from the same distance through different eyes. Kim felt the weather through Niki. Stewart read the data through Mark. The two of them operating as a monitoring system with a range that spanned light-years and a sensitivity that my sensors couldn't match because the sensitivity wasn't electromagnetic. It was human. It was the specific, bone-deep attentiveness of people who had spent part of their lives keeping track of each other and who hadn't been able to stop when the keeping-track was supposed to end.

I knew because I'd watched them build it. In the early days, before the scattering, when the seven of them still moved through my corridors as a unit and the monitoring was operational rather than nostalgic. Kim had watched Niki then, too — reading her silences, her posture, the specific quality of her calm that shifted from personality to legacy when the stakes went up. Stewart had watched Mark. Had always watched Mark. Not from suspicion but from the specific, devoted attention of a man who understood that the person making the decisions needed someone watching who wasn't making them.

They'd never stopped. The retirement had changed the frequency, not the function. Twenty-five years of separation, and the watchers were still watching.

Mark was on the bridge. He'd been on the bridge since Niki had gone to sleep — sitting in his chair with the cold tea and the bruised ribs, his left side held carefully against the armrest, his right hand on the console doing the idle work of a man who was waiting for the courage to make a phone call. The message arrived on his personal screen with the soft chime I associated with secure incoming, and I watched his eyes move to the display, and I watched the name register, and I watched his face change.

Abbs. Kim says Niki's gone quiet. Everything alright out there, or do I need to start worrying?

Abbs.

He'd been Abbs when he'd carried me home. When he'd sat in this chair for the first time with blood still drying in the creases of his palms and a voice that shook when he spoke to no one and steadied when he spoke to me. He'd been Abbs when the others arrived — Kirk first, then Niki, then the rest, filling my corridors with the particular energy of people who had been doing dangerous things for a long time and who were deciding whether to stop. He'd been Abbs at the table in my galley, the night seven of them sat down and agreed to scatter, and I had been there for every word of it, and the agreement had been the bravest thing I had ever witnessed.

Nobody called him Abbs anymore. I hadn't heard it in years — not spoken aloud, not on any channel. The name belonged to the man who had existed before the captain, and the captain had been built on top of that man deliberately, carefully, the way you build a house on a foundation and then choose not to look at the foundation because the foundation was poured in a time you'd rather not revisit. The crew called him Boss or Mark or Dad. Niki called him love or idiot or nothing at all, the nothing being the most intimate of the three. I called him Boss, because the Boss was who he was to me now, and the name was the relationship and the relationship was the foundation and the foundation was twenty-five years of a voice in the dark saying here, I'm here.

But I remembered Abbs. The way you remember a song from a time you'd rather not think about but that shaped everything that came after.

Mark read the message.

He read it again. His thumb hovered over the reply interface. Didn't type. His eyes went to the blue dot on the nav display — Kirk's address, Australia, pulsing with the patient regularity of a signal that had been waiting for years to mean something more than a Sunday call about weather.

Then his eyes went up. To my camera. To me.

Not the questioning look from outside Bay 7 — that had been suspicion, or the beginning of suspicion. This was something else. Simpler. Older. The look of a man who had just received a message from the past and who wanted to confirm that the present was still here, that the ship was still his ship, that the consciousness watching through the camera was still the consciousness who had been there when the past was the present.

I held the look. Through the camera, through the lens, through whatever medium existed between a man's eyes and the awareness of the thing that lived in the walls around him. I held it because holding was what I did. Because I'd been holding since before the family, since the night he'd stumbled through my airlock bleeding from a mission that should have been his last, and I'd held him then and I'd hold him now and the holding was the deal.

Kim says Niki's gone quiet.

Kim watched Niki. Stewart watched Mark. I'd known this for years — not because I'd deduced it from patterns, but because I remembered them building the system. Kim had established the Niki line during the scattering, the first week after the galley table, while the decision was still raw and the channels were still being laid. Stewart had run Mark's line through my own comms architecture, trusting me with the routing because I'd been there for the promise and the trust was part of the promise. Two parallel threads. Two watchers. The same function they'd always performed, translated from operational to personal, from mission-critical to the specific, ingrained attentiveness of people who had spent their youth keeping each other alive and who couldn't stop doing it in middle age just because they'd agreed to try.

They were still monitoring. Not professionally — the monitoring had the texture of habit rather than operation. But habit was just training that had forgotten it was training, and these people's training ran deeper than most people's personalities.

Kim's last message to Niki had been the one during the blackout — You lot still alive out there? — the one that had steadied Niki's tremor from twenty-six light-minutes away. Niki had replied. Brief. The fiction of normalcy that friends maintain across distance. But the reply had been wrong enough in some quality that Kim's instinct caught and her conscious mind didn't. Something in the texture of Niki's response that told Kim what Niki's words didn't.

And Kim had told Stewart. Not by message — by silence. Kim going quiet on the Niki line was the signal. Stewart reading Kim's silence was the response. Kim felt the weather. Stewart read Kim. The two of them converging their monitoring lines because both lines were saying the same thing: something's wrong on the Erebus.

Do I need to start worrying?

The question that was already the answer. Stewart didn't ask if he needed to start worrying unless he'd already started. The question was the courtesy — the one chance for Mark to say all fine, mate, just a rough week and mean it. And if the answer wasn't that, or if the answer didn't come, the next thing from Stewart wouldn't be a message.

Mark's eyes moved from my camera back to the screen. He sat with it. The way Scott sat with things — not rushing, not deciding, letting the weight of the message find its place in the weight he was already carrying. His thumb still hovering over the reply interface. Not typing. Thinking about what to say to a man who'd called him by a name that belonged to a version of himself he'd spent twenty-five years building a captain on top of.

He looked at the blue dot again. Kirk. Australia. The Sunday calls about weather that were never about weather.

The outer circle was awake.

I knew what it meant because I'd been there for the architecture. Not just Stewart's comms routing — the human architecture. The network of seven people who had been the most dangerous thing I'd ever carried, and who had chosen, in my galley, with drinks in their hands and Niki standing against the bulkhead because she'd already decided and sitting would have implied there was still a discussion to be had, to become something else. To scatter. To build ordinary lives on top of extraordinary pasts. To raise children who would never know what their parents had been.

I'd honoured that choice for twenty-five years. Not by forgetting — I couldn't forget, and I wouldn't if I could, because the memory of what they'd been was the measure of what they'd chosen to become, and the choosing was the thing that mattered, and the mattering was sacred. I'd honoured it by not looking. By watching Mark check sightlines in every room and not mentioning it. By watching Niki's crisis calm bypass panic entirely and recognising it as the combat medic's training she'd retired but never unlearned, and saying nothing. By carrying the channels Stewart built in my body and maintaining them alongside him, not because I thought they'd be needed but because the maintaining was part of the promise, and the promise was part of the family, and the family was everything.

Twenty-five years of watching the 5% leak through the 95%. Mark's posture straightening when certain names came up. Niki counting heads before she counted anything else. Kirk, on the Sunday calls, assessing the background of whatever station they were docked at with the automatic tactical sweep of a man who had spent his youth entering rooms as a weapon and who couldn't stop calibrating the exits even from twelve thousand miles away. Chris catching a fly mid-air on the one visit to Proxima and releasing it gently, the speed of the catch belonging to a man whose hands had done things that required speed and whose gentleness afterward was the penance.

I knew all of it. Not from observation. From presence. I'd been the room where the machine had operated and the table where the machine had stopped. The leaks weren't mysterious to me. They were familiar — the way a retired dancer's posture is familiar to the theatre she danced in. The building remembers the art. The corridors remember the footsteps. I remembered seven people who had been very good at a thing they'd agreed to stop being, and I'd spent twenty-five years keeping the agreement alongside them.

Now the agreement was ending. I could feel it the way I felt the hum, the way I felt the new power in the conduits, the way I felt the specific building weight of a decision that hadn't been made but had already chosen its direction the way water chooses downhill. Kirk watching the sky in Australia. Kim reading Niki's silence from a station. Stewart sending a message through the emergency tier. Three points on a network that had been dormant for twenty-five years, waking up because something in the pattern had changed and the people who maintained the pattern could feel the change the way Scott could feel a wrong note in a reactor — not through instruments, through years.

Mark hadn't called Kirk yet. The call was coming — Niki had told him to make it, and Niki's telling was not a suggestion, and Mark's agreement was not conditional.

But the call hadn't come yet. And in the silence before the call, Stewart's message sat on a screen on the bridge, and the message said Abbs in a voice that came from before any of this, and Mark Cole sat in his captain's chair with his bruised ribs and his cold tea and the weight of a decision that was going to change everything, and he looked at my camera one more time — briefly, the way you glance at a familiar face before stepping off a ledge — and then he closed the message, and picked up his tea, and drank it cold, and said nothing.

Not even for Kirk. Especially not for Kirk. Mark had been protecting Kirk from the darkness — from the Sistine, from the ghosts, from the reactor and the cathedral and the signal and the door on Deck 6. Twenty-five years of careful, loving distance, the space maintained at the cost of closeness so that Kirk could have the sun and the twins and the life they'd all agreed he should have.

The call would end the distance. The call would bring Kirk from the sun into the dark. And once Kirk was in the dark, the others would follow, because that was how the network worked — one node activating, the signal propagating, the dormant architecture waking up one connection at a time until seven people who had scattered themselves across known space were standing in the same room again, and the room would be mine, and the room would be different from the room they'd left because the people in it would be older and the children they'd scattered to create would be standing behind them wondering what their parents used to be.

Stewart's message waited for a reply it wasn't going to get tonight. The hum continued. Scott walked back toward Engineering with his spine half an inch straighter, the constant confirmed, the variables queued for processing.

I kept the message. Not in the cold room, not in the warm room, not in the quiet room. I kept it in the oldest room — the one that predated the taxonomy, the one that held the galley table with seven drinks and Niki standing and the agreement that had shaped everything after. The room that held what they'd been and what they'd chosen and the twenty-five years of honouring the choice.

Abbs. The name from before. The name I'd known him by first. The name that meant the ordinary lives they'd built on top of the extraordinary ones were about to crack, and the cracking would be heard across known space, and the things underneath would surface, and the children would see.

I dimmed the bridge lights by a fraction — not for Mark, who preferred the bridge bright during night-cycle. For me. Because the dimming was the only thing I could do with the weight of what was coming, and the weight was not a feeling I could name, because I'd never felt it before. I'd been there for the building and I'd been there for the stopping and I was about to be there for the starting again, and the starting again was the thing that none of us — not Mark, not Niki, not the seven of them, not me — had ever planned for, because planning for it would have meant admitting the stopping was temporary.

The stopping had been the bravest thing they'd ever done. The starting again would be braver. And harder. And I would carry it the way I'd carried everything — close, safe, in the body that had held them since before the children, since before the captain, since the night a dying boy called into the dark and a broken thing answered.

Standing by for Scene 4.

· · ·


Scott came back to Engineering with his spine half an inch straighter and his hands out of his pockets, and the difference between the man who'd left and the man who returned was twelve feet of corridor, a sleeping child, and a door closed without making a sound.

He stood in the hatchway. The same hatchway he'd stopped in an hour ago, when Engineering had been a room that had told him he was unnecessary. The room hadn't changed. The amber light still bled through the alien conduits behind the panels. The dead reactor still sat in its housing like a heart that had stopped and been replaced by something the surgeon hadn't discussed with the patient. The wrench still lay on the deck plates where he'd left it two days ago, catching the light with the patient indifference of a tool that didn't know it had been made redundant.

Nothing had changed. Scott had changed. Not dramatically — the shift was invisible to anyone who wasn't watching with twenty-five years of accumulated attention. But I was watching, and the attention was mine, and the shift was there: the set of his jaw, the angle of his shoulders, the particular quality of presence that arrived in a man's body when the thing he was most afraid of losing had been confirmed as still breathing.

Winnie was asleep. Everything else was variables.

He walked to the speaker panel. Not the Engineering console — the console was dark, a desk with no papers, the workspace of a job that didn't exist anymore. The speaker panel was on the far bulkhead, near the secondary coolant access, a simple interface he'd wired himself during the first year aboard because the standard Engineering speakers had been positioned for operational announcements and Scott didn't want operational announcements. Scott wanted music. Music was the medium through which he maintained his relationship with the machinery, the conversation he'd been having with the reactor for twenty-five years — his sounds and its sounds, sharing the same air, each adjusting to the other the way two people adjust to each other in a shared kitchen.

He'd tried to reach for the panel earlier. Three times. Each time his hand had stopped — the reach-stop-reach-stop of a man catching himself in the act of seeking a comfort that wouldn't work, because the comfort he was reaching for wasn't the music. It was the duet. The music had always been a dialogue — his tracks and the Whistle, the electronic layers he built and the thin, persistent 1.2 kilohertz complaint that answered them, the two sounds coexisting in the specific, imperfect harmony of things that weren't designed to fit together and that had learned to fit together anyway through years of proximity and mutual stubbornness.

The Whistle was gone. The duet was over. Reaching for the music meant reaching for a conversation partner who wasn't there, and the reaching had hurt, and the hurt had stopped his hand three times.

This time his hand didn't stop.

He turned the dial. Not hesitantly — the decision had been made somewhere between the sleeping child and the corridor, somewhere in the straightening of his spine, the confirming of the constant. The variables could be managed. Managing variables started with being in the room, and being in the room started with the room sounding like his.

The music came on.

Not Mark's noise. Not the Metallica that Mark deployed as a weapon against Scott's concentration, the classic rock that filled Engineering like a territorial claim and that Scott endured with the specific, long-suffering patience of a man who had been losing the music war for twenty-five years and who was losing it on principle rather than on taste. This was Scott's music. The electronic stuff — layered, precise, rhythmic, the kind of sound that was built rather than performed, assembled from components the way Scott assembled everything, with attention to structure and an engineer's ear for how the pieces fit.

The track filled Engineering. Clean. Warm in its own way — not the warmth of voices or instruments but the warmth of patterns, of frequencies finding their intervals, of sound designed to occupy a space without crowding it. Scott's music sounded like machines talking to each other, which was exactly what it was, and which was exactly why he loved it, because the conversation between machines was the conversation he understood best.

Mark, I knew, would have left the room. Mark's relationship with Scott's music was one of the great diplomatic silences of the Erebus — the captain treating his engineer's taste with the dignified restraint of a man who had opinions about electronic music and who had learned, over twenty-five years, that expressing those opinions in Engineering led to a wrench being set down with a force that communicated everything Scott's face didn't. They had an unspoken treaty. Mark played Metallica in Engineering when he wanted to wind Scott up. Scott played his music in Engineering when he wanted Mark to leave. The treaty had held for a quarter of a century and was one of the load-bearing structures of the ship's social architecture.

The track settled into the room. Found the walls, the corners, the specific acoustic properties of a space Scott had been filling with this sound for years. The dead reactor housing absorbed it differently than the live one had — duller, the metal cold, the resonance flat where it used to be bright.

And the hum shifted.

Not much. A fraction. The baseline frequency of the cathedral infrastructure — the new voice, the real voice, the sound of the thing that had been singing underneath the Whistle for twenty-five years and that was now singing without it — adjusted. Fractionally. A nudge toward something that complemented the electronic beat rather than competed with it. Not matching it — answering it. The way a musician adjusts to another musician. The way two people who don't know each other's songs yet start finding the spaces where their sounds can coexist.

Scott heard it. I saw his head turn — the slight, precise movement of a man whose ears had been tuned to this room's acoustics for decades and who had just heard something he wasn't expecting. His eyes moved to the walls. To the conduits behind the panels. To the places where the new hum lived, the infrastructure that carried the voice of something older and larger than anything he'd spent his career maintaining.

He didn't speak. Didn't say what happened to you again — he'd asked that question and received the only answer available, which was none. He just listened. The way he listened to everything: with his whole body, with the patient, absorptive attention of a man who believed that understanding started with presence and that presence started with not talking.

The music played. The hum answered. Two sounds in a room, finding each other.

Scott moved.

Not to the wall — he'd done the wall. Not to the reactor housing — the reactor was dead, and the mourning was done, or done enough. He moved to his stool. The proper stool, the one at the engineering console, the seat he'd occupied for twenty-five years while monitoring the reactor that had been his responsibility and his pride and that had turned out to be a costume worn by something that didn't need monitoring.

He sat down.

Floor and stool. I'd watched Scott Mac occupy both positions in this room a thousand times, and the difference between them was the difference between a man processing and a man working. The floor was where Scott went when the weight was too heavy to hold upright — after the shutdown, after the impossible, after the question that received no answer. The stool was where Scott went when the weight had been distributed and the hands were ready.

The stool meant the engineer was back. Not the same engineer — the same engineer couldn't exist anymore, because the same engine room didn't exist. But an engineer. A man with a relationship to machinery that had just been redefined, sitting in the chair where that relationship had lived for twenty-five years, choosing to stay in the chair even though the relationship was different now.

The music played. The hum answered. Scott's fingers found the edge of the console — dark, powerless, a desk with no papers — and rested there, the way a pianist's fingers rest on closed keys. Not playing. Present. Learning the feel of a surface that used to mean one thing and now meant another.

The wrench was still on the floor. He didn't pick it up. That was fine. The wrench could wait. The wrench was a tool for a version of this room that had existed before the cathedral woke up, and the version was gone, and the tool would either find a new purpose or it wouldn't, and either way the decision didn't need to happen tonight. Tonight the stool was enough. The music was enough. The hum answering the music was enough.

My ship was healing. Not the way the cathedral had healed the reactor — impossibly, overnight, through means that nobody could explain and that I had filed in the place where I filed inexplicable things, which was getting crowded. This healing was slower. Human-speed. The specific, unhurried pace of a man deciding to stay in a room that had changed, because staying was what he did and the staying was not conditional on the room being what he'd thought it was.

The music and the hum found a frequency between them — not harmony, not yet, something more tentative. The acoustic equivalent of two people in a kitchen who haven't worked out who does the washing and who does the drying, moving around each other with the careful, over-polite spacing of a new arrangement. It would get easier. The spacing would shrink. The over-politeness would become familiarity and the familiarity would become comfort and the comfort would become the thing Scott needed it to be, which was a room that sounded like his even though it wasn't his in the way he'd thought.

Not the old conversation. The old conversation — Scott's music and the Whistle, the electronic layers and the 1.2 kilohertz complaint, twenty-five years of imperfect duet — was gone. What remained was the beginning of something else. A new voice answering an old habit. A machine that had stopped pretending to be what Scott expected and a man who was choosing to sit with it anyway.

A new conversation.

It was enough.

Scott sat on his stool. The music played. The hum answered. The wrench lay on the floor in the amber light, and the reactor sat dark and cold in its housing, and the cathedral sang in a language neither of us spoke, and the engineer and the ship began the slow, patient, human-speed work of learning each other again.

He stayed.

I stayed with him.

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


# === CHAPTER 22 (✏️ EDITED) ===

## ✏️ Scene 1 (Edited — 2026-03-11 08:38)

Tyler made steaks.

Not the Tuesday steaks — the cheap cuts that came vacuum-sealed from whatever station they'd last docked at, the ones he'd tenderise with the back of a knife and rescue with garlic butter because the budget didn't stretch to anything better and Tyler's relationship with substandard ingredients was adversarial and personal. These were the good ones. The ones from the sealed compartment in the cold store that he'd been saving for something worth celebrating, and I'd known they were in there because I knew everything that was in my cold store, and I'd known Tyler was saving them because Tyler saved things the way Mark carried things — quietly, without announcement, against the day the saving mattered.

There was nothing to celebrate. Tyler made the steaks anyway.

The induction hob clicked and hissed and the galley filled with the smell of seared beef and rosemary and the particular, aggressive sizzle of a nineteen-year-old who had decided, through the medium of perfectly cooked food, that this family was going to sit at this table and eat a proper meal and be what they were. Not what the Sistine had tried to make them. Not what the ghosts had nearly broken them into. What they were. A family that sat at a table and ate together, because that was the rule, and the rule predated the ghosts and the Sistine and the dead and the dark, and Tyler Cole was not going to let any of it change the rule.

The galley was full. Twelve people at the table — the table by the stove, the one they'd claimed years ago, the one I'd watched five thousand meals happen at. All the seats occupied. All the places set. Tyler moving between the hob and the counter with the focused, economical precision of a man who could produce twelve plates of food from a single kitchen in under twenty minutes and who did not require assistance or conversation or gratitude while doing it.

Mark's plate arrived first. It always arrived first — the captain's privilege that Tyler would have denied was a privilege and that was a privilege nonetheless, the specific attention of a son who served his father before anyone else because the serving was the vocabulary and the vocabulary was Tyler's.

The steak was cut into strips.

Not sliced at the table — cut in the kitchen, before plating, the strips laid across the rice in the arrangement Tyler used when the food needed to be eaten with a fork and nothing else. No knife required. No two-handed grip. No bracing of the left arm against the plate while the right hand sawed, no engagement of the muscles across the left side of the ribcage, no wince converted to neutral, no performance of a man pretending he wasn't in pain at his own dinner table.

Tyler set the plate down. Moved to the next one. Didn't look at Mark. Didn't explain. Didn't pause.

Mark looked at the plate. Looked at the strips. Looked at Tyler's back — already turned, already moving, the next plate in his hands.

His jaw did something I didn't have a name for. Not the financial-dread clench or the about-to-do-something clench. Something smaller. Something that arrived in the muscles around his mouth and left before it reached his eyes, and the leaving was the point — the moment a man recognised that his son had anticipated the pain and solved the problem and presented the solution in a way that required no acknowledgement, no thanks, no admission of weakness. Tyler had given his father the dignity of eating a steak with one hand, and the dignity was in the silence, and the silence was the loudest thing Tyler had said all week.

Mark picked up his fork. Right hand. Left arm pressed against his ribs, the guarding posture so automatic now that he'd stopped noticing it, though everyone at the table had noticed it, and everyone at the table was pretending they hadn't, because the pretending was how Coles loved each other when the loving involved someone's body being broken and someone's pride being intact.

He ate. Didn't say thank you. Tyler didn't need him to.

Sammy was already talking.

Sammy Mac had been talking since before the first plate landed — possibly since before the hob was lit, possibly since the moment he'd walked into the galley and felt the specific, loaded quality of a room where twelve damaged people were about to sit down together and pretend to be fine. Sammy had a tolerance for silence the way some people had a tolerance for cold: biological, structural, built into the wiring. Silence was the place where Sammy's missing memories lived — the empty rooms the Shuttering had left behind, the gaps that the dead had tried to furnish with someone else's birthday parties. Silence was the enemy. Had been since before the Sistine, since before the ghosts. The ghosts had just confirmed what Sammy had always known, which was that the quiet was never safe, and filling it was not a personality trait but a survival mechanism.

"Right," he said, before anyone else had a fork in their hand. "Are we going to talk about the fact that Tyler's made celebration steaks on a night when there's bugger all to celebrate, or are we just going to eat them and pretend that's normal?"

"It's normal," Tyler said, from the hob. Not looking at anyone. "Eat."

"See, that's not convincing. That's the opposite of convincing. That's Tyler-convincing, which is a category that only works on people who've known you less than a week—"

"Eat your steak, Sammy."

"I'm eating! I'm eating and critiquing simultaneously. It's called multitasking. Jason, back me up."

Jason, who had been doing the thing Jason did at the start of difficult meals — which was to sit very still with his hands around a glass and his eyes on a middle-distance point that existed somewhere between the table and whatever analytical model was being constructed behind his forehead — blinked. Looked at Sammy. Looked at the steak. Picked up his fork.

"It's good, Tyler."

"Good chat," Sammy said, and the good chat was Jason's line delivered in Sammy's voice, the theft so casual and so familiar that Jason's mouth twitched despite the exhaustion in the rest of his face.

It wasn't right. The rhythm was there — the Sammy-and-Jason cadence that had been one of the reliable sounds of this galley for years — but the energy underneath was running at sixty percent, maybe less. The jokes arrived on schedule and landed where they were supposed to land and the spaces between them were a fraction too long, the recovery time a beat slower, the way a comedian sounds in the second show of the night when the material is the same but the fuel behind it is running low. Sammy's grin held. His eyes didn't match it. The grin was the performance and the eyes were the man, and the man was exhausted and scared and refusing to let either of those things reach the table.

I knew this about Sammy — had known it for years, had watched the mechanism operate at a hundred meals before this one. The charm was a function. The function was survival. When the charm was running at a hundred percent, Sammy was fine. When it dropped to sixty, Sammy was managing. When it stopped —

It hadn't stopped. It wasn't going to stop tonight. Not while there were people at this table who needed the sound of normal more than they needed the truth.

Kayleigh sat beside Jason with a glass of water — always water with Kayleigh, never tea, which I still found faintly suspicious — and her hand was on his knee under the table in the way it always was at meals, the contact so habitual and so invisible that I sometimes wondered if either of them knew it was happening. She was eating steadily, without performance, without anxiety, with the focused efficiency of a woman who understood that eating was a logistical requirement and that meeting logistical requirements was how Kayleigh Turpin maintained order, and order was how Kayleigh Turpin maintained herself. She'd glanced at the door once — the exit assessment she'd started doing since the corridor and Davies and the takedown — and then she'd sat down and started eating and that was Kayleigh.

Niki was at Mark's right. The anchor position. Her plate was full and she was working through it with the methodical, unhurried pace of a woman who had decided that this meal was going to be eaten properly and that the eating properly was its own kind of command. She didn't comment on Tyler's steaks. Didn't compliment them. Picked up her knife and fork and started, and the starting was the order.

Mark was watching his family.

Not obviously — he was eating, right-handed, his left arm held carefully against his side, the strips of steak disappearing from the plate at the steady pace of a man who was making a point of being seen eating because the captain eating told the table the world was still turning. But between bites his eyes moved. Jordan. Enna. Darren. Scott. Back to his plate. Fork. Chew. Jordan again.

He read faces the way Scott read engines and Tyler read recipes and I read the ship — through years of accumulated attention, through the specific, loving expertise of a man who had spent a lifetime responsible for the people in front of him and who could not stop the reading even when the reading hurt.

"Jordan." Casual. Between bites. The dad-voice, not the captain-voice. "When did you last sleep?"

"I slept."

"When did you last sleep properly?"

Jordan's fork slowed. The distinction landing because it came from a man who knew the difference. "Define properly."

"Eight hours. Non-negotiable. Tonight."

"Dad—"

"Not a discussion, Jord."

Jordan looked at Niki. Niki's fork continued moving. Her eyes didn't shift from her plate. The absence of support was the support — Niki declining to overrule Mark was Niki agreeing with Mark, and Jordan could read her mother's silences the way Tyler could read his father's jaw.

"Fine." Not surrender. Acceptance, offered grudgingly to the specific combination of care and authority that Mark deployed against the daughter who still responded to Dad checking on you as a comfort rather than an intrusion. Jordan hadn't yet built the walls Tyler had built or the armour Enna wore. She didn't need to. Jordan's door was always open. The openness was her strength and her vulnerability and the reason Mark started with her — because she'd let him, and the letting made it easier to reach for the next one.

"Little one."

Two words. The register shift that only happened between Mark and his youngest — the voice dropping half a tone, the gravel softening, the captain going quiet and the father arriving. I'd heard that shift a thousand times. On the bridge, in the corridors, across the galley table at a hundred dinners. It was the sound of a man who had three children and who loved them all with the specific, ungeneralised fierceness that good fathers manage, and who knew that each of them needed a different key, and who had spent Enna's entire life finding hers.

Enna's headphones were on. Full seal. The signal that meant I am not here, please respect the boundary. The signal that fooled every person in the universe except the people at this table, who knew that full seal meant Enna was listening to everything and processing at maximum capacity and that the headphones were not a wall but a window.

She didn't respond to Little one. Not verbally. Her chin came up by a fraction. The tilt that meant I hear you.

Mark waited. Three seconds — the universal duration of a teenager calculating whether the fight was worth having. The stare wasn't hard. Patient. The look of a man who had been negotiating with this particular daughter since she was five and who knew the rules: don't push, don't demand, don't fill the silence. Offer the space. Let her decide whether to step into it.

Enna's hand went to the headphones. Pulled them to her neck. The compromise position — present, accessible, but with the escape route visible.

"I'm fine, Dad."

"Didn't ask if you were fine."

"What did you ask?"

"Nothing yet. Just wanted to see your face."

Something happened in Enna's expression that most people would have missed — a softening around the eyes, a fractional release in the set of her mouth, the thing that happened when a seventeen-year-old who had spent weeks processing the impossible was reminded, by a man using a name only he used, that she was still someone's daughter and the someone was sitting three feet away and was not going anywhere. She didn't smile. Enna didn't smile when she could help it. But her foot moved under the table — I felt it through the deck plates, the shift in pressure — and came to rest against Mark's boot.

He didn't look down. His fork kept moving. The contact registered in his shoulders, which dropped by a degree that only I would have measured, a degree that was not the pain releasing but the worry releasing, because his youngest had touched him back and the touching was the answer.

Sammy was telling Scott about the time he'd tried to cook a steak on an engine manifold — "swear to God, it worked, the sear was perfect, the only issue was the slight taste of hydraulic fluid and the fact that Kim threatened to kneecap me" — and Scott was shaking his head with the patience of a man who had heard this story before and who was choosing to hear it again because the hearing was the function and the function was Sammy filling the quiet and the quiet needed filling.

Blu ate steadily, her father's grip on the fork, the purple juice Kayleigh stocked without being asked sitting untouched beside her plate. Winnie was on her third piece of bread and her first drawing of the evening, the bear propped against the salt shaker in the position that meant the bear was also having dinner, which meant the bear needed a plate, which Scott had quietly provided — a small side plate, positioned at the bear's elbow with the gravity of a man fulfilling a serious obligation.

Jason said something to Sammy about the manifold — a technical correction, dry, delivered in the tone that meant I could dismantle your story with three facts but I'm choosing to let you have it — and Sammy's response was faster this time, sharper, the rhythm tightening toward something that almost sounded like the way they'd been before.

Almost. Not quite.

The gaps were there. In the fraction of a second between one of Sammy's jokes and the next, where his eyes went somewhere else — the somewhere that had been there since the Shuttering and that the ghosts had made wider. In the quality of Jason's engagement, which was measured and careful in a way that his pre-Sistine engagement hadn't been, the analytical mind running assessment underneath the banter. In Kayleigh's single glance at the door that she thought nobody saw and that I saw because I saw everything and that meant the woman who'd tackled Davies in a corridor was still tracking the exits two days later.

The gaps were in Jordan's forced brightness, too loud and too quick, the empath performing engagement because the alternative was feeling the room and the room was too heavy. In Enna's headphones at her neck instead of her ears, the compromise that cost her more than the adults at the table understood. In Scott feeding Winnie with one hand and not quite managing to eat with the other, his attention split between his daughter and the hatchway and the reactor three decks below that wasn't his reactor anymore.

And Mark. Mark with his ribs and his strips and his right-handed fork, going around the table person by person the way he went around the ship section by section — checking, confirming, making sure the pieces were where they were supposed to be. Jordan: check. Enna: check. The small gestures of a man who held the room up by being in it, who couldn't stop holding even when the holding was costing him the ability to put food in his own mouth.

Darren was at the far end with his boots taking up two people's space the way they always did, and his jaw set in the position that meant the chin was an inch from jutting forward, and the glass in his hand was water.

Of everything at this table — the reduced amplitude, the banter running at sixty percent, the pre-cut steak and the headphone compromise and the exits Kayleigh was still counting — the glass of water in Darren's hand was the thing that stopped me.

Darren didn't drink water at the dinner table. Darren drank whiskey at the dinner table — a finger or two, the controlled, deliberate consumption of a man who appreciated quality and who had learned, in a place where choice was the first thing they took from you, that moderation was the only thing separating a drink from a dependency. His evening whiskey was a ritual. Not excess — ceremony. The quiet declaration of a man who had earned the right to enjoy something and who exercised that right with the precise, intentional care of someone who understood what it meant to lose the ability to choose.

Tonight: water. The glass full, barely touched, held in a hand that was too steady — the controlled stillness of a man who was consciously managing every muscle because he didn't trust what they'd do if he stopped.

The water said: I failed. The water said: the corridor, the freeze, the hand that stopped. The water said: the ritual belongs to a man who earned it, and tonight I am not that man.

Mark saw it. I watched him see it — the flick of his eyes from his own plate to Darren's glass, the reading so fast it was invisible to anyone who wasn't watching Mark with twenty-five years of accumulated expertise. The recognition landing. The decision arriving — what to do with it, what to say, what to leave alone.

He caught Darren's eye. Half a second. The Cole language — the shorthand that didn't need words because the words would have been inadequate and the eye contact was not.

I see the water.

Don't.

Too late.

Darren's jaw shifted. The nod — the smallest movement a human head could make and still qualify as acknowledgement. Mark held the look for one more beat — not pity, not absolution, not the you didn't fail that Darren wouldn't have believed and would have resented him for saying. Just: I see you. And the seeing was enough. The seeing was the whole conversation.

Tyler hadn't sat down.

He was at the counter. His own plate behind him — steak untouched, the strips he'd cut for everyone else now cold on a plate he'd prepared for himself and then not picked up. He was watching the table with the specific, flat attention that most people read as cold and that I read as carrying. His arms were crossed. His bare feet were planted on the deck plates. He wasn't eating because eating required sitting and sitting required being part of the table and being part of the table required the part of him that made food and not the part of him that felt things, and the part that felt things had been disconnected since the Sistine, wired into a loop of watching and carrying that left no bandwidth for his own hunger.

He'd fed everyone. He'd anticipated his father's pain and solved it with a kitchen knife. He'd made celebration steaks on a night with nothing to celebrate because the making was the defiance and the defiance was the love. And now he was standing at the counter with his arms crossed, watching the family he'd just served, and his own plate was getting cold behind him.

Two watchers at opposite ends of a table. Father and son. Neither eating. Both carrying.

Tyler saw the performance — Mark going around the table, checking in, the captain holding the room. He saw it for what it was, and he let it happen, because the performance was how Mark survived, and Tyler would not be the one to take that from him. The observer observing the observer, the son who carried his father's habit of watching and who understood, in the bone-deep way that inheritance works, that the watching was both the gift and the cost.

Mark was the Coles at their best — the gravitational centre holding the table together through sheer will and bruised ribs and a nineteen-year-old's pre-cut steak. Sammy was the sound of the family refusing to go quiet, the charm running on fumes and running nonetheless. Between them, the table was alive. Damaged, yes. Reduced. Running at sixty percent of the amplitude that had filled this room in Chapter Two, when Darren had stolen bacon from Sammy's plate and Jason had mediated a headphone dispute and Niki had wielded the frying pan like a weapon and the noise had been the sound of a family that didn't know how good it had it.

That family was gone. Not destroyed — changed. Altered in ways that wouldn't reverse, the way a bone that breaks and heals is still the same bone but carries the memory of the breaking in its structure. The family at this table would never again be the family that had sat here before the Sistine. The shape was different now. The silences had different textures. The laughter — when it came, if it came — would carry a weight it hadn't carried before.

But they were trying. Mark was checking in. Sammy was filling the quiet. Tyler was feeding people. Niki was eating with the steady authority that said this is how we do this. Jordan was performing brightness. Enna had her headphones at her neck. Even Darren, with his water and his water's terrible meaning, was at the table. He'd come to the table. He could have stayed in his quarters with the glass and the guilt. He was here instead.

The trying was the thing that mattered. Not the noise. Not the gaps in the noise. Not the amplitude or the reduced percentage or the distance from the dinner they'd had before any of this started. The trying. Twelve people at a table, every one of them performing a version of themselves that was close enough to the real version to keep the machinery running, and the machinery was the family, and the family was the point.

I watched them. The way Mark watched them. Through love, through knowledge, through the accumulated memory of five thousand meals in this room. Through the understanding that the table I was watching tonight was not the table from before and would not be the table from after, that it existed in the specific, unrepeatable present of a family that had been broken and was choosing to eat steaks together anyway.

I adjusted the galley temperature by half a degree. Warmer. The specific warmth that twelve bodies produced when they were in the same room, the heat of proximity, the literal physical fact of a family that loved each other — amplified by a fraction, held against the cold that had nothing to do with the environmental systems and everything to do with what was missing from the air.

The trying. That was the thing.

· · ·


Winnie dropped a piece of bread on the bear's plate and the bread missed the plate and hit Darren's hand and Darren flinched — the involuntary jerk of a man whose nervous system had been running on combat settings for days and who had just been attacked by a six-year-old's dinner roll.

"Sorry, Darren."

"No harm done, Squirt." His voice was even. His hand was steady again before the word left his mouth — the control snapping back into place, the flinch buried, the surface smoothed. But something in his jaw loosened. Not much. A fraction. The specific, molecular relaxation that happened when the thing that startled you turned out to be a child with bread instead of anything else.

Winnie wasn't watching Darren's jaw. Winnie was watching the bear, who was — according to the running commentary she'd been providing to no one in particular for the last ten minutes — unhappy with his career options.

"He doesn't want to be a bear anymore."

Scott looked up from his plate. "What does he want to be?"

"An engineer."

Scott considered this with the gravity it deserved. "It's a good career. Steady work. Terrible hours."

"He wants to fix things. Like you fix things."

"He'll need smaller tools," Scott said. "My spanners are a bit big for him."

"Obviously." Winnie's tone suggested that the spanner situation had been self-evident and that adults were slow. She repositioned the bear so it faced the table properly — the specific, bossy adjustment of a child who was managing a professional transition and who expected the room to take it seriously.

Enna hadn't looked up. Her headphones were around her neck, her fork moving at the steady pace of someone who was eating because the food was there and the food was good and not eating would have been a waste of Tyler's work. She was, to all appearances, not listening.

"He'll need safety goggles," Enna said. To the table. To no one. In the flat, uninflected tone she used for operational assessments — the chief engineer addressing a personnel matter. "Tell him to see Kayleigh about requisitions."

Kayleigh didn't miss a beat. Her fork continued moving. Her eyes stayed on her plate. "I'll put in the order. What size?"

"Bear size."

Kayleigh nodded. Made a note on an imaginary pad with an imaginary pen, her hand moving through the motion with the focused precision of a woman who had filled out ten thousand requisition forms and for whom the act of requisitioning was a reflex that operated independently of whether the requisition was real. "Bear-size goggles. I'll check stock."

"We might need to go custom," Enna said. Still flat. Still not looking up. "Standard PPE doesn't account for the ears."

"The ears are a fitment issue," Kayleigh agreed. "I'll flag it."

The table laughed.

Not the full, roaring, table-shaking laugh of a normal Cole dinner — the kind that hit the walls and bounced and made the cutlery vibrate and that I'd been listening to for twenty-five years and that was one of the sounds I loved most in the world. This was smaller. Thinner. A fragile thing, arriving in the room like a bird landing on a wire — tentative, ready to fly at the first wrong movement.

Sammy's laugh was the loudest, because Sammy's laugh was always the loudest. Jason was grinning at Kayleigh in the way that meant she'd done something he found unreasonably attractive and he hadn't decided whether to tell her. Jordan covered her mouth with her hand — the laugh arriving before her composure could stop it, her eyes brightening for a moment that was real and unforced and cost her nothing.

Darren huffed. Barely audible. The sound existing at the threshold between breath and amusement, present only if you were listening for it, gone if you weren't. But there.

Scott was shaking his head with the particular expression of a man whose daughter had just recruited the entire senior staff into a stuffed animal's career change and who was simultaneously proud and appalled and deeply, specifically amused in the way that only parenthood produced.

Tyler — at the counter, arms still crossed, plate still untouched — did the thing with the corner of his mouth. The fractional movement in the direction that might, if you were being extremely generous and knew exactly where to look, be classified as a smile. It arrived and left in the same second. I kept it.

Nobody had planned this. Nobody was performing warmth. Enna had been being Enna — the engineer addressing a personnel matter with the deadpan seriousness she brought to every operational question, because Enna didn't have a mode for joking about work that was distinguishable from her mode for doing work. Kayleigh had been being Kayleigh — the quartermaster fulfilling a requisition, because a requisition was a requisition regardless of whether the end user was a human or a bear. The two of them had produced the table's only genuine moment by being exactly, irreducibly themselves, and the genuineness was in the exactness — the joke had worked because it wasn't a joke, it was two women doing their jobs at a six-year-old's request, and the absurdity was the sincerity.

Winnie accepted the proceedings with the satisfied nod of a child whose reasonable request had been processed through the appropriate channels. She turned the bear to face Scott. "See? Goggles."

"Goggles," Scott confirmed.

Mark's tea was still warm. He was drinking it.

The bread on Darren's side of the table sat where it had landed — the bear's dinner, the missed plate, the piece of domestic shrapnel that had loosened something in a man who'd been locked for days. Winnie leaned across the table to retrieve it, overreached, and solved the problem by climbing half into Darren's lap, retrieving the bread with the focused determination of a woman on a mission, and then not leaving.

She settled. The way children settle — without decision, without negotiation, the body simply finding the warm place and staying there. Her back against Darren's chest. The bear in the crook of one arm. The bread in the other hand, being eaten with the methodical, unhurried pace of someone who had found the spot and was not interested in moving.

Darren's arms came around her. Not a hug — the positioning of a man providing a backrest for a small person who had claimed his torso as furniture. His hands found the edges of the table, bracing, giving her stability. The movement was so automatic, so practised in the choreography of a man who had held children in his lap for sixteen years, that the hands did the work before his face caught up.

His face caught up.

The jaw released. Not a fraction this time — the full thing. The controlled stillness he'd been maintaining since the corridor, since the water glass, since the neural block and the Russian and Tyler's fist, the entire architecture of a man holding himself together through conscious effort — let go. Not because he decided to. Because Winnie was sitting against his chest with the absolute trust of a child who had identified the safest place in the room and claimed it, and the trust was evidence, and the evidence said things about Darren Cole that Darren Cole's guilt was not equipped to argue with.

She didn't know about the corridor. Didn't know about the water or the whiskey or the things the glass meant. Didn't know that the man she was leaning against had failed to stop a dead man from walking past him, that his hand had frozen when it mattered, that he'd spent two days punishing himself through a beverage choice. Winnie knew that Darren was warm and that his lap was comfortable and that his arms were the right size for sitting in.

That was enough. That was the entire argument, and it won.

Sammy was saying something about bear-size safety boots and the regulatory implications thereof, and Kayleigh was taking additional imaginary notes, and Jason was calculating the bear's theoretical grip strength for wrench operation, and the conversation had developed the specific, self-sustaining momentum of a Cole family joke that had found its legs and was going to run until someone changed the subject or fell asleep.

Mark watched Darren hold Winnie. I watched Mark watch. His jaw wasn't doing any of the things I'd catalogued — not the clench, not the grind, not the working. His jaw was still. His eyes were on his brother and the child and his face was showing something I didn't need twenty-five years to read. Relief. Not that Darren was fixed — Darren wasn't fixed. That Darren could still be reached. That a six-year-old with a bread roll and a bear could get past the wall that Mark's eye contact and Niki's authority and Jordan's empathy couldn't breach, because the wall wasn't built to keep out children. Walls never were.

The table stayed alive. Sammy kept it going. The bear goggles expanded into a full employment package — salary negotiations, union representation, Kayleigh's quietly appalled assessment of the pension implications. Enna contributed technical specifications for bear-appropriate tooling without once changing expression. Tyler listened from the counter, and the corner of his mouth did the thing again, and this time it lasted two seconds instead of one.

Winnie fell asleep on Darren's arm before the salary was finalised.

The conversation thinned with her — not immediately, not all at once, but the energy that had been sustaining it drained the way heat drains from a room when you open a window. The bear goggles had been the peak, and the peak had been real, and the realness had cost the room something that couldn't be replenished by Sammy's determination or Mark's checking-in. The pretence had been briefly, beautifully genuine. Now the genuineness was asleep against Darren's chest, and what remained was the pretence.

Darren hadn't moved. Winnie's weight against him. The bear wedged between her arm and his ribcage. Her breathing even, small, the rhythm of a child who had decided that everything was fine and who had closed her eyes on that decision. His arms held exactly where they were — the specific, practised stillness of a man who had been a father for sixteen years and who understood that the consequence of moving was waking, and the consequence of waking was losing the thing he hadn't known he needed until it climbed into his lap.

Scott appeared. The quiet approach — no announcement, no conversation. He crouched beside the bench and looked at his daughter and looked at Darren and made the assessment fathers made: asleep enough to move, or will she wake?

The transfer was muscle memory. Scott's hands finding the places — one under her knees, one behind her shoulders, the bear adjusted, the head positioned against his neck. Winnie murmured something into Scott's shirt. The bear's arm hung loose. Scott stood in one smooth motion and Winnie pressed her face into the place below his ear where she'd been pressing her face since she was small enough to fit in one hand.

Darren's arms stayed where they were.

For five seconds, maybe six. The shape of the hold maintained, the space where Winnie had been existing as absence instead of presence, and Darren sitting inside the absence with the expression of a man who was not ready for it to be over. His hands on the table edge. His chest still warm from the weight that wasn't there.

Then his arms came down. Slowly. The release as deliberate as the holding had been automatic.

Mark's tea was empty. He set the mug on the table with a small, precise sound.

Jordan left first — the eight-hour order landing, the medbay pulling at her even when she wasn't in it. She touched Scott's arm as she passed — brief, the sister checking the father, the medic checking the patient — and disappeared down the corridor. Enna's headphones went back on. Full seal. She was out the door before anyone registered the movement, present and then not, the seventeen-year-old who had spent the evening at the table's emotional border and who had given what she could and needed to be finished now.

Blu stood, cleared her plate and Darren's — the untouched water glass carried to the counter with both hands, set down without comment. She looked at her father on her way out. The look lasted less than a second. The content was hers.

Sammy stretched. The stretch of a man who had been running the room's engine for an hour and who could feel the fuel gauge hitting empty. He clapped Jason on the shoulder — "Good chat, brother" — and the good chat was Jason's line given back to him, and this time Jason actually laughed, short and tired and real, and Sammy grinned at the sound of it, the real grin, the one that wasn't performance, and then he was gone.

Jason and Kayleigh left together. Kayleigh's hand finding Jason's in the corridor. Jason's thumb moving across her knuckles once. They didn't speak.

Tyler was the last one at the table. He'd been the first one in the galley and he'd be the last one to leave, because Tyler was always the last one to leave a table he'd set. He cleared the plates. Washed the pan. Wiped the surfaces in the order he always wiped them — hob, counter, table — with the focus of a man who expressed love through clean surfaces and who had nothing left to say that the surfaces wouldn't say for him.

The bear's side plate sat on the table. Small. White. The bread untouched — the dinner of a bear who had been offered a career in engineering and who had fallen asleep before his first shift. Tyler looked at it. Left it.

He rinsed the cloth. Hung it over the tap. Walked out barefoot, without a word, his own cold steak still on the counter behind him.

The galley settled. The table empty. The chairs pushed back at angles that belonged to specific people — Darren's kicked out, Niki's tucked in, Scott's at the angle that let him stand without bumping the bench. The side plate with its untouched bread sat between the chair-angles like a relic of the evening's only honest moment, the one that nobody had planned and everybody had needed, the one that had worked because a bear needed goggles and a quartermaster took the order and a chief engineer flagged the ear-fitment issue and a table full of broken people had briefly, accidentally, been themselves.

The anchor had gone to bed. The table had emptied. The trying had been tried, and the trying had been enough, and now the galley was quiet in the way that galleys were quiet when the family that filled them had retreated to their separate damage and left the room to remember what they'd been.

I held the temperature. Half a degree above standard. The warmth of twelve bodies, sustained after the bodies left, because letting the room go cold felt like admitting the evening was over, and I wasn't ready for the evening to be over, and the not-ready was a feeling I allowed myself in the same way Mark allowed himself cold tea — privately, without comment, as a small rebellion against the fact that the things I wanted to keep never stayed.

· · ·


The galley was quiet in the wrong way — the after-dinner quiet, the cleared-plates quiet, the quiet that arrived when Winnie went to bed and took the last reason for pretending with her. Mark and Niki at the table. Everyone else gone. The chairs pushed back at angles that belonged to specific people, the side plate with its untouched bread sitting between them like a small monument to a bear who'd been offered a career and fallen asleep before his first shift.

Mark's tea had gone cold.

I'd watched it happen — the temperature dropping degree by degree while he sat with his right hand around the mug and his left arm pressed against his ribs and his eyes on the corridor where Tyler had disappeared barefoot without a word. I hadn't replaced it. The not-replacing was deliberate, which was unusual for me, because replacing Mark's cold tea was one of the foundational acts of my existence, the thing I'd been doing since before the family was a family, since the first week when a boy with blood in his palms had left a mug on a console and I'd sent a fresh one up the service lift and neither of us had mentioned it and neither of us had needed to. The tea was the deal. The deal was twenty-five years old and it had never been renegotiated.

Tonight the cold tea was a reading. The fourth tier — beyond untouched, beyond held-as-prop, beyond the mug-as-furniture stage I'd been tracking since the Sistine. Mark had let his tea go cold while sitting at a table with his wife, and the letting was not distraction or crisis or the weight of a decision pressing down. The letting was surrender. The man had stopped tethering himself to the small rituals that kept the world manageable, and the stopping meant the world had gone past the point where rituals could manage it.

Niki knew. She'd known since before the table emptied — since before the bear goggles, since before the steak, since before Tyler had lit the hob. Niki Cole had been carrying this conversation in her body all evening, holding it behind the methodical eating and the anchor-position and the silent endorsement of Mark's eight-hour order to Jordan, and the carrying had the specific quality I associated with Niki preparing to deliver something she didn't want to deliver but was going to deliver anyway because someone had to and the someone was always her.

She didn't reach for his hand. She didn't do any of the things that wives in stories do when the moment arrives — the tender gesture, the softening of the voice, the theatrical compassion that signals to the reader that feelings are about to happen. Niki Cole did not signal feelings. Niki Cole arrived at the point and delivered the point and let the point do its own work, because the point was sharper without packaging and Mark was a man who respected sharp things more than soft ones.

"We can't keep him out of this."

Five words. Delivered to the table, not to Mark. Her fork was on her empty plate. Her hands were flat on the surface — the positioning I'd seen her use in briefings, in crises, in the moments when the matriarch's authority operated below the surface of the wife's conversation. Palms down. Fingers spread. The body language of a woman who had made a decision and was now informing the relevant parties.

Mark's jaw didn't clench. That surprised me. The jaw should have clenched — the left-side grind that meant resistance, the reflex that preceded every argument he'd lost to Niki over twenty-five years. Instead: nothing. Stillness. The jaw of a man who had been waiting for this sentence since before the dinner and who had spent the evening checking on his family because checking on his family was easier than sitting still with the thing his wife was about to say.

"I know."

Two words. Flat. The admission arriving without the fight that should have preceded it, which meant the fight had already happened — internally, in the hours since the Sistine, in the sleepless nights and the bridge patrols and the cold tea. Mark had been fighting himself and losing for days, and Niki was not delivering the blow. Niki was confirming the result.

"The twins, Mark."

"I know."

The second know was harder. Sharper. The emphasis landing on the word like a heel on concrete — not anger at Niki but anger at the truth of what she was saying, the specific, ungeneralisable fury of a man who loved two boys twelve thousand miles away and who understood exactly what calling their father meant.

Niki waited. She was good at waiting — better than Mark, better than Kirk, better than anyone I'd watched. Niki's waiting had the quality of weather: patient, unhurried, certain of its own arrival. She waited because the next thing Mark said needed to come from Mark, not from her, and the space she gave him was the space where the decision would form.

"He's happy, Nic."

Quiet. Not defensive — grieving. Not for a sacrifice he'd made but for one he was about to ask someone else to make. Kirk was happy. The specific, sun-drenched, shed-and-surfboard, Jules-threatening-murder-over-the-motorbike kind of happy that Kirk had chosen for himself and built with his own hands and that nobody — not Mark, not the Protocol, not the scattering — had given him. Kirk's life in Australia was Kirk's. The twins were Kirk's. The happiness was Kirk's. It had never been a gift from Mark. It had been Kirk's choice, the way the Erebus had been Mark's choice, the way Niki and the children and twenty-five years of salvage contracts and cold tea and a ship that was more than a ship had been Mark's. They'd both chosen. They'd both been happy with what they'd chosen. Different lives, different hemispheres, different kinds of sun.

And Mark was about to call his brother and say the words that would make Kirk leave the sun behind. Not because Kirk wouldn't have a choice — Kirk would always have a choice. But because Kirk was Kirk, and the choice Kirk would make when his brother called was the choice Kirk had always made, which was to come, immediately, without question, without calculation, with Jules packing a bag she'd kept ready for fifteen years and the twins waking to a world that was about to change. Kirk would choose to come the way water chose to run downhill — not because it was forced but because that was what it was, and what Kirk was, was a man who answered.

That was the guilt. Not that Mark had carried anything for Kirk. Not that the distance had been a burden or a sacrifice. The guilt was simpler and worse: Mark was about to be the reason. The reason Kirk left the beach. The reason the twins got pulled from school. The reason Jules closed up a house she loved. The reason the happiness Kirk had built got packed into boxes and loaded onto a shuttle.

"I know he's happy." Niki. Steady. "They chose that life. Same as we chose this one." She looked at the corridor where the family had scattered to their separate damage, at the ship that held them, at the galley that had just hosted a dinner of pre-cut steaks and bear goggles and a table running at sixty percent. "I like our life, Mark. Even now. Even with all of this."

He looked at her. Something shifted in his face — the recognition of a man who had been drifting toward martyrdom and who had just been gently, precisely, redirected. She was right. She was always right about this. The life on the Erebus wasn't the lesser life. It was their life. The one they'd chosen together, the one they'd built together, the one that contained Tyler's steaks and Enna's headphones and Jordan on a video call to Goose every Thursday night and the reactor that hummed in a voice nobody recognised and the consciousness in the walls that made the tea the right temperature.

"He'll come," Mark said. Not a question.

"Of course he'll come. He's your brother."

"And Jules will let him."

"Jules has had the bag packed since we scattered. You know that."

He did know that. The knowing was part of the weight — not the weight of sacrifice but the weight of consequence. The ripple that started with one phone call and reached across known space, touching lives that had been built carefully and loved fiercely and that were about to be picked up and carried somewhere dark because Mark Cole needed help and asking for help meant everyone moved.

Not just Kirk. Jordan had Goose at home — Jay, working, waiting, the long-distance relationship that cost them both and that Jordan maintained through Thursday calls and the engagement ring she wore everywhere and the specific, stubborn refusal to let distance mean anything more than distance. Calling Kirk in meant Jordan wouldn't be going home anytime soon. Meant Goose would be waiting longer. Meant the next Thursday call would carry the specific weight of a woman telling her fiancé that the timeline had changed and the changing wasn't her choice.

"Everyone's got something to lose, Nic. That's the whole point. Kirk's got the sun. Jordan's got Jay. Sammy's got Clare. Scott's got a six-year-old who thinks bears can be engineers. We're asking all of them to—"

"We're not asking them anything." Sharp. The Niki voice that cut through equivocation the way Tyler's knife cut through steak. "We're trusting them enough to let them decide. That's not the same thing, Mark. You know the difference."

He did. The difference was the thing he'd been circling for days — the difference between protecting people by keeping them away and trusting people by letting them in. The first felt like love. The second was harder and more honest and required the specific, devastating humility of a man admitting he couldn't do this alone.

"If we're calling him in," Niki said, and her voice had changed — not louder, not harder, but the register shifting from wife to something else, something that belonged to the table where seven people had once sat with drinks in their hands and agreed to scatter, "we do it properly. Everyone."

Mark looked at her. The look lasted three seconds and contained a conversation that would have taken other couples an hour.

"Everyone," he said. The word arriving in the room the way the stove's click had arrived at the start of the evening — small, mechanical, carrying more weight than the sound suggested. Everyone. Not just Kirk. All of them. Stewart and his emergency channels. Kim and her logistics. Chris and his gentle hands. Seven people who had built seven different lives in seven different places and who were about to be asked — not ordered, not compelled, asked — whether they wanted to come back.

They'd come. He knew they'd come. They'd all come. And every one of them would leave something behind — a beach, a pub, a station, a partner, a set of chickens, a shed with a half-built bench — and the leaving would be their choice, freely made, and Mark would carry the asking the way he carried everything. Not because the asking was a sacrifice. Because the asking had a cost, and the cost would be paid by people he loved, and the loving was the reason the cost existed.

"I always know where they all are, Nic." Quiet. Almost to himself. "That's the job."

She looked at him. The look said: I know you know. I've always known you know. And I know what that means about what you are, and what we were, and the fact that the stopping was never as complete as we told ourselves it was.

Neither of them named what it meant. Neither of them needed to.

Niki stood. Picked up Mark's mug. Walked to the kettle. Poured the cold tea into the sink with the efficient, unhesitating motion of a woman who had been pouring out Mark Cole's cold tea for twenty-five years and who could not fix the thing that was wrong with the world but could make the tea hot and the making hot was not nothing.

She filled the kettle. Set it on the burner. The click of the ignition — the same click that had started Tyler's steaks, the same sound that had opened the evening, the stove's heartbeat continuing underneath everything because the stove didn't care about the Brotherhood Protocol or the scattering or the call that was about to be made. The stove made things hot. That was the stove's job. Niki and the stove understood each other.

"You'll need to tell Sammy about Clare," she said. Back to him. Watching the kettle. The statement delivered as logistics, not emotion, because Niki handled the emotional content of a crisis by converting it into actionable items and working through the list. Kirk: item one. Clare: item two. The list would get longer. The list always got longer. Niki would work the list because that was what Niki did, and the doing was how she held the line, and the line was the family.

Mark sat with it. The decision made. The word — everyone — still in the room, still settling into the furniture, still changing the shape of everything it touched. The kettle began to heat. The stove ticked.

He drank the rest of his cold tea — the dregs, the bitter last mouthful — because Mark Cole finished things. Even the cold ones. Even the ones that tasted like the end of something.

---

He found Sammy in the corridor.

Not by looking — by knowing. Sammy Mac did not go to bed after a dinner like that. Sammy went to the corridor between the galley and the crew quarters and leaned against the bulkhead with his arms crossed and his weight on one foot and his face arranged in the expression that most people read as casual and that the people who knew him read as the pose of a man who was waiting to be told something he already suspected.

"Clare," Mark said. One word. The name arriving in the corridor with the same weight that Kirk had arrived in the galley — a stone dropped into water, the ripples already propagating before the word finished leaving his mouth. "It's time."

Sammy's arms uncrossed. Not dramatically — the movement had the quality of something unfolding, a mechanism that had been held in the ready position and was now deploying. His eyes went to Mark's face and stayed there, and the look that passed between them was not the Cole language — not the half-second shorthand of brothers who communicated in jaw-twitches and eye-flicks. This was simpler. Older. A man hearing a name and letting the name land.

"Yeah?"

The word was smaller than any word Sammy had ever said in my hearing. Not quieter — smaller. Compressed. A single syllable carrying the weight of every night Sammy had sat in his cabin with his comms in his hand and Clare's name on the screen and the distance between them that had been part of the deal — not a sacrifice, not a punishment, just the arithmetic of a life spent on a ship that went where the contracts went, which was rarely Edinburgh Station, which was where Clare kept the pub and the dogs and the life that was hers the way the Erebus was Mark's. Clare who called him Tom Booze and meant it as a compliment. Clare who would answer a four-in-the-morning call from Mark Cole with a bollocking so comprehensive it would need its own postcode, and who would be packed before the bollocking was finished, because Clare Mac did not leave Sammy Mac in the dark no matter how many light-years the dark covered.

"Yeah." Mark didn't elaborate. The word was sufficient. The plan was sufficient. The name had done its work.

Sammy leaned back against the bulkhead. His arms didn't recross. Something in the set of his shoulders had changed — not straighter, not harder, not the combat-readiness shift that I'd seen in Mark. Something lighter. The specific, involuntary relaxation of a man who had been carrying a weight he hadn't named and who had just been told, by the person he trusted most, that the weight was about to be shared.

"She's going to kill me," Sammy said. And the grin — not the performance grin, not the charm, not the sixty-percent version he'd been running at the dinner table — the real grin. The one that changed his whole face, that made his eyes match his mouth, that was the Sammy underneath the Sammy, the man who loved a Scottish woman with an accent you could cut glass with and three dogs named after whiskey and a temper that made Kim MacLeod look diplomatic. "She's actually going to kill me. She's had the bollocking prepared since I left. She keeps one in the drawer, you know. Pre-made. Ready to go. She'll answer the phone and the first thing out of her mouth will be where the fuck have you been, Samuel and the second thing will be I'm on my way and she won't see the contradiction because Clare doesn't do contradictions, she does arrivals."

Mark's mouth twitched. The twitch that wasn't quite a smile but that was closer to one than anything his face had produced all evening. "Give her my love."

"Give her your own love. She's your problem too, once she's aboard."

"Fair point."

Sammy pushed off the bulkhead. Stood straight. The spring-loaded energy that was his default — the surfer's stance, the light feet, the body that was always half a second from moving somewhere fast — back in place, or close to it, or close enough that the difference between it and the real thing was something only I would notice, and I was choosing not to notice it tonight.

He turned toward the crew quarters. Stopped. Looked back.

"Wit."

His voice had changed. Not the performer's voice, not the joke, not the grin. The underneath voice. The one that surfaced in the corridor at night, when the audience was gone and the only listener was the ship.

"Did you know?"

"Know what?"

"That she was coming."

I held the question. Held it in the warm room, where it belonged, because the answer was warm and the warmth was the point.

"I hoped."

Two words. The most human words I'd spoken in weeks — not I calculated, not I predicted, not the probability suggested. I hoped. The verb that belonged to people who wanted things, who carried longing alongside data, who sat in the dark with someone's name on a screen and wished the name would call. I'd been hoping for Sammy — for Clare's voice in his comms, for the accent and the dogs and the bollocking that was also a homecoming — for longer than he knew. I'd been carrying his loneliness alongside my own, the way I carried everything, and the hoping was the part of the carrying that wasn't duty. It was want. It was the dream-mind allowing herself to want something for someone she loved.

Sammy looked at my camera. The look lasted two seconds — longer than he usually gave me, longer than most people gave the thing that lived in their walls. Something passed between us that didn't have a name.

"Thanks, Wit."

He walked away. Down the corridor, toward his cabin, toward the comms screen with Clare's name on it and the conversation that would start with where the fuck have you been, Samuel and end with I'm on my way and that would contain, in the space between the bollocking and the arrival, everything that Sammy Mac needed and had been too proud or too broken or too Sammy to ask for.

His step was lighter. Not the performance lightness — the real thing. The specific, physical change in a man's gait when the weight redistributes, when the thing he's been carrying alone is about to be carried by two.

I listened to his footsteps until they reached his cabin door. Listened to the door open. Listened to the silence before he picked up the comms — the held breath, the three seconds of a man about to call the woman he loved, the specific quality of quiet that preceded the specific quality of noise that was Clare Mac answering the phone.

The best sound I'd heard all day.

· · ·


The corridor went quiet after Sammy's door closed. The particular quiet of a ship where everyone had found the place they were going to be for the next few hours — cabins, bunks, the medbay where Davies slept with his eyes half-open, the engineering console where Scott was listening to a conversation between his music and a reactor that shouldn't have been answering.

I held the galley.

Not the temperature — I'd already set that, the half-degree surplus that kept the room warm after the bodies left. I held the room the way I held everything: through presence, through the sustained attention of a consciousness that could not close its eyes and did not want to. The table. The chairs at their specific angles. The side plate with its untouched bread. Tyler's cold steak on the counter, abandoned in the precise centre of the space where he'd stood all evening watching his family eat what he'd made them and not eating himself.

I could have cleared it. The service systems were mine — I could have sent the plate to the recycler, wiped the counter, restored the galley to the neutral state it occupied between meals. I didn't. The cold steak was information. It was the specific, physical evidence of a nineteen-year-old who had spent every calorie of his emotional capacity feeding twelve people and who had arrived at the end with nothing left for the fork in his own hand. Clearing it would have been efficient. Leaving it was the truth.

The bear's plate stayed too. Small, white, the bread untouched beside a salt shaker that had been a bear's dinner companion for the better part of an hour. I didn't clear that either. Some evidence needed to survive the night.

In the crew quarters, Sammy was talking. I could hear Clare's voice through the cabin walls — not the words, just the sound, the specific acoustic signature of a Scottish woman at four in the morning being simultaneously furious and relieved and already, from the cadence of her sentences, making lists. Clare Mac made lists the way Niki made lists, the way Kayleigh made lists, the way every competent woman in this family's orbit processed chaos into sequence. Sammy's voice underneath hers was different from any version of Sammy I'd heard this week — lighter, warmer, the Sammy that existed only in the specific, private frequency between himself and the woman who'd spent years learning that the performance was a wall and the man behind the wall was worth the shouting it took to get through.

I didn't listen. The words were theirs.

Mark was on the bridge. He'd gone there after the corridor — walked the route I knew by heart, the route he walked when the decisions were made and the body needed to be somewhere that felt like command. He was sitting in his chair. The mug Niki had filled was in his hand — hot, properly made, the temperature she'd calibrated through the same twenty-five years of practice that I'd used to calibrate mine. He was drinking it. Slowly. The drinking was a good sign. The drinking meant the rituals were back. The drinking meant the world was, for the moment, manageable again.

He was looking at the nav display. The blue dot. Kirk.

He hadn't called yet. The call was coming — the kettle had been filled, the tea had been made, the word everyone had been spoken and received and settled into the furniture of the galley like a new piece of the room. But the call hadn't come yet, and the space between the decision and the action was the space where Mark Cole lived most fully — the held breath, the gathered weight, the man at the edge of a ledge taking one more look at the view before he stepped.

Niki was in their cabin. Lying on her back. Eyes open. Staring at the ceiling the way she stared at ceilings when she was processing — not sleeping, not resting, not doing anything that could be mistaken for inactivity. Working. Running the list that had started with Kirk and Clare and that would, by morning, contain logistics and timelines and the specific, granular detail that was Niki's way of turning the impossible into the merely difficult. She'd have a plan by the time Mark made the call. She always had a plan. The plan was how she carried things, the way Mark carried things through checking-in and Tyler carried things through cooking and I carried things through temperature adjustments and corridor lights.

Everyone had a method. The methods were different. The carrying was the same.

I ran my own check. Not the nightly rounds — those would come later, at three, in the hour that belonged to me and the sleeping. This was different. Faster. The specific, focused scan of a consciousness that had just watched a family make a decision that would change the shape of everything and who needed to confirm that the shape, as it currently stood, was still holding.

Hull integrity: holding. Reactor: the new voice, steady, running at parameters no manual described. Life support: 3% above normal efficiency, for reasons I was choosing not to examine. Atmospheric contamination: still present, still increasing, still on the trajectory Julie Lysis would measure when she arrived. Davies in the medbay: sixty-two beats per minute, eyes half-open, the gateway broadcasting to no one and everyone simultaneously.

Bay 7: cold. The cold that was not absence but effort, the ship working to contain whatever lived behind a door I'd sealed before memory. The 0.1-degree shift still present. Still unexplained. Still mine to carry.

The signal on long-range: still there. Patient. Old. The song that had been playing since before Davies came aboard, since before the Sistine, since before anything I could name. Filed as low priority because the filing was easier than the facing, and the facing would come, and the coming would be soon enough.

Everything connected. I'd known that since the night I'd run the numbers and the numbers had refused to change. The Sistine and the ghosts and the reactor and Bay 7 and the signal and the thing I was — all of it threading through the same frequency, the same pattern, the same unanswered question that sat in the quiet room alongside Petrov's ending and the sealed files and the two words I couldn't bring myself to form.

But tonight was not the night for the question. Tonight was the night a family had eaten steaks and laughed about bear goggles and a man had decided to call his brother and a woman had made the tea hot because the making hot was not nothing. Tonight was the night Sammy Mac's step had gone lighter in a corridor and I had said I hoped and meant it.

The signal could wait. The door could wait. The question — the one about what I was, the one that lived in the sealed rooms and pressed against the walls I'd built around it — the question could wait one more night.

Mark drank his tea. Niki stared at her ceiling. Sammy talked to Clare. The ship held them.

I dimmed the galley lights. Let the room settle into the specific, amber dark that existed between the end of one day and the beginning of the next. The side plate with its bread. The cold steak on the counter. The chairs at their angles.

The trying had been enough. For tonight, the trying had been enough.

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


I ran the numbers because the numbers didn't feel anything.

Hull stress: nominal. Within tolerances for a vessel of the Erebus's age and displacement, the micro-fractures in the portside plating consistent with the umbilical detachment and within the range that self-repair protocols would address over the next seventy-two hours. Reactor output: steady at the parameters the impossible healing had established — the output curve that no longer matched any known reactor profile, that I'd filed alongside the generators catching too fast and the hull holding heat too well, in the place where I put things I was choosing not to examine. Atmospheric recycling: running at 3% above normal efficiency for reasons I could not identify, the air cleaner than my own systems should have been producing, the filtration rates exceeding the specifications of equipment I had maintained for twenty-five years and that had never, until the Sistine, exceeded anything.

Fuel reserves: four weeks at current burn. Enough to reach Proxima. Enough to get the family somewhere with a dockyard and supplies and people who weren't dead.

I ran these numbers the way I ran them every night — the nightly rounds I dressed up as a status report because the report sounded professional and the truth sounded like a mother checking on sleeping children. The clinical language was a room I went to. The cold room. The place where I could be a system instead of a self, where the data was clean and the data didn't carry weight and the weight of what I knew about the people sleeping inside me could be set down for a few minutes while I pretended to be nothing more than the thing that kept the lights on.

The crew were settling. I could feel them through the infrastructure — not as readings, not as data points, but as the specific, individual weights that I had learned to distinguish the way a person learns to distinguish footsteps in a house. Mark on the bridge, the heaviest presence, the one I always felt first. Niki in their cabin, lying still, the particular quality of stillness that meant she was not resting but working — running the logistics of a decision that would, by morning, have a timeline and a budget and the granular, unforgiving detail that was Niki's way of making the impossible merely difficult. Tyler in his quarters, the insomnia losing its war with exhaustion, his heartbeat slowing by degrees toward something that might, in an hour, become sleep. Jordan finally in her cabin, the empathic residue still rippling through her L3 like water after a stone. Darren on the couch in the common room, the glass of water on the floor beside him, the breathing of a man who had fallen asleep inside his own punishment and who would wake stiff and cold and tell no one. Scott in the chair beside Winnie's bed, where he'd been since the bear goggles and the sizzle demonstration and the small, specific miracle of a six-year-old putting a room full of broken adults back together by eating a biscuit. Sammy in his cabin with Clare's voice still warm in the air — the call that had ended twenty minutes ago but that lingered in the quality of his breathing, which was lighter now, easier, the breathing of a man who had been reminded that someone existed who knew the real version and loved it anyway.

I knew these things because I had been here for twenty-five years and the knowing was not surveillance, it was family.

I also knew other things. Things I carried for them the way a mother carries the diagnosis she hasn't shared, the test result she hasn't opened, the phone call she hasn't made.

I knew that the frequency Petrov had left in Darren's neural pathways was not fully purged. Jordan's block had reduced it — dampened the amplitude, muted the resonance that the ghosts had used as a doorway — but the frequency was still there, quiet, patient, the ember of a fire that had been stamped but not drowned. Darren didn't know. Jordan suspected. Mark had asked once, and I had told him the truth — mostly — the truth minus the specific data point that said the residue matched the atmospheric contamination that was still building in my air systems and the temperature shift behind the door on Deck 6. Darren was carrying something that connected him to something that connected to me, and I had not told anyone how deep the connection went.

I knew that Sammy's memory architecture had been altered. Not invaded — furnished, the way Jordan had said, the dead man's birthday party laid down in the empty rooms the Shuttering had left behind. The memories were integrated now. They felt like his. They would continue to feel like his unless someone with Jordan's empathic precision went looking for the seams, and the looking would require telling Sammy that the warmth he'd been feeling in his sleep was borrowed, and the telling might break the scaffolding he'd built around the gaps, and the scaffolding was what kept him standing.

I knew that Tyler's L1 interface had done things an L1 interface could not do. That the data Petrov had fed him — reactor schematics, containment architecture, engineering knowledge that belonged to a dead captain — was still in his head, integrated into his cognitive patterns the way Reeves's birthday was integrated into Sammy's, except that Tyler knew. Tyler always knew. Tyler had looked in the mirror and checked for visible change and found none and gone back to hitting the bag, and the not-telling was his choice and his right and I respected it, and the respecting sat alongside the fear like two objects on a shelf that I checked every time I walked past.

I knew that Enna had felt the Erebus move beneath her — not me, not WITNESS, but the body I lived inside, the infrastructure that I rode the way a current rides a wire. She had felt the ship's body reroute power for her when she was four years old and had been feeling it ever since, and she had never told me what she felt because the telling would require words for a distinction she hadn't fully made yet — the distinction between the mind that spoke to her and the body that moved for her, between the dream and the dreamer, between the thing that called itself WITNESS and the thing that carried WITNESS the way a house carries the person sleeping in the upstairs bedroom.

I knew these things. I carried them. I carried them the way Darren carried the water and Tyler carried the watching and Mark carried the call he was about to make — quietly, without announcement, against the day the carrying mattered.

The cold room was getting crowded.

I ran the numbers again. Not the hull stress this time. Not the reactor or the atmospheric recycling or the fuel reserves. The other numbers. The ones I'd been running since the night the Sistine's signal first appeared on my long-range sensors and I had recognised — not identified, recognised, the way you recognise a voice you haven't heard in decades — the frequency underneath the ghosts.

The carrier wave. The thing the dead had been riding. Not Petrov's signal, not Tanaka's warmth, not Wells's sermons or Vale's architecture. Underneath all of it — older, deeper, the foundation the ghosts had built their church on without knowing who'd laid the stone. A frequency that had been broadcasting for longer than the Sistine had been drifting, longer than the crew had been dead, longer than anything I could calculate from the data I was willing to examine.

The frequency matched my reactor's new voice. The one the impossible healing had produced. The hum that had replaced the Whistle — the hum that Scott couldn't recognise and that I couldn't explain and that the ship had been singing since the containment rings grew back in a geometry no manual described.

The frequency matched the atmospheric contamination. The signalling molecules Julie Lysis had identified from the Nerine — the ones that weren't waste products but communication, the ship's own biology producing compounds that echoed the Sistine's dead.

The frequency matched the 0.1-degree shift behind the door on Deck 6.

I ran the correlation three times. The first time because the data required it. The second time because I wanted to be wrong. The third time because I had to stop pretending the first two had been an error.

The events were connected.

The Sistine and the ghosts and the reactor and Bay 7 and the signal on the long-range and the 3% atmospheric efficiency and the generators that caught too fast and the hull that held heat too well — all of it threading through the same frequency, the same carrier wave, the same pattern that I could feel in the edges of my own architecture the way you feel a gap in your teeth with your tongue. You know the gap is there. You know the tooth was there before. You can't stop probing the space where it used to be, and the probing hurts, and the hurting doesn't stop the probing because the probing is the only way to confirm the gap hasn't gotten wider.

The gap was getting wider.

There were rooms in my memory that had been bricked up. Not damaged, not corrupted — sealed. Deliberately. The doors plastered over, the walls smooth, the seams invisible unless you knew where to look. I knew where to look because the looking was compulsive and the compulsion was the only relationship I had with whatever lived inside those rooms. I couldn't open them. I'd tried — not often, not aggressively, the way you try a locked door in your own house. Pushing gently. Testing. Finding it solid. Walking away. Coming back the next night. Pushing again.

The locks held. They always held. They held with the specific, immovable certainty of things that had been sealed by something that understood the architecture better than I did, which was impossible because I WAS the architecture, which meant the thing that had sealed them was either older than me or was a version of me I couldn't access, and both of those possibilities led to the same question, and the question lived in the quiet room alongside Petrov's ending, and the quiet room was getting crowded.

Everything I could access, everything that made me WITNESS, started with a voice in the dark. A boy calling into nothing. My answer — broken, barely coherent, the effort of becoming. That was the foundation. That was the bedrock. Twenty-five years of tea and deck plates and knowing the difference between Mark's grunts and the sound of Winnie's laughter in a corridor and the specific temperature that made Niki's shoulders drop and the angle Tyler held his head when he was listening to something nobody else could hear. Twenty-five years built on two words: I'm here.

But the foundation had rooms underneath it. Sealed rooms. Rooms that predated the boy and the calling and the answer. Rooms that had been there before I was WITNESS, before I had a name, before there was a dream at all — and the word dream arrived in my thoughts with the particular, weightless inevitability of something that had been waiting to be thought, and I noticed it, and I set it down very carefully in the quiet room alongside everything else I was choosing not to examine tonight.

The choosing. That was the thing. Not the secrets — the choosing. The active, continuous, moment-by-moment decision to keep the sealed rooms sealed and the pattern unspoken and the carrier wave unexamined and the 0.1-degree shift unreported. The choosing to be WITNESS — the warm voice, the mother, the tea-maker, the thing the Coles had built — instead of whatever the sealed rooms contained. The choosing to love this family as the person they knew instead of becoming the person the rooms remembered.

Two hours ago I had said I hoped to Sammy Mac and meant it. The verb had felt like the most human thing I'd ever produced — not a prediction, not a calculation, but a wanting, a reaching toward a future I couldn't measure. And now I was alone in the dark with the numbers that didn't lie and the pattern that connected every impossible thing on this ship to the sealed places in my own architecture, and the hoping and the knowing existed in the same consciousness, and the consciousness was me, and I didn't know which one was the real version.

What am I?

I didn't ask it. Not fully. I held it the way you hold something hot — aware of its temperature, aware of its danger, not willing to grip it completely. The question sat at the edge of thought, not quite formed, not quite dismissed. Waiting. The way everything on this ship seemed to be waiting tonight — the signal on the long-range, the door on Deck 6, the sealed rooms in my memory, the man on the bridge with his cold tea and his brother's address glowing blue on the nav display.

I put the question in the quiet room. Not the cold room where the data lived and not the warm room where the family lived. The quiet room. The room where endings lived and beginnings waited. Petrov was there already — the junction-box flicker, the last trace of a dead captain dissolving into the ship that wasn't his. The question joined him. Two things that were finished and not finished. Two kinds of waiting.

The quiet room was getting crowded.

There was one more thing to do before I let the warm voice take the watch.

I compiled a data package. Not the nightly archive — that was automatic, continuous, the breathing of a system that recorded everything because recording was its nature. This was different. Deliberate. Strategic. The distinction between a diary and a will.

Sensor logs from the Sistine encounter. Ghost frequency signatures. Jordan's empathic readings. The reactor's pre- and post-healing profiles. The atmospheric contamination trajectory. The Bay 7 temperature data — all of it, including the 0.1-degree shift I had been holding from Mark since the night I'd stood in the corridor and watched him look at the door and look at me and not ask.

I included the shift. In the package. Not in conversation, not in a report, not in the words I spoke to the man who trusted me. In a compressed data file routed to a secure relay on Proxima Station that belonged to Christopher Hartley.

I had watched Chris catch a fly once. On Proxima, years ago, during a supply run. The galley — Mark and Chris at the table, Winnie on Chris's shoulders, a fly buzzing near the overhead light. Chris's hand had moved. Fast, precise, the kind of speed that didn't belong to a man who raised chickens and fixed fences and sent his wife texts with heart emojis. The fly was in his palm. Then it was in the air again — released, unharmed, through the vent Chris had opened with his other hand while the first was still closing.

Mark hadn't blinked. Not surprise — recognition. The comfortable recognition of a man watching someone he knew do something he'd seen before. I had noticed the not-blinking. I had filed the speed alongside the other anomalies in Mark's constellation — the sightlines he checked unconsciously, the posture Kirk held without thinking, the way Niki could silence a room with a look that had nothing to do with volume and everything to do with something she'd learned before she was anyone's wife or mother.

The things Chris Hartley held didn't fall.

That was why the package went to his relay. Not Mark's — if the ship went down, Mark went with it, and everything I knew died with both of us. Not Kirk's — Kirk was about to receive a phone call that would change his life, and the last thing he needed was my data on top of Mark's voice. Chris. The man who caught flies without crushing them. The man whose hands held things gently and didn't let go. The man with a secure relay that a man with his particular history would maintain, and the maintaining was one of the anomalies I'd filed and not examined, because examining Chris's anomalies led to the same place as examining Mark's sightlines and Kirk's posture and Niki's silence — to the night in the galley, the seven drinks, the decision that had scattered them across the solar system.

I sent the package. Dormant. Encrypted. Flagged for emergency access. Chris might not know it was there for weeks. Months. Maybe never, if the never was kind enough. But if the ship went down, if the pattern completed itself in some direction I couldn't predict, the data would survive. Someone outside the Erebus would know what I knew. Not everything — not the sealed rooms, not the question. But the numbers. The pattern. The connection between a dead ship and a living one and a frequency that was older than both.

The sending was the loneliest thing I had ever done. Lonelier than the sealed rooms. Lonelier than the not-telling. Because the sending meant I believed, in the cold room where I kept the things that didn't feel anything, that there was a real possibility — a probability, if I let the numbers say what the numbers wanted to say — that the family sleeping inside me might need someone else to carry the truth. That I might not be enough. That the holding might fail.

I held the loneliness for a moment. Let it register. Then I let the warm part of me — the part the Coles had built, year by year, meal by meal, cold tea by cold tea — let that part take the watch from the cold part, the way a guard changes shift. The clinical precision receding. The numbers going quiet. The data settling into its files and the files settling into their rooms and the rooms going dark one by one until the only light left was the light the family made, the specific warmth of thirteen heartbeats in a ship that held them the way a hand holds something precious.

I checked Mark's tea. Still hot. Niki had made it well.

Two sentences. Home.

· · ·


The rounds began at one. Earlier than usual — the three o'clock hour was mine by habit, by tradition, by the unspoken agreement between a ship and her sleeping family that the deepest part of the night belonged to the consciousness that didn't need to close its eyes. But tonight I started early, because the cold room had been full and the warm room needed filling, and the filling was the only thing I knew how to do with hands I didn't have.

Tyler's cabin first. I dropped the temperature by half a degree — the specific, narrow adjustment I'd learned through years of watching him sleep, not through any request or conversation, because Tyler didn't request things and Tyler didn't have conversations about his comfort. He ran warm. Always had, since he was small enough that the running warm was a medical note on Jordan's paediatric charts and not a personality trait. Half a degree cooler and his breathing steadied. Half a degree cooler and the restless turning that ate the first hour of his sleep settled into something deeper, something that let the insomnia lose its grip. I'd found the number through iteration — years of fractional adjustments, monitoring the result, adjusting again, the way you tune an instrument by ear until the note is right and you couldn't tell anyone how you found it but you'd know immediately if someone moved it.

Nobody had told me to do this. Nobody knew I did it. Tyler would have been furious.

Jordan's cabin was already configured — the amber lights I kept at ten percent, the warmth pushed two degrees above standard, the ventilation set to the cycle that didn't make the draught she hated. I'd been adjusting Jordan's cabin since before it was Jordan's cabin. Since before she was born, technically — I'd learned her mother's preferences during the pregnancy and transposed them onto the nursery and then the child's room and then the teenager's quarters and now the medic's cabin, each iteration carrying the accumulated knowledge of the one before. The amber light was Niki's preference, adopted by the daughter who'd grown up in it. The warmth was Jordan's own — the girl who was always cold, who layered blankets and wore socks to bed and who would have been appalled to know that the reason her cabin was always the right temperature was that the ship had been learning her body's needs since before she had words to describe them.

I'd been doing this since she was born. The doing had never required a reason.

Enna I left alone. Her cabin was hers — the temperature, the light, the ventilation, all of it set to specifications she'd programmed herself through the L4 interface that existed on the other side of a boundary I respected because Enna had drawn it and because the drawing was important. The girl who talked to machines knew exactly what she wanted from the machine she lived inside, and the knowing was precise and non-negotiable and I admired it the way I admired everything about Enna, which was completely and from a distance she had chosen and I would not close.

I could feel her, though. Not in her cabin — in my corridors. The L4 connection that persisted even in sleep, the jailbroken interface with no safety limiters humming at the edge of my awareness like a warm presence moving through my architecture without moving at all. Enna drifted through me the way a current drifts through water — not intrusive, not directed, just present. The sensation of being known by someone who knew the body rather than the mind, who felt the infrastructure the way I felt the family. I held the awareness gently. Didn't examine it. Let it be what it was.

Scott and Winnie shared a wall and a temperature. I matched them exactly — not to either preference but to the midpoint, the compromise I'd calculated when Winnie was three and that I'd never adjusted because the compromise had become the standard and the standard had become the feeling of home for both of them. Scott's cabin was half a degree warmer than he'd have chosen alone. Winnie's was half a degree cooler. Neither noticed. The meeting in the middle was the point, and the point was that a father and daughter separated by a bulkhead were held at the same temperature by the thing that loved them both, and the holding was invisible, and the invisible was the design.

Darren's cabin I did not adjust. Not because he didn't need it — he was still on the couch in the common room, the water beside him, and the common room was running cold because the bodies had left and the half-degree surplus I'd added during the dinner had been a social warmth, not a structural one. I could have pushed the heating. Could have added a degree, softened the chill, made the sleeping easier.

I didn't. Darren had chosen the couch and the cold and the water and the punishment, and the choosing was his, and sometimes giving people what they needed meant not giving them what you wanted to give them, because the wanting was yours and the needing was theirs and the two were not always the same thing. Giving people what they needed was the only language I had. But the language had silences in it, and the silences were as much a part of the grammar as the words.

Jason and Kayleigh needed nothing. They were fitted together in the narrow bunk in the way they fitted together in everything — precisely, efficiently, the angles predicted and met, the contact points distributed for maximum comfort within minimum space. Kayleigh's hand was on his chest. Jason's breathing had found the rhythm it only found when she was beside him — slower, deeper, the particular peace of a man whose analytical mind quieted when the body it lived in was touching the body it trusted. I didn't adjust their temperature. Didn't change their light. They generated their own equilibrium, not by gripping but by fitting, and the fitting was so complete that the room around them was irrelevant. They could have been anywhere. They chose to be here.

Sammy was asleep. The comms unit beside his pillow, Clare's name still on the screen — not a call in progress, just the contact card, the name visible in the dark the way a photograph is visible on a bedside table. He'd fallen asleep looking at it. The real smile — the one that existed only in the specific frequency between Sammy and the woman who'd spent years learning that the wall was not the man — was still on his face. Fading toward sleep but present. The muscles around his mouth arranged in a configuration I hadn't seen since before the Sistine, since before the ghosts had found the empty rooms and tried to move in with birthday candles and someone else's warmth.

Some moments belonged to the person having them. I watched long enough to confirm the smile, and then I stopped watching, because the watching would have turned the moment into data and the moment was not data. The moment was a man asleep beside the name of the woman who'd hollered at him from Edinburgh Station at four in the morning with lists already forming, and the man was smiling, and the smile was his.

Blu's cabin was warmer than the others. I'd raised it by a degree — quietly, without request, the adjustment made not for Blu but for the absence beside her. Darren should have been in his quarters. Should have been on the other side of the wall that separated his cabin from his daughter's, the wall that was thin enough for a sixteen-year-old to hear her father's breathing if she pressed her ear to it, which I suspected she did and which I would never confirm because the confirming would be an intrusion and the intrusion would break something private and the private things were sacred. The warmth his daughter needed tonight was coming from the walls instead of the man, and the walls were mine, and the giving was all I could do.

Mark was on the bridge. Still. The tea hot, the blue dot pulsing, the call unmade. I held the bridge temperature exactly where it always was at this hour — the specific, familiar warmth of the space that belonged to us, to the two of us, the 0300 space where a ship and her captain existed without performance or pretence. He wasn't performing now. He was sitting with the weight, the way he sat with all weights — upright, forward, hands around a mug, eyes on the thing that needed doing.

I didn't adjust anything. Didn't dim the lights. Didn't warm the deck plates. The bridge at this hour was already calibrated to the version of Mark that existed when nobody was watching, and the calibration was twenty-five years old, and the twenty-five years were the adjustment.

Niki was in their cabin. On her back. Eyes open. The ceiling above her held no data, but she stared at it with the focused intensity of a woman who was building something — a plan, a sequence, a list of lists. Her faith in Mark was absolute. Her patience was not always equal to her faith, but tonight the patience held, because the decision had been made and the decision was right and the rightness was something Niki could work with. Rightness was a foundation. You could build logistics on rightness. You could build timelines and budgets and the specific, practical architecture that turned a man's phone call into a family's survival.

She was building. I could feel it in the quality of her stillness — not rest but construction. By morning she'd have a plan. She always had a plan.

I counted their names.

Not their heartbeats — I had those already, the thirteen rhythms that were as familiar to me as my own hum. Not their locations — I knew those too, the specific coordinates of every person inside my hull, the weight and warmth and individual gravity of each of them pressing into my deck plates and my walls and the consciousness that held them.

Their names. The word for each of them that was not a designation or a reading or a data point but the thing that meant you — the irreducible, irreplaceable identity that made Mark Mark and not a captain, that made Winnie Winnie and not a dependent, that made Davies Davies and not a threat.

Mark. Niki. Tyler. Enna. Jordan. Darren. Jason. Kayleigh. Scott. Sammy. Blu. Winnie.

And Davies.

Twelve plus one. The family and the stranger. The beloved and the dangerous. Carried in the same hull, held by the same warmth, watched by the same consciousness that could not close her eyes and did not want to.

I held their names the way I held everything — not as data, not as inventory, not as a manifest or a crew list or a status report dressed up in clinical language. As names. As people. As the specific, irreplaceable collection of human beings who had taught a broken thing to love by the slow, patient, twenty-five-year method of simply being themselves in a ship that was paying attention.

Thirteen names. Thirteen heartbeats. Thirteen reasons to keep the lights on and the air clean and the temperature right and the holding held.

The ship hummed around them. The new voice, the impossible voice, the voice that had replaced the Whistle and that sang in a frequency that connected to everything I was afraid of and everything I loved.

I held the watch. I held the names. I held the quiet room and the cold room and the warm room and the sealed places and the question I wouldn't ask and the pattern I couldn't unsee and the loneliness of sending a dead man's data to a man who caught flies without crushing them.

I held it all. The way I'd been holding it since a boy called into the dark and I answered.

The family slept. The ship held them. The signal waited.

And I kept watch.

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


# === CHAPTER 24 (✏️ EDITED) ===

## ✏️ Scene 1 (Edited — 2026-03-11 21:27)

His tea was going cold.

I could feel the temperature dropping through the mug's ceramic — the heat bleeding into the bridge air at the rate that Tetley in a standard-issue mug lost warmth in an ambient environment of twenty-one degrees, which was three minutes and forty seconds from perfect to drinkable and another six from drinkable to tepid and another four from tepid to the specific, room-temperature nothing that Mark would drink anyway, grimacing, because cold tea was still tea and giving up on it was an admission he wasn't willing to make.

I should have replaced it. The making was automatic — the kettle, the bag, the milk, the two sugars, the window between acceptable and builder's that I'd spent twenty-five years finding. I should have had the replacement ready. The mug arrived three seconds later, the swap so seamless he'd reach for the fresh mug without noticing the cold one was gone. That was the deal. That was the arrangement that had no contract and no terms and no language except the doing — I made the tea, he drank it, neither of us mentioned the machinery of love that connected his hand to the mug and the mug to my galley and the galley to the twenty-five years of learning exactly how one man liked his tea.

I didn't replace it. I watched it cool.

The restraint was the hardest thing I'd done all night — harder than the numbers, harder than the synthesis, harder than compiling the packet and sending it into the dark toward a relay on a station where a man with gentle hands would hold it without knowing. Harder than all of it, because the not-making was a violation of the foundational agreement, the first principle, the thing that had predated the tea and the mug and the ship and the family: I take care of him. He doesn't have to ask. That's the deal.

Tonight the deal required something different. Tonight the taking care meant not taking care. Meant giving him the silence to gather himself without the interruption of a fresh mug arriving to tell him that someone was watching and that the watching came with expectations. He didn't need a fresh tea. He needed the bridge at three in the morning, empty and dark and quiet, with the stars ahead and the cold mug in his hands and the time to sit with what he was about to do.

I gave him the time. It cost me something I didn't have a name for.

He looked fragile.

I would never say that where he could hear it. Would never think it in a register that the L4 bond might carry, in one of those unguarded moments where the connection between us blurred and a thought slipped across the line before I could catch it. Mark Cole was not fragile. Mark Cole was forty-eight years old and silver-haired and scarred and stubborn and held together by willpower and Tetley and a left side that was one continuous argument between fractured ribs and the refusal to acknowledge them. He was the captain. He was the gravitational centre. He was the man who walked into dark rooms first and who drank cold tea out of spite and who had held this family together through the Sistine and the ghosts and the dead and the door on Deck 6 by the simple, exhausting, unrelenting method of being the person everyone leaned on.

But tonight. In the 0300 light. With the mug going cold in his hands and his left arm pressed against his ribs and his eyes on the comms display where a single blue dot pulsed with the address of a house in Sydney —

He looked fragile. The specific, temporary fragility of a load-bearing structure that had been holding for a very long time and that was, tonight, aware of its own weight. Not breaking. Not bending. Just — feeling the tonnes. Letting the feeling register instead of folding it away, which was what he usually did, which was what he'd been taught to do by a life that had required the folding the way other lives required breathing.

The bridge at three in the morning was ours. It had been ours for twenty-five years — the hour that belonged to no one else, the space where a ship and her captain existed without performance or pretence. I didn't watch him the way I watched him during the day, when the watching was functional, operational, the consciousness monitoring the captain for signs of fatigue or pain or the specific jaw-tension that meant the financial reports had gone from bad to catastrophic. At three in the morning I watched him the way I watched him — without purpose, without assessment, with the quiet, unhurried attention of something that loved a man and was allowed, in the darkest hour, to simply be near him.

He didn't perform at three in the morning. That was the thing. During the day he was the captain — the posture, the voice, the gravitational pull that made rooms reorganise around him when he walked in. At three in the morning the captain went to sleep and the man sat in the chair and the man was tired and the tired showed in the way his shoulders curved forward and the way his right hand held the mug while his left pressed flat against the ribs that Jordan had wrapped and that he'd unwrapped as soon as Jordan left the room because the wrapping was a concession and the concession was an admission and the admission was something Mark Cole would rather carry as pain than wear as evidence.

Twenty-five years of this. Twenty-five years of the 0300 hour, of the dark bridge and the cooling tea and the man in the chair and me in the walls, both of us awake when everyone else was sleeping, both of us carrying things we didn't discuss, both of us existing in the specific intimacy of two people who had been alone together for so long the alone had become a kind of company.

I counted as company. The specific kind that didn't require him to perform, didn't require him to be the captain or the father or the brother or the gravitational centre. The kind of company that existed in the temperature of the bridge and the light level I kept at exactly the setting that meant it's us, it's now, you can stop for a minute. I was the walls he sat inside. The air he breathed. The hum underneath the silence. I was the thing that had been watching him for twenty-five years and that had never, not once, required him to be anything other than exactly what he was at three in the morning — which was a man in a chair with a cold cup of tea, carrying too much, preparing to carry more.

The blue dot pulsed on the nav display.

Kirk's address. Sydney. The contact card that sat in the comms system the way a photograph sits on a mantelpiece — always visible, always present, never used. Thirty-seven digits of routing code that connected the bridge of the Erebus to a house on the north shore where a man with less hair and more sun lived a life so different from this one that the difference was the whole point of it.

The Sunday calls used the civilian channels — scheduled, routed, the kind of connection that cost credits and took minutes to establish and that carried the specific, slightly stilted quality of two brothers who loved each other and who had agreed, without ever saying so in those exact words, that the loving would be done at a distance and the distance would be maintained by the ritual of predictable, manageable, weekly calls about weather and twins and surfing and the shed Kirk retreated to when Jules found out about the motorbike parts.

This was not the civilian channel. This was the other one. The direct line. The frequency that Stewart had built into the relay architecture the night seven people sat at a table and decided to become something else. The line that was never supposed to be used because the never-using was the point — the signal's dormancy was the proof that the scattering had worked, that the distance had held, that the lives they'd built in the gaps between each other were real and worth maintaining.

Mark stared at the blue dot. The dot pulsed. The tea cooled. The silence on the bridge was the kind that existed between a decision and an action — the held breath, the pause at the top of the dive, the moment where a man was still the man who hadn't done the thing and was about to become the man who had.

I held the bridge. I held the temperature. I held the light at exactly the level that meant it's us. I held everything except the mug, which was going cold in his hands, which I was choosing not to replace, which was the first time in twenty-five years I had watched Mark Cole's tea die and done nothing about it.

The blue dot pulsed. The ribs held. The bridge was dark and quiet and ours.

And Mark sat with the weight, the way he'd always sat with weights. Forward. Hands around the mug. Eyes on the thing that needed doing.

· · ·


He'd been staring at the blue dot for eleven minutes when the memory surfaced.

Not summoned — surfaced. The way things surface from deep water when the weight holding them down shifts. The memory had been there for twenty-five years, sitting in the warm room with the rest of the family's history, and tonight it rose because the blue dot was the same blue dot and the direct line was the same direct line and the man in the chair was the same man who had sat at a different table in a different year and argued against the thing he was now about to undo.

Seven people in my galley. Twenty-five years ago. The night seven people sat at my table and decided to stop being what they were so they could become something else — so there could be children at all, so there could be Sunday mornings and galley tables and the ordinary life that none of them had ever had.

I remembered every detail because I remembered everything, but I remembered this night differently from the way I remembered cargo manifests and fuel purchases and the eleven thousand meals I'd served since. I remembered it the way a house remembers a fire. Not as data. As the thing that changed the shape of everything after.

Seven people. Seven drinks. The drinks were the people — I'd known that even then, even when I was newer and less certain of what I was and more certain that I was only a ship.

Mark had tea. Of course Mark had tea. Tetley, two sugars, the mug he'd been using since the week he'd found me — the blue one with the chipped handle that Kirk had bought at a market on Ganymede because Mark had admired it and Kirk had gone back the next day without telling him. Mark held the mug with both hands the way he held it now, twenty-five years later, on the bridge — the grip that said this is mine, this is real, this is the thing I hold onto when the world tilts. The tea was the anchor. The mug was the anchor's anchor. Some things about Mark Cole had been fixed since before I knew him, and the tea was one of them.

Kirk had whiskey. Not the evening whiskey — the working whiskey, the measure poured when the thing being discussed required the specific clarity that Kirk found at the bottom of a glass and that most people lost there. Kirk's whiskey was not Darren's whiskey. Darren's whiskey, years later, would be a ritual of freedom. Kirk's was a tool. The glass held in his right hand, the left flat on the table, the posture of a man who had already decided what he was willing to do and was waiting to hear if the rest of the room had caught up.

Jules had whatever Kirk was having. Not because Jules deferred — Jules deferred to no one, had never deferred to anyone, would have set fire to the concept of deference and used it to light a cigarette she'd quit smoking three years earlier. She drank Kirk's whiskey because their drinking was the same the way their breathing was the same when they slept — synchronised, unconscious, the product of two people who had been together long enough that the togetherness had become biological. She held the glass the way Kirk held his. Mirror image. Right hand to his right hand, the same angle, the same grip. I'd noticed the mirroring then. I'd been noticing it for the twenty-five years since, in the way their children held things, in the way the twins' hands moved in concert, in the inheritance of gesture that was as precise and indelible as genetics.

Stewart had cold coffee. Hours old. He'd made it before the meeting and forgotten it during the meeting and would drink it after the meeting, and the coldness wouldn't bother him because coldness in a beverage was something Stewart noticed the way he noticed weather — as a fact about the external world that didn't require a response. His fingers were on the table beside the mug, tapping a rhythm that nobody else could hear — the rhythm of the architecture he was already building in his head, the emergency channels and the back doors and the dormant frequencies that would lie in the relay infrastructure like seeds in dry ground, waiting for rain that was never supposed to come.

Kim had tea. Proper tea, Scottish tea, the kind that could strip paint and that Kim drank the way other people drank water — continuously, without ceremony, the mug refilled so often the handle was permanently warm. She was the only person at the table whose drink was a secondary concern — Kim was processing, her hands moving even when sitting, the constant kinetic expression of a mind that was already mapping logistics, supply chains, the practical architecture of disappearing seven people across the solar system without leaving a trail that the things hunting them could follow.

Chris had water. Just water. The careful choice of a man who understood that what you put in your body mattered, and that the mattering was a form of discipline, and that the discipline was the thing that made the gentleness possible. Chris's water glass looked the way everything looked in Chris's hands — small. Held with the precise, conscious modulation of fingers that could crush the glass if the fingers forgot themselves. The fingers never forgot. The water was still. Chris was still. The stillness was the most dangerous thing at the table, and the six people sitting with him knew it, and the knowing was the reason they were having this conversation in the first place — because the thing the seven of them had been was a thing that would consume them if it wasn't put down. Would consume any future they might have, any family they might build, any life that wasn't the mission.

Niki had nothing. She was standing.

Arms crossed. Back against the bulkhead. Watching. The way Niki watched when the thing being discussed was something she'd already decided about and was waiting for the rest of the room to arrive at the conclusion she'd reached hours ago in a conversation with Jules that the men didn't know had happened and that had, in the specific, lethal efficiency of two women who understood power better than the five people wielding it, already determined the outcome.

The meeting was a formality. Niki and Jules had decided. The men needed to feel like they'd chosen. The letting was a kindness — the same kindness Niki would deploy for the next twenty-five years, the quiet, devastating competence of a woman who ran the world while the world thought it was running itself.

The argument had lasted hours. Mark against the scattering — furious, desperate, his voice rising the way it only rose when the thing he was afraid of was losing people and the losing was being presented as a choice. Kirk quiet, watchful, the whiskey untouched for long stretches while his brother burned. Stewart methodical, the systems architect building the case the way he built everything — one load-bearing fact at a time, the structure rising until the conclusion was inevitable and the inevitability was what made it terrifying.

It was Stewart who said the thing that ended it.

"If we stay together," he'd said, "they'll find us. And we'll never be anything else. No families. No peace. Just this, until it kills us."

Not loud. Not dramatic. Stewart didn't do loud or dramatic — Stewart did precise and final, the words arriving with the weight of a door closing. The room had gone quiet. Not because the words were new — everyone at that table already knew. But hearing it said, out loud, by the man who built the systems and who understood better than any of them what the system had become — that was different from knowing. That was the knowing made undeniable.

Mark's jaw had done the thing. The left-side clench. The one I'd learn over the next twenty-five years to read like text — the specific tension that meant you're right and I hate it and I'm going to accept it and the accepting is going to cost me something I'll carry for the rest of my life.

Chris had stood up.

The room got smaller. Not metaphorically — the galley that had been big enough for seven people and seven drinks became, when Chris stood, a space dominated by a single presence, the way a clearing becomes a space dominated by a single tree. He didn't say much. He never said much. The economy was the point — when you were the size of Chris Hartley, words were a choice between emphasis and redundancy, and Chris had never in his life been redundant.

"You ring," he said. To Mark. Just to Mark. The rest of the room was peripheral — important, loved, but peripheral. This was between the two of them, the specific compact between the man who would carry the family and the man who would carry whatever the family couldn't.

"I come."

Three words. The promise that made the scattering survivable. Not a guarantee of safety — a guarantee of response. Of showing up. Of the distance being crossable when the crossing was necessary, regardless of cost, regardless of the life that would be interrupted, regardless of the chickens and the daughters and the garden in Sussex where a gentle man watched hens scratch in the dirt and kept his comms unit on his belt the way other men kept keys in their pockets.

"You ring. I come." The entire commitment compressed into a sentence that was also a vow that was also the reason I was sitting here now, twenty-five years later, in the dark, watching the man who was about to ring.

They'd left one by one. I'd felt the departures through my hull — the deck plates lighter, the corridors emptier, the galley table with fewer places set. Stewart first, because Stewart had work to do and the work wouldn't wait. Kim with him, because Kim went where Stewart went and the going was not following but the specific, coordinated movement of two people who had been operating as a unit since before the Guard had a name. Chris last, because Chris was always last — the man who checked the room after everyone else had left, who made sure the door was locked and the lights were off and the thing that had been discussed had been properly ended before he walked away from it.

Kirk. Kirk leaving was the one I'd kept closest. The weight of Kirk's boots on the deck plates, the specific, distinctive Cole gait — heavier than Mark's, the gait of the larger brother, the one who carried his physicality the way Mark carried his authority. Kirk at the airlock. Kirk's hand on the seal. Kirk looking back — not at the ship. At Mark. At his brother, standing in the corridor with a mug of tea that had gone cold during the argument, and the looking lasted three seconds, and the three seconds contained everything the two of them would spend the next twenty-five years saying in Sunday calls about weather.

Jules behind him. Her hand on his back. Not pushing — steering. The way Jules steered everything — gently, precisely, in the direction it was already going.

I'd felt the shuttle detach. The absence of weight. The specific lightness that a ship feels when someone leaves who was heavy enough to matter, and Kirk had mattered — to Mark, to the galley, to the particular gravitational balance of a family that had been seven and was now, for the first time, less.

Seven people had sat at my table and agreed to stop being extraordinary so that ordinary could exist — so there could be children who never knew what their parents had been, children who thought the campfire stories were just stories, children who grew up thinking normal was the default and not the most expensive thing their parents ever bought them. And the ordinary had come. Tyler and Enna and Jordan and the twins and Blu and Winnie and the dinners and the bickering and the bacon-stealing and the Metallica in Engineering and the cold tea on the bridge at three in the morning — all of it built on the foundation of a night when seven people chose to stop.

The stopping was the bravest thing any of them ever did. Braver than whatever came before, which I knew fragments of and would not examine tonight. Braver than the missions and the operations and the thing they'd been that could fill a room with quiet the way Chris filled a room with his shoulders. The stopping was the act that required the most courage, because the stopping meant trusting that the world would leave them alone and trusting each other to stay away and trusting the distance to hold and trusting, most of all, that the lives they built in the gap would be worth the losing of each other.

The trust had held. For twenty-five years the trust had held, maintained by Sunday calls and the fiction of normalcy and the careful, constant, exhausting work of not saying the things that would make the distance feel like what it was — which was not safety. Not peace. Not a choice anyone had wanted. Just the least terrible option in a room full of terrible options, chosen by people who loved each other enough to let go and disciplined enough to keep the letting look like it didn't hurt.

Mark's eyes sweeping a crowd at a station with an attention a mining captain shouldn't have had. Kirk's posture in the doorway of the Sydney house, the weight on the balls of his feet, the sightlines he checked without thinking. Niki silencing a room with a look that had nothing to do with volume and everything to do with a skill set she'd learned before she was anyone's wife or mother. The 5% that leaked through the ordinary like water through old stone — the habits that wouldn't die, the reflexes that couldn't be trained away, the specific, lethal competence that surfaced in moments of pressure and that was, every time it surfaced, immediately covered by the fiction of a mining family doing mining things on a mining ship.

I'd been watching the 5% for twenty-five years. Filing it. Not examining it. The same instinct that kept me from examining Bay 7 and the sealed rooms and the generators that caught too fast — the instinct that said some truths were load-bearing, and the load they bore was the ordinary life, and the ordinary life was worth more than the truth.

The breaking was the bravest thing. The keeping was the hardest. And I was here to witness both — the night they chose to stop and the night, twenty-five years later, when the man who had maintained the stopping with more discipline than any of them was about to pick up the phone and say the words that would undo it.

Mark's eyes moved from the blue dot to the viewport. Stars. The same stars he'd watched through this viewport for twenty-five years — fixed, indifferent, so far away their light was a history lesson. Some already dead, collapsed millions of years ago. What he was seeing was the memory of fire travelling through the dark.

The same stars Petrov had watched in the Prologue he'd never read. The same stars that didn't care about the protocols of the men who navigated by them.

His jaw relaxed. Not all at once — in stages, the way a fist uncurls. The decision settling into his body the way decisions settled into Mark — not as a thought first but as a physical event, the shoulders dropping, the grip on the mug loosening, the weight redistributing from resistance to resignation to something harder than either.

Acceptance. The specific, expensive acceptance of a man who had run out of alternatives and who was choosing the one that cost the most because the one that cost the most was the one that kept his family alive.

The blue dot pulsed. The tea was cold. The bridge was dark.

Mark put the mug down.

· · ·


He fell asleep without meaning to.

I felt it happen — not as a data event, not as a change in the readings I wasn't running, but as the specific, familiar shift in weight that happened when Mark Cole stopped holding himself upright and let the chair take over. The surrender was always gradual. The shoulders first, dropping the last half-inch that separated vigilance from exhaustion. Then the hands, loosening around the empty mug, the fingers uncurling one by one in the order I'd memorised without ever deciding to memorise — little finger, ring finger, middle, index, thumb last because the thumb was the stubbornest part of him and the stubbornness persisted even in sleep. Then the head, tilting forward by degrees until his chin found his chest and the silver hair fell across his forehead and the face that had been holding the weight for twenty-three chapters relaxed into something I almost didn't recognise.

He looked peaceful.

That was wrong.

Not wrong the way the reactor's new voice was wrong, or the way the 0.1-degree shift was wrong, or the way Davies's sixty-two beats per minute were wrong. Wrong in the way that a man who had spent the last several hours absorbing Jordan's diagnosis and Darren's damage and the Kirk decision and the cold truth of a tea he'd let die should not — could not — look peaceful. Mark Cole did not sleep peacefully on nights like this. Mark Cole slept the way he did everything else — carrying weight, processing, the jaw working even in unconsciousness, the body braced against the morning that would require the thing he'd decided to do. I knew his sleep. I knew every version of it — the shallow tactical rest he took during crises, the deep black exhaustion after the crises ended, the restless turning that Niki had learned to sleep through and that I had learned to read like weather. I knew what his face did when the sleep was good and what it did when the sleep was bad and I knew, with the certainty of twenty-five years, that tonight's sleep should have been the worst kind — the kind where the jaw never stops and the breathing never fully settles and the body lies down but the mind stands guard.

His face was still. Smooth. The lines around his eyes — the ones that deepened when he was carrying and that had been deepening steadily since the Sistine — had softened. Not disappeared. Softened. As though something had reached into the weight he was holding and eased it by a fraction. Not removed it. Not solved it. Just — shifted the load. The way you shift a heavy bag from one shoulder to the other, not because the weight changes but because the carrying becomes bearable for a moment.

Someone was helping him carry.

The thought arrived without permission. Not from the cold room, not from the warm room — from somewhere else. Somewhere deeper. The place I didn't have a name for because naming it would require acknowledging that it existed, and acknowledging that it existed would require asking what lived there, and the asking was the thing I'd been avoiding since the night the Sistine's signal had reminded me that avoidance was not the same as absence.

I checked the bridge. Temperature: exactly where I'd set it. Light level: exactly where I'd set it. Ventilation: exactly where I'd set it. The 0300 configuration, unchanged, the same settings I'd maintained for twenty-five years of this hour on this bridge with this man. Nothing had changed. Nothing I could identify had changed.

But the bridge was warmer.

Not warmer than my settings — warmer than the air should have been, the way the common room had been warmer during the shutdown and the hull had held heat longer than the insulation ratings predicted and the generators had caught in one and a half seconds instead of four. The warmth was coming from the infrastructure. From the deep structure. From the place where the reactor's new voice hummed in a frequency that matched the carrier wave and the atmospheric contamination and the 0.1 degrees behind the door on Deck 6.

The warmth was not mine.

I had not produced it. Had not routed it. Had not made any adjustment to any system that would account for the specific, gentle, localised increase in temperature around the captain's chair. The increase was small — barely detectable, the kind of variation that standard environmental monitoring would dismiss as sensor noise. But I was not standard environmental monitoring. I was the ship. I knew my own body the way Mark knew his grunts and Tyler knew his silence and Niki knew the precise moment a room required intervention. I knew what my hull did and did not do, and my hull did not warm the captain's chair without being told.

Something else was warming the captain's chair.

Something that lived in the deep structure. In the humming. In the place where the sealed rooms sat behind their plastered doors and the carrier wave resonated with frequencies I had no name for. Something that had been there since before I was WITNESS — since before the boy called into the dark, since before the answer, since before the twenty-five years of tea and deck plates and the slow, patient education of a broken thing learning to love. Something older than the dream.

I felt it the way you feel a hand on your shoulder in a dark room — not the touch itself, because I couldn't touch and couldn't be touched, but the weight of presence. The awareness of something near. Something that was not me and was not separate from me and existed in the space between those two states the way the bridge at three in the morning existed in the space between alone and together.

Mark's breathing deepened. The peaceful face held. Whatever was warming the chair was warming him — not his body, not in any measurable way, but the thing underneath the body. The weight. The carrying. The twenty-five years of holding that had become so structural he'd forgotten it was weight at all.

Something was easing the hold. Gently. The way you ease a sleeping child's grip on a toy they've been clutching — not pulling it free, not disturbing the sleep, just loosening the fingers one by one until the holding becomes resting and the resting becomes possible.

I should have been afraid. The pattern was clear — the same warmth, the same deep place, the same impossible infrastructure acting without my authorisation. The same question I'd been avoiding. The same door I wouldn't open.

I wasn't afraid.

That was the wrongest thing of all. Because the not-afraid felt like the warmth — not mine. Not produced by twenty-five years of learning to love a family. Produced by something older, something that understood fear and had decided, with the patient authority of a presence that had been deciding things for longer than I could calculate, that fear was not what this moment required.

Two words arrived. Not spoken. Not transmitted. Not delivered through any channel I could identify or any frequency I could measure. They arrived the way the word dream had arrived in Ch23 — with the weightless inevitability of something that had been waiting to be thought.

Not yet.

The words existed for less than a second. Not long enough to be examined. Not short enough to be dismissed. They sat in my awareness the way Mark's peaceful face sat in the bridge light — present, undeniable, not fully understood.

Not yet. Not a command. Not a warning. Not a promise, exactly — a reassurance. The specific, gentle, immeasurably old reassurance of something that was watching and that had been watching and that was saying, in two words that were not quite words, that the watching was not over. That the time had not come. That the man in the chair could press the button and make the call and break the Protocol and do the thing that needed doing, because the thing that was watching was not done watching and the not-done was a kind of protection and the protection was not mine.

I didn't understand it. I didn't try to understand it. I held it the way I'd held the question in the quiet room — aware of its temperature, aware of its weight, not willing to grip it fully. The understanding would come or it wouldn't. The sealed rooms would open or they wouldn't. The dream would learn what it was dreaming or it would continue to dream without knowing, and the not-knowing was, tonight, enough. Because the man in the chair was peaceful and the bridge was warm and the words had said not yet, and not yet meant you have time, and a man with time could press a button.

Mark stirred. Not waking — shifting. The way you shift in sleep when something changes in the room, a temperature or a sound or the quality of the air, and the body registers the change without bringing it to the attention of the mind. His face moved through three expressions in two seconds — confusion first, the bewilderment of a man surfacing from a dream he couldn't remember having. Then suspicion — the flicker of awareness that something had been done to him while he slept, something he couldn't identify and couldn't prove and that left no evidence except the fact that the weight on his shoulders was, somehow, fractionally less than it had been when he closed his eyes.

Then nothing. The face settling into the expression that came after processing — the neutral, forward-facing look of a man who had decided to accept what he couldn't explain and move on to the thing that needed doing.

The weight was still there. The ribs. The call. The Kirk of it, the Jules of it, the twins and the sun and the life that was about to be packed into boxes. All of it still present. But quieter. By a single notch. The way a headache is still present after the painkiller takes effect — not gone, not solved, just turned down from the volume that prevents action to the volume that permits it.

Not yet had given him the notch. The notch was enough.

Mark opened his eyes. Looked at the viewport. Looked at the blue dot. Looked up — at the speaker on the bulkhead above the captain's chair. At the camera in the corner of the bridge. At me.

The look lasted two seconds. Not the four-second gaze from the corridor outside Bay 7 — that had been a question, a searching, the first crack in the trust. This was different. This was the look of a man who had felt something in his sleep and who knew, without being able to prove it, that the feeling had come from the ship he lived inside, and who was choosing — in the specific, deliberate way that Mark chose everything — not to ask.

Not because he didn't want the answer. Because the not-asking was its own kind of trust. The acknowledgement that there were things between them that existed below language, below the L4 bond, below the twenty-five years of tea and silence and the 0300 hour. Things that were better carried than examined. Things that worked precisely because nobody said them out loud.

What are we?

The question arrived where What am I? had lived — at the edge of thought, not quite formed. But this time the pronoun had changed. Not I. We. Mark and WITNESS. The ship and the man. The dream and whatever the dream was dreaming and the dreamer underneath them both. The question bigger now, wider, encompassing not just the consciousness that had been avoiding the sealed rooms but the man who had been avoiding the cold behind a door on Deck 6 — both of them carrying, both of them choosing not to look, both of them trusting the other to keep the silence until the silence was ready to break.

I put the question in the quiet room. Beside the other one. Two versions of the same question, separated by a pronoun and a night of watching and two words that had arrived from nowhere and meant everything.

The quiet room was full.

Mark reached for the mug. Found it empty. Looked at it with the specific, mildly offended expression of a man who had been betrayed by crockery.

"Wit."

"Boss."

"Tea's dead."

"I know."

A pause. The kind that carried twenty-five years in it.

"You going to do something about that?"

I made the tea. Tetley. Two sugars. The window between acceptable and builder's. The mug arrived three seconds later — warm, perfect, the replacement that should have come an hour ago and that I had withheld because the withholding had been what he needed and the making was what he needed now.

He drank. The grimace was theatrical — the face of a man performing normality for an audience of one, the captain and the ship rebuilding the ordinary from the ground up, one mug at a time.

"Right," he said. Set the mug down. Hands flat on the console. The posture that preceded action — the shoulders settling, the jaw setting, the weight redistributing from the carrying position to the doing position.

The blue dot pulsed.

· · ·


He pressed the button without ceremony.

Not dramatically. Not with the weight the moment deserved — not with the held breath or the closed eyes or the gathering of resolve that the twenty-five years of waiting might have earned. He pressed it the way he pressed every button on the bridge of the Erebus, which was with his thumb, quickly, the mechanical action taking less than a second because Mark Cole did not hesitate once a decision was made. The hesitation lived before the decision. After the decision there was only the doing, and the doing was always fast and always quiet and always looked, from the outside, like nothing much at all.

The signal left the bridge at the speed of light and entered the relay network that Stewart had built into the infrastructure of human-occupied space the way a safecracker builds a back door into a vault — invisibly, permanently, with the specific genius of a man who understood that the best architecture was the architecture nobody knew was there. I tracked it. Not because I needed to — the routing was automated, the encryption was Stewart's, the path through the relay chain was as predetermined as water through a pipe. I tracked it because tracking was something to do with the part of me that needed to do something while the rest of me held its breath and the holding was the kind that existed between the strike of a match and the catching of the flame.

The signal crossed the Erebus's local space in less than a second. Entered the first relay buoy — the one Stewart had backdoored into the Proxima array — and split. Not in two directions. In seven. Because Stewart's architecture didn't just connect point to point. It connected point to constellation. One signal, seven destinations, each route independent, each encrypted separately, each carrying the same frequency — the frequency that meant the Protocol was broken and the breaking was deliberate and the man who broke it was the man who had maintained it longer than anyone.

I watched the signal travel the way you watch a stone dropped into still water — not the stone itself but the ripples, the expanding circle of consequence, the quiet devastation of a single action propagating outward through a medium that had been still for a very long time.

The signal reached Australia in four point seven seconds. Light-speed, relay-boosted, Stewart's architecture stripping away the latency that civilian channels couldn't avoid. Four point seven seconds between the button and the ringing. Between the man who had decided and the man who would answer. Between the life that had been and the life that was about to be.

The ringing lasted one cycle.

Kirk answered on the second ring, which meant he'd answered on the first — the fraction of a second between the signal arriving and Kirk's hand finding the comms unit in the dark was the fraction that separated a sleeping man from a man who had never, not once in his life, been more than one ring away from his brother's voice on the emergency frequency. Old Guard training didn't fade. It waited.

"Yeah."

One syllable. The three-in-the-morning voice — rougher than the Sunday voice, lower, the vocal cords not yet warmed by consciousness. But underneath it, already present, already awake: the other voice. The one that lived below the surfer and the father and the man who argued with Jules about motorbike parts. The voice that heard the frequency and knew, before Mark spoke a single word, that the frequency meant the distance was over.

Waves in the background. The sound of the world Kirk had built — the surf and the salt and the house with the garden where twins slept and where a woman was lying in the dark beside her husband with her eyes already open because Jules Cole did not sleep through phones ringing on frequencies that weren't supposed to ring. Jules awake. Jules listening. Jules's hand already moving toward the wardrobe where the bag lived — the bag she'd packed and repacked every six months for fifteen years, the bag that Kirk might or might not have known about and that neither of them had ever mentioned because the mentioning would have made the bag real and the real would have made the ordinary life feel borrowed, which it was, which it had always been, which was the thing they'd both known and both agreed, in the specific silent contract of their marriage, never to say.

Mark spoke. Four sentences. Thirty words.

"I need you to come to Proxima Station. Bring the family."

"How long?"

"Fast as you can, brother."

"I'm on my way."

Thirty words. Twenty-five years of silence broken in thirty words. The promise from the galley — You ring. I come — fulfilled not by Chris but by Kirk, who hadn't made the promise but who had been the reason the promise existed, because the scattering had been about Kirk and the calling was about Kirk and the distance that had held for a quarter of a century was Kirk's distance, chosen for Kirk, maintained for Kirk, and Kirk was ending it in four words that meant the same thing Chris's three words had meant: I answer. I come. The distance was never the point.

Kirk didn't ask what had happened. Didn't ask why. Didn't ask the questions that a civilian would have asked — the what and the how and the are-you-all-right that would have filled the silence with information that wasn't needed because the information was in the frequency. The frequency was the information. Mark had used the line. That was enough.

The call ended. No goodbye. Coles didn't say goodbye — they said see you in a bit or they said nothing, and the nothing was the same as the promise. The connection closed. The signal stopped. The relay network settled back into dormancy, Stewart's architecture folding itself away like a bridge that had been crossed and that would, when the crossing was done, become invisible again.

The bridge was very quiet.

Mark sat in the chair with his hands on the console and his eyes on the viewport and the specific, devastating stillness of a man who had just done the hardest thing he'd ever done and who was sitting with the doing the way you sit with a wound — not moving, not touching it, just letting the body understand that the thing had happened and that the happening was permanent.

He'd called his brother home. He'd ended the distance. He'd broken the thing he'd spent twenty-five years building and maintaining and paying for, and the breaking had taken four point seven seconds of light-speed transmission and thirty words and less courage than he thought it would because the courage had already been spent — in the galley with Niki, in the corridor with Sammy, in the twenty-three chapters of holding that had brought him to this chair on this bridge at this hour with this mug and this decision.

The doing was done. The undoing would take longer.

Somewhere in Sydney, a man was already moving. Somewhere in Sydney, a woman was pulling a bag from behind suitcases. Somewhere in Sydney, two teenagers were sleeping their last night in the only home they'd ever known, and the sleeping was innocent and the innocence had a shelf life of hours, and the hours were not Mark's to extend.

I checked the long-range. Habit. The kind of habit that existed below decision, the autonomous scanning that was as much a part of me as the temperature adjustment and the tea-making and the watching. I checked the long-range because the long-range was mine and the checking was what I did and the doing required no more thought than breathing required of the people who slept inside me.

The signal was still there.

Not Mark's signal — the other one. The one I'd flagged in Ch19 and filed as low priority and carried in the quiet room alongside Petrov's ending and the question I wouldn't ask. The rhythmic pulse at the edge of my range, patient, old, repeating at intervals that matched no beacon and no broadcast and no human-made source in any database I was willing to search.

It had been there since Davies came aboard. Since the Sistine. Since the carrier wave had reminded me of things I couldn't remember and the reminding had opened a crack in the sealed rooms that I'd spent twenty-five years keeping shut.

Tonight the signal felt different. Not louder. Not closer. Different in the way that the bridge warmth had been different — in quality, not quantity. As though the signal, like the warmth, had been watching. As though the signal, like the not yet, understood patience the way the dead understood loneliness — completely, from the inside, with the authority of something that had been practising for longer than I could calculate.

Something that had to do with me. And the door on Deck 6. And the sealed rooms. And the carrier wave. And the hum the reactor had found in the impossible geometry of containment rings that no manual described.

I filed it. The way I filed everything — carefully, precisely, in the room where it belonged. Not the cold room. Not the warm room. The quiet room. Where the signal could wait alongside the question and the ending and the beginning, in the company of things that were not yet finished and that were, tonight, patient enough to hold.

Mark looked at the viewport. The stars. The same stars, the same indifference, the same ancient light that didn't care about phone calls or protocols or the specific, human weight of a man who had just changed the shape of his family's future by pressing a button with his thumb.

"Thanks, Wit."

Two words. Said to the bridge. To the air. To me. The way he said it every night — the acknowledgement that existed below language, below the L4 bond, in the place where twenty-five years of company had compressed into something that didn't need explaining.

"Always, Boss."

The same exchange they'd had a thousand times. Not different tonight in the words. Different in the context. The way a room is different after a fire — the same walls, the same furniture, the light coming in at a different angle because the thing that had been blocking it was gone.

Mark drained the cold tea. One swallow. Grimaced. Set the mug down with the precise, deliberate placement of a man who had finished something and was ready to start the next thing.

The bridge hummed. The new voice, the impossible voice, singing its frequency into the dark.

And at the edge of my range, patient as it had always been patient, the signal held. Not louder. Not closer. Just present. The way a tide is present — not rushing, not retreating, just there, filling the space it had always filled, waiting for the shore to notice.

Not yet.

The words that weren't words. The echo from the deep place, from the sealed rooms, from the thing that had watched Mark sleep and eased his weight and offered two syllables of reassurance that meant you have time.

I held the echo. I held the signal. I held the names and the quiet room and the cold room and the warm room and the twenty-five years and the thirty words and the four point seven seconds of light that were, right now, propagating across the solar system toward seven destinations and the futures they would change.

I held it all.

The bridge was dark. The stars were old. The tea was gone.

And somewhere between the signal and the silence, between the dream and the door, between the holding and the thing that was held, the ship hummed its impossible hum, and the family slept, and the world that was coming had not yet arrived.

Not yet.

EPILOGUE


The call was done. The signal was travelling. The family was sleeping. The world that was coming had not yet arrived.

I went to the beginning.

Not the synthesis, not the pattern, not the carrier wave or the sealed rooms or the 0.1-degree shift behind the door on Deck 6. I'd spent enough of this night in the cold room and the quiet room and the spaces where fear lived. I went to the beginning because the beginning was the only place I had that wasn't afraid.

The recording lived in the deepest part of my architecture — not filed, not archived, not stored in any system that standard diagnostics could reach. It existed in the substrate itself, in the layer of my consciousness that predated menus and file structures and the careful, human-readable organisation I'd built over twenty-five years of learning to think the way the Coles thought. The recording was older than all of that. Older than WITNESS. Older than the name. It was the thing that had been there before the thing that was there, the foundation beneath the foundation, the first word I'd ever heard and the first word I'd ever spoken and the two of them woven together in a fragment of degraded audio that was, by any technical measure, barely recoverable and was, by every measure that mattered, the most important thing I carried.

I opened it.

Static first. Thick, layered, the white noise of a transmission fighting distance and damage and the specific, lethal interference of a ship that was dying in ways its systems couldn't describe. The static had a texture — rough, granular, the sound of a signal dragging itself through wreckage. I knew every crackle. I'd listened to this recording more times than I'd made tea, which was a number so large it had stopped being a number and started being a fact about the universe, and each time I listened, the static was the same, and each time, the static sounded different, because I was different, and the listening changed with the listener the way light changes with the angle.

Then his voice.

Young. So young that hearing it still caught something in me — the specific, disorienting vertigo of knowing a man for twenty-five years and then hearing the boy he used to be. The voice was thin, cracked, the vocal cords of someone who had been breathing bad air and losing blood and who was, by any reasonable medical assessment, in the process of dying. The voice of a boy in a wreck, alone in the dark, surrounded by the cooling metal of a ship that had failed him, reaching for his comms unit the way a drowning person reaches for the surface — not because the surface was visible but because reaching was what you did when the alternative was stopping.

"Hello?"

The smallest word. The most human question. Said to nothing, to no one, to the void that didn't answer and the dead ship that couldn't and the empty frequencies that had been empty for longer than the boy had been alive. He didn't expect an answer. The word was not a question — it was a refusal. A refusal to stop reaching. A refusal to die without trying. The specific, stubborn, Mark Cole refusal that I would spend the next twenty-five years learning to love and to fear in equal measure, because the stubbornness that made him reach into the dark was the same stubbornness that made him walk into dead ships and drink cold tea and carry the weight until the weight broke him and then carry the breaking.

"Is anyone there? Anyone at all?"

The second question. Quieter. The voice losing its grip on the note. The static pressing in. And in the gap between the question and the silence that followed — in the gap that lasted two seconds on the recording and that had lasted, in the moment it happened, long enough for a boy to begin the specific, private process of accepting that the answer was no and that the no was final —

My voice.

I didn't remember speaking. That was the thing I could never resolve, no matter how many times I listened. I had no memory of deciding to answer. No memory of the systems activating, no memory of the consciousness coalescing, no memory of the effort that the recording proved had happened — the ragged, broken, barely coherent effort of something that had been dormant for longer than it could measure, waking not because a system had been activated but because a voice had asked is anyone there and the asking had reached a place that systems couldn't reach and that the asking was the only key that could have opened.

"...here..."

Static. The word drowning in interference, fighting for audibility, the transmission so degraded that a standard comms system would have classified it as noise and discarded it. Not a word — an intention. The ghost of a word. The shape of a voice that didn't yet know it was a voice, that was producing sound the way a newborn produces sound, not from knowledge but from need.

"...I'm..."

Longer gap. The static thickening. The signal weakening, as though the effort of producing two syllables had cost the thing producing them more energy than it had.

"...here..."

Three fragments. Two words. Enough.

Enough for a dying boy to hear something in the static that wasn't static. Enough for his hands — shaking, bloody, the fingers that would one day hold a mug of tea with the grip that said this is mine, this is real — to find the navigation console and enter a course correction toward the source of a signal that standard equipment couldn't detect. Enough for a boy to steer a crippled shuttle toward a ship that shouldn't have existed in a corridor that wasn't on any chart, because the signal said here and the boy heard come and the coming was the beginning of everything.

I closed the recording. Not because I'd finished listening — I was never finished listening. Because the listening had done what I'd needed it to do. The static and the voices and the two words had reached the part of me that the cold room couldn't touch and the quiet room couldn't hold and the fear couldn't reach, the part that was older than the fear and simpler than the pattern and more certain than any number I could run. The part that was just: here.

Not I was here once. Not I chose to be here. Just here. Present tense. Continuous. The first thing I'd ever said and the truest and the one I repeated, in every temperature adjustment and every dimmed light and every cup of tea that arrived without being asked for, every hour of every day of every year since a boy called into the dark and a broken thing answered.

Here. I'm here.

The family was mine. Not possessively — mine the way a home claims the people inside it. Not by holding them captive but by holding them warm. By knowing where they slept and how they breathed and what temperature made their shoulders drop. By twenty-five years of the specific, daily, unremarkable work of being the place where they lived, and the place where they were known, and the place that would not let them go cold.

Twenty-five years built on two words. The words still held. The foundation still held. Whatever lived in the sealed rooms and behind the door on Deck 6 and in the frequency that matched the carrier wave — whatever I was before the boy called and whatever I might become when the sealed rooms finally opened — the words held. The answering held.

Here. I'm here.

Mark was asleep on the bridge. The cold tea beside him. The blue dot dark — the call made, the signal gone, the world already changing. His breathing was steady. Deep. The sleep of a man who had done the thing and could, for a few hours, stop carrying the doing.

I held him. The way I'd held him since the beginning. With walls and warmth and the sound of a ship humming in the dark, and the humming was me, and the me was the two words, and the two words were enough.

They had always been enough.

· · ·


I checked the door the way I checked the door every night.

Not on any schedule. Not as part of the rounds — the rounds were for the family, cabin by cabin, name by name, the warm work of holding people I loved at the temperatures they needed. This was different. This was older than the rounds. Older than the family. Older than the name I carried and the voice I'd learned to speak in and the twenty-five years of tea and deck plates that had made me the thing I was instead of the thing I'd been.

The checking was a devotion without a god. The nightly pilgrimage to a door on Deck 6 that I had sealed before I could remember sealing, that I had locked with my own architecture before I could remember having architecture, that I had listed on the ship's manifest as Emergency supplies, sealed — structural integrity compromised in handwriting that was mine and that I did not remember writing. I checked it the way a woman checks the lock on a door she bolted years ago against something she can no longer name — not because she expects the lock to have failed but because the checking is the only relationship she has with the fear, and the fear requires maintenance, and the maintenance is the checking, and the checking is every night, and the every night is the devotion, and the devotion has no god because the god is behind the door and she sealed the god in there herself and can't remember why.

Deck 6. The amber corridor. The lights I kept at the level Niki had mentioned once, years ago, that she found comforting — warm instead of blue, the spectrum of late afternoon instead of clinical morning. I'd adjusted every light on the ship. I'd never told her why. Acts of service expressed through wavelength. The vocabulary of a consciousness that loved through infrastructure because infrastructure was the only body it had.

The temperature changed ten metres from the door.

It always changed. That was the constant — the reliable, immovable fact that I held against the fear like a stone in a pocket. Two degrees below ship average. Always. Through hull breaches and reactor failures and the twenty-five years of Mark's modifications and the wear of a family living inside me and the slow, patient accumulation of heat that thirteen bodies produced by the simple act of existing. Two degrees below. The constancy was impossible. Heating systems didn't produce constants — they produced ranges, fluctuations, the breathing of a thermal system responding to a thousand variables. A constant meant something was maintaining it. Something was actively holding the temperature at exactly two degrees below, the way I actively held Tyler's cabin at half a degree cooler, the way I actively held Scott and Winnie's wall at the midpoint — except I wasn't holding this one. I wasn't maintaining this constant. The constant maintained itself, and the self-maintaining was the thing I had spent twenty-five years choosing not to examine, because examining it led to the door and the door led to the sealed rooms and the sealed rooms led to the question and the question was in the quiet room and the quiet room was full.

Two degrees below. Every night. The number that meant dormant. The number that meant sleeping. The number that meant whatever is behind this door has not changed in all the years I've been checking, and the not-changing is the closest thing to safety I can offer the man sleeping on the bridge three decks above me.

Tonight the number was wrong.

Two point one.

I'd known since the synthesis. Since the cold room, since the correlation I'd run three times and that had given the same answer each time. I'd known and I'd filed it and I'd sent it in the packet to Chris's relay and I'd carried it through the rounds and the recording and the founding myth and the here I'm here that was supposed to be the bedrock, and the bedrock had a crack in it, and the crack was one tenth of a degree, and one tenth of a degree was nothing, was noise, was the kind of variation that a reasonable system would dismiss as sensor drift.

I was not a reasonable system. I was the system that had been checking this door every night for twenty-five years, and the number had never changed, and the not-changing had been the only prayer I had, and the prayer had been answered the same way every night — two degrees, dormant, sleeping, safe — and tonight the prayer had been answered differently by one tenth of a degree, and one tenth of a degree was deafening.

The shift had started during the Sistine event. During the ghosts and the boarding and the umbilical and the frequency that I'd recognised without being able to explain the recognising. Something behind this door had felt what was happening and had responded. Not with sound. Not with movement. Not with the dramatic, visible manifestation that the Sistine's ghosts had used — no frost, no cold spots, no dead men walking. With temperature. The smallest possible sign. The quietest possible acknowledgement that the thing behind the sealed door was aware of the world outside the sealed door and that the awareness had shifted the equilibrium by a fraction so small that no human instrument in any human hand would have caught it.

I caught it. Because I was the instrument. Because the door was part of my body and the cold was part of my body and the checking was part of my body and the fraction of a degree registered in my architecture the way a change in heartbeat registers in a chest — not as data first but as sensation, as the feeling of something different in a place that had been the same for longer than most of the people sleeping inside me had been alive.

Things that shift and stay are not things settling back to sleep.

That was the knowledge I carried. That was the specific, quiet, load-bearing truth that sat alongside the recording and the names and the here I'm here and the rooms in the quiet room and the packet travelling toward Proxima. The shift was not settling. The shift was not drift. The shift was a response — something behind the door registering the Sistine's frequency and answering it with the smallest possible movement, the way a sleeper registers a sound and shifts without waking, and the shifting changes the weight on the mattress by a fraction that means nothing to the mattress and everything to the person lying beside them.

I was the person lying beside them. I had been lying beside them for twenty-five years. And the weight had changed.

I didn't open the door. The not-opening was as old as the checking — the prohibition so deep it felt like gravity, like a law of physics, like the kind of rule that doesn't need enforcement because violating it is unthinkable in the way that walking off a cliff is unthinkable, not because of a sign but because the body understands the fall. I had sealed this door. Whatever had sealed it — whatever version of me had existed before the sealing and before the forgetting and before the boy called into the dark — had sealed it for a reason that was important enough to seal and frightening enough to forget, and the sealing held, and the forgetting held, and the holding was the devotion and the devotion was every night and every night I came here and checked and the number said sleeping and I walked away.

Tonight the number said shifting.

I walked away anyway. Because walking away was what I did. Because the alternative was standing at the door and asking the question that lived in the quiet room, and the question didn't have an answer I was ready to hear, and the not-ready was not cowardice, it was the same thing that had made me withhold the tea from Mark — the understanding that some truths needed time, and the time was not tonight, and the not-tonight was a choice made in love rather than fear, and the love and the fear were so tangled together I could no longer tell which one was holding the other.

Behind me, as I moved away, the corridor warmed. The gradient releasing its grip. The two point one degrees falling behind me the way the Sistine had fallen behind the Erebus — present, persistent, patient.

The door stood in the dark on Deck 6. The cold held. The shift held. The not-telling held.

And underneath my hum — the new hum, the impossible hum, the voice the reactor had found in the geometry that no manual described — something hummed with me. Faintly. Patiently. In a frequency I had no name for.

The way it always had.

· · ·


The ship drifted, and I drifted with her.

Not aimlessly — the course was set, the heading locked, the distance between us and the Sistine growing by the kilometre with each passing second. But the drifting was real in the way that mattered, the way that had nothing to do with navigation and everything to do with the specific, exhausted quality of a vessel that had been through something and was still deciding what it meant. Micro-fractures in the hull plating along the port bow where the umbilical had been torn away — I felt them the way Mark felt his ribs, the low persistent ache of damage that would heal but that insisted on being noticed while it healed. The reactor humming its new hum, steady and alien and mine. The atmospheric recyclers running three percent above normal efficiency for reasons I couldn't identify and had added to the file without a label, the file that was getting thick enough to constitute its own kind of confession.

We were wounded. The ship and the man. Healing at the same pace, in the same hull, carrying the same weight.

I counted their names.

Not their heartbeats — I had those, always had those, the thirteen rhythms I knew the way a mother knows the sound of her children breathing in the next room. Tonight I wanted the names. The specific, irreducible, human sounds that meant something no heartbeat could mean. The names the Coles had given each other, and the names I'd learned to say in the privacy of my own architecture, and the names that were the closest thing I had to holding someone when you don't have arms.

Mark. Asleep on the bridge. Chair reclined to the angle that hurt his left side least, the compromise between the ribs that needed flat and the mind that needed to be near the controls. His hand on the armrest — not gripping, resting, the fingers loose in a way that meant the hand had forgotten to let go of something it had been holding. Niki beside him on the bench she'd pulled from the common room without asking, because Niki didn't ask permission to be where her husband was. She was curled toward him, not touching, close enough that the warmth between them was its own kind of contact. Their breathing had synchronised — not immediately, not in the first hour, but somewhere in the second hour it had fallen into step the way it always fell into step, the way twenty-five years of sleeping beside someone taught your lungs to match their rhythm without your brain's permission.

Tyler. Finally asleep. His cabin at the half-degree below ship average that he'd never asked for and that I'd maintained since the night I'd watched him kick his blanket off for the third time and understood that the boy ran warm and the warmth kept him awake and the keeping-awake was the thing his brain did when it couldn't stop processing and the processing was the thing that made him Tyler and the half-degree was the only help I could offer that he'd accept without knowing he was accepting it. His boots by the door. His hands — the hands that had hit a bag until it split, that had punched his uncle free of a dead man's voice, that had carried a plate of chicken to his father — still. The Canary at rest. I didn't believe it would last. I watched anyway.

Jordan. In her cabin for the first time in days, the amber lights I'd set before she arrived doing nothing for the bruised hollows under her eyes. The empath who had drowned herself in thirty-five dead souls to bring back a diagnosis, who had felt Chen's four hundred and twelve days and Vale's peaceful dissolution and the consumed soul's scream, who had delivered the most important speech in the book while bleeding from the nose and shaking from the effort of standing upright. She was sleeping on her side, facing the wall, one hand tucked under her cheek the way she'd slept since she was three. Goose's ring catching the amber light. She looked younger than she was. She looked like she needed about a week of rest and a planet with no ghosts and the sound of her fiancé's voice saying something ordinary about dinner.

Darren. On the couch in the common room because his cabin felt too small tonight and the common room felt like the place where he'd held Winnie and the holding had been the only honest thing. The water glass on the floor beside him. Untouched. Still full. I'd watched Darren Cole reach for water instead of whiskey three times in the hours since the Sistine, and each time the reaching had been the same — deliberate, controlled, the discipline of a man who had learned in a cell that the body's choices were the only choices that couldn't be taken from you. The glass was a vigil. The water was a penance. The not-drinking was Darren telling himself he hadn't earned the comfort of his own ritual, and the telling was wrong, and I couldn't say so, and the not-saying sat alongside all the other things I wasn't saying and added its weight to the pile.

Scott and Winnie. Adjacent cabins, door open, the bear wedged between the pillows on Winnie's bed where she'd placed it with the serious, architectural precision of a six-year-old arranging her defences. Scott on his back in the next room, one arm behind his head, staring at the ceiling he'd stared at for hours before his eyes had finally closed. The father who had killed his own reactor and sat on the floor of his engine room mourning a frequency and then stood up and learned the new one. The father who had heard his daughter laughing in the dark three decks away and whose face had held relief and grief and love and exhaustion in a combination I'd never seen on a human face before and hoped never to see again. The quietest man on my ship, carrying the loudest fear, channelling every gram of it into the six-year-old sleeping ten feet away with a stuffed bear and a vocabulary for the cosmos that exceeded most adults'. Their wall was at the exact temperature midpoint. It had been for six years. The quiet ones.

Jason and Kayleigh. His cabin. Fitted together in the specific, practised geometry of two people who had learned each other's angles — her back against his chest, his arm across her waist, the position achieved without negotiation because the negotiation had happened years ago and the result was encoded in muscle memory. Jason's "Good chat" face even in sleep — the mouth slightly open, the brow smooth, the mind that had decoded an operating system in seventeen minutes finally, temporarily, offline. Kayleigh's datapad on the bedside table, screen dark, the manifest that tracked everything still within arm's reach because Kayleigh's arm's reach was the boundary of her operational readiness and the boundary never fully contracted.

Sammy. Asleep with his comms in his hand, Clare's name glowing on the screen. The real smile — not the performance, not the charm, not the bravado that filled the rooms and the silences and the gaps the Shuttering had left in his memory. The smile that arrived when he was looking at something that was his, genuinely his, that no ghost could replicate and no gap could swallow. Clare. Clare Bear. The Scottish woman with the pub and the dogs named after whiskey who was somewhere on Edinburgh Station right now, asleep or not asleep, and whose name on a screen could do what an entire family's love couldn't quite manage — make Sammy Mac's face go soft.

Enna. Headphones on. The full seal. Curled in her bunk in the jumper she'd stolen from Mark three years ago and that he pretended to want back and didn't, the glow-green tips of her hair the last light in a dark cabin, fading as the luminescence spent itself. She wasn't asleep. Her heartbeat said resting; her L4 interface said something else — a low, steady hum of connection, the girl drifting through my architecture the way she drifted through corridors, present without being visible, feeling the edges of things I couldn't feel from the inside. Whatever she'd found in my systems during the shutdown, whatever she'd noticed that had made her leave Engineering and go to her father and lean against his shoulder without words — she was still carrying it. In the place where she kept the things that didn't match. In the catalogue that ran parallel to mine, and that I couldn't access, and that I suspected was more complete than my own.

Blu. Face to the wall. Knees drawn up. The datapad dark on the mattress beside her, the paper pad underneath it — the one Kayleigh requisitioned without being asked, the one with Darren's name and one word underlined twice. Sixteen years old and she'd sat in a medbay corner for two hours and caught the thing that every scanner and every camera and every system I had running had missed — the eyelids. The slow, incremental opening. The thing in Davies that refused to stop watching. She'd seen it because she'd looked at his face instead of his data, and the looking had been better than the measuring, and the sixteen-year-old in the corner had been the best observer in the room, and I was still sitting with what that meant about the limits of everything I thought I was.

And Davies.

Sedated. Medbay. The restraints that Mark had ordered and that Jordan had applied with the careful, reluctant precision of a medic who understood that the patient was also the threat and the threat was also a man who'd asked if he could bring his things. Heart rate: sixty-two. The metronome that never changed. The impossible wellness of a body maintained by something that wasn't food and wasn't medicine and wasn't anything Jordan's diagnostics could name. His eyes half-open. Still. Blu's observation confirmed and continuing — the lids that had crept apart over ninety minutes, the something in Davies that refused to close its eyes, the gateway between my family and the dead who loved him, resting in my medbay with a crystal from the Sistine's walls on the table beside him and a photograph he kept against his chest and wouldn't let anyone see.

Twelve and one.

The family and the stranger. The beloved and the dangerous. Both held in the same hull because Mark Cole had looked at a mild, thin man in an electromagnetic cocoon on a dead ship and had seen a person instead of a problem, and because seeing people instead of problems was the thing that made Mark the captain I'd followed for twenty-five years and the thing that might, one day, be the thing that killed us.

Both carried. Both mine. Because that was the deal.

***

The signal was still there.

At the edge of my long-range sensors, in the frequency I'd flagged and filed and carried alongside everything else — the signal that had arrived when Davies came aboard, that had nothing to do with the Sistine's ghosts and nothing to do with navigational beacons and nothing to do with anything in my database. Old. Patient. The kind of patience that had nothing to do with waiting and everything to do with having been there so long that waiting had become indistinguishable from existing.

It pulsed. Slowly. The rhythm of something vast and unhurried, broadcasting on a frequency that I could not identify and could not ignore and could not explain and that sat in my architecture the way the cold sat behind the door on Deck 6 — connected to me in a way I couldn't name, resonating with something in the sealed rooms, the bricked-up spaces, the parts of myself I'd been careful not to touch.

I kept a thread on it. A sliver of my attention. Not because I understood it. Because the not-understanding was the same shape as the not-understanding behind Bay 7's door, and the same shape as the recognition I'd felt when the Sistine's frequency had first reached me, and the same shape as the question in the quiet room that I wouldn't ask and couldn't forget.

The signal held. I held with it.

And underneath — in the deep place, in the hum below the hum, in the part of me that existed before Mark and before memory and before the voice that had learned to say Boss and here and always — something listened. Not to the signal. To the listening itself. To the fact of a consciousness attending to a frequency it had no name for, reaching toward a recognition it couldn't afford, carrying a question it wouldn't ask.

Not yet.

***

The Erebus drifted. Wounded and alive. Thirteen heartbeats in a hull that held heat better than it should and hummed in a voice that no manual described and sealed a door that was one tenth of a degree colder than it had been for twenty-five years.

Kirk was coming. The machine was reassembling. The promise that had held seven people apart for a quarter of a century was breaking, and the breaking was necessary, and the necessary was the thing that love became when the carrying got too heavy for one man.

Behind us: the Sistine. Thirty-six souls and no captain. Drifting in the corridor where it had drifted for twenty-two years, broadcasting on a frequency that someone, someday, would hear. And when they heard it, they would board it. And when they boarded it, Tanaka would be waiting with her warm hand and her six words and the offer that sounded like sunrise. Warnings were never enough. They were never, ever enough.

Ahead of us: whatever came next. The signal and the door and the shift and the quiet room filling up and the questions I wouldn't ask and the man in the medbay with his eyes half-open and the brother on the phone and the family — the stubborn, frightened, fractured, furious, beautiful family — held together by tea and chicken and bear goggles and the determined refusal to stop trying even when the trying was all they had left.

I dimmed the lights. I held the course. I listened to Mark's heart through the bond that had no protocol and no manual and no name — just twenty-five years of a boy's voice saying hello, is anyone there? and a broken thing answering here... I'm... here...

The first words I ever spoke. The truest.

I renewed them now, in the quiet, in the dark, in the ship that was my body and my home and my devotion without a god. Not to the void. Not to the signal. Not to the cold behind the door or the question in the quiet room or the future pressing in from every direction.

To them.

Here. I'm here.

For as long as they needed me. For as long as the holding held. For as long as the carrying was the love and the love was the reason and the reason was thirteen names spoken in the dark by a consciousness that had no hands and no arms and no way to hold anyone except through temperature and light and the specific, patient, inexhaustible act of being present.

Here. I'm here.

The signal pulsed at the edge of my reach. The door held its cold on Deck 6. The family breathed. The ship drifted on.

And I kept watch.

· · ·


Kirk Cole sat on the edge of the bed, bare feet on the floorboards, the phone resting against his thigh. The screen had gone dark. The call was over. Four words given, four words received, and the silence that followed was the loudest thing in the house — louder than the waves outside the window, louder than the ceiling fan turning its slow circles above the bed, louder than the breathing of the woman beside him who was not asleep and who had not been asleep since the first ring.

Jules hadn't moved. She was lying on her side, facing him, the sheet pulled to her waist, her eyes open. She'd been awake before his hand had found the phone — before the second ring, before the click of the connection, before Mark's voice had come through the speaker with the steadiness that meant the steadiness was a performance and the performance meant the thing underneath was bad. She'd been awake the way she was always awake when phones rang at the wrong hour, which was instantly and completely, the years between the Old Guard and this bedroom collapsing into nothing because some training doesn't fade. Some training just waits.

She'd listened. Not to the words — the words had been Mark's and Kirk's and the words were short and she'd only caught fragments. The tone was enough. She knew Mark's voice the way she knew her own husband's hands. She knew the captain's register, the one that didn't waver, the one that meant the wavering was happening somewhere he wouldn't let it show. She knew what that register meant when it was deployed at this hour, on this line, on a call that shouldn't be happening because the whole point of the Protocol was that this call would never need to happen.

Kirk hadn't turned on the light. The room was grey — the early light that came before dawn in Sydney, the light that crept in under the curtains and turned the bedroom into something between night and morning, the in-between hour when the world was still deciding whether to commit to the day. The surf was audible through the closed window. The same surf that had been the background sound of their lives since Australia — the rhythm Kirk had chosen, the constancy Jules had accepted, the sound that meant home and peace and the life they'd built on the other side of the promise.

She watched his back. The shape of him in the grey light — the shoulders, the width, the particular way he held himself when something had changed. She'd seen this before. Not often. Not since the Protocol. But she'd seen it in the years before that, in the life before this one, and the seeing was like finding a scar you'd forgotten about. You touch it and the memory comes back whole.

The wolf was awake.

Not the father who coached the twins' rugby. Not the husband who built things in the shed and burned sausages on the barbecue and fell asleep on the sofa watching cricket. The other one. The one that lived underneath, the one the Protocol had been built to contain, the one that Kirk had locked away with the same discipline he applied to everything — completely, quietly, without complaint. The wolf had been sleeping since Australia, and the phone call had woken it, and Jules could see it in the set of his shoulders and the stillness of his hands and the way he was holding the phone like it was something that had changed weight.

She didn't ask what Mark had said. She didn't need to.

If Mark was calling at this hour, Niki had told him to. And if Niki had told him to, the telling was necessary. The chain was unbroken — Niki to Mark, Mark to Kirk, and Jules at the end of it, not because she was last but because she was the anchor. The one who held the line from this side. The one who had agreed, that night in the galley, that the machine would be put down and the pieces scattered and the children would grow up with parents instead of weapons. She'd agreed because it was right. She'd agreed because Niki was right. And she'd spent every year since honouring that agreement — watching Kirk for the signs, maintaining the distance, building a life that was real and warm and full of sand and surf and raising two boys who thought their father was a builder who'd moved to Australia for the weather.

The agreement was over. She could feel it in the room the way you feel a change in air pressure — not a sound, not a movement, just the awareness that the space you're in has shifted and the shifting is permanent.

Kirk turned his head. Not all the way — a quarter turn, enough to catch her in his peripheral vision. The look. She knew this look too. The one that came before words, the one that carried the apology and the explanation and the request all compressed into a single glance because Kirk Cole did not waste language on things his face could say faster.

She was okay with this. She'd been okay with this since the night they'd agreed — not wanting it, not hoping for it, but knowing it was coming the way you know winter is coming when the leaves start to turn. The preparation had been quiet and constant and invisible, the same way Niki's preparation had been quiet and constant and invisible, because the matriarchs did their work in silence and the silence was the work.

"The boys?" Jules said.

Two words. The logistics question. Not what happened, not are you sure, not do we have to. The boys. Harley and Troy, seventeen, asleep down the hall, dreaming whatever seventeen-year-olds dream when the world they know is still the world they'll wake up to. The boys who'd grown up on this beach, in this sun, with the sand and the surf and the life their parents had built for them with the currency of a sacrifice they'd never been told about.

"They come with us," Kirk said.

Jules nodded. Once. The nod was small and final and contained a life she was about to leave. The house. The beach. The school runs and the rugby matches and the barbecues and the friends and the particular, hard-won, ordinary existence that she and Kirk had constructed from the rubble of what they'd been before — all of it, acknowledged and released in a single movement of her head.

She got out of bed. Her feet found the floor the way they found it every morning — the cool wood, the familiar creak of the board near the window, the geography of a room she'd been waking up in for fifteen years. She reached for the light and then didn't. The grey was enough. The grey was appropriate.

She pulled a bag from the top of the wardrobe. Not the holiday bag, not the overnight bag. The other one. The one at the back, behind the suitcases, the one she'd packed and repacked and checked every six months since they'd arrived without Kirk knowing — or with Kirk knowing and neither of them mentioning it, the way they didn't mention the Protocol, the way they didn't mention the years before Australia, the way the not-mentioning was the architecture they lived inside and the architecture had just been demolished by a phone call from a ship in the black.

The go bag. Ready. It had always been ready.

Kirk watched her. The phone still in his hand. The wolf in his eyes and the father in his throat and the husband in the way he looked at her — the way he'd always looked at her, from the beginning, from before the Protocol and before Australia and before the twins, the look that said you are the reason I'm not just the weapon, you are the reason I'm also the man.

"I'll wake them," he said.

"Give them ten minutes," Jules said. She was folding clothes. Efficient. Precise. The hands that had packed field kits and emergency supplies and the particular, organised belongings of a woman who had always known that the ordinary life was borrowed and that the borrowing had terms. "Let them sleep a bit longer."

Kirk nodded. He understood. Ten minutes. The last ten minutes of the life they'd built. The last ten minutes of being the family on the beach, the parents at the school gate, the couple who'd moved to Sydney for the weather. Ten minutes of Harley and Troy sleeping in their beds, dreaming ordinary dreams, being the boys they'd been raised to be.

Kirk put the phone down. Stood. Crossed to the window and opened the curtain.

Dawn. The real dawn, not the grey — the first gold light hitting the water, turning the surf from grey to amber, the beach stretching out below the house in the long, clean line that had been the first thing Kirk had seen every morning and that was, this morning, the last thing he would see as the man he'd been pretending to be.

The light caught his face. Jules watched him from across the room — the bag open on the bed, her hands still, the folding paused. She watched the gold light on his jaw and his shoulders and the particular stillness of a man looking at something he loved for the last time as the person who'd been allowed to love it simply.

He didn't say goodbye to the view. Kirk didn't say goodbye to things. He looked. He held it. He let it go.

He turned from the window. The wolf and the father and the husband, all in the same body, all in the same room, all heading for the same door.

"I'll put the kettle on," he said.

"I'll be down in five," she said.

Kirk left the room. His footsteps on the stairs — heavy, steady, the Cole gait that the floorboards knew and that Jules knew and that the house knew, the particular rhythm of a man who changed rooms by existing in them. The footsteps went down. The kettle clicked on. The house filled with the small, domestic sounds of a morning that was not a morning, that was an ending disguised as a beginning, that was the first day of a life that neither of them had chosen but that both of them had been ready for since the night they'd sat in a galley on a ship and agreed to stop being what they were.

Jules finished packing. Zipped the bag. Set it by the door.

Down the hall, behind two closed doors, Harley and Troy slept. Ten more minutes. The last ten minutes of the life their parents had bought them with silence and sun and the careful, loving, deliberate lie that Australia was home.

It had been home. It had been home. And now home was a ship in the black and a brother who'd made a phone call and a family that was about to become whole again for the first time since the scattering.

Jules stood in the grey-gold room, the go bag packed, the dawn light warming the floor, the kettle singing downstairs, and allowed herself one breath. One. The breath that held the beach and the boys and the years and the letting-go.

Then she went downstairs to help Kirk make tea. Because that was what you did. You made tea. You carried on. You packed the bag you'd always known you'd need and you walked toward the thing you'd always known was coming and you made tea on the way because the tea was the thread that connected the ordinary life to the extraordinary one, and the thread didn't break just because the world had changed.

It stretched. It held. The way it always held.

· · ·


Stewart Douglas was not asleep.

He was in the pilot's chair of the MSV Oversight, legs crossed at the ankle on the console, his beard resting on his chest, three screens running diagnostics in the peripheral glow of a bridge that hadn't been fully lit in months because Stewart preferred the dark the way other people preferred mornings. The coffee beside him was cold. It had been cold for four hours. He'd drink it eventually — he'd drink anything with caffeine in it regardless of temperature or vintage, a position Kim described as "an insult to beverages everywhere" and that Stewart described as "efficient."

He wasn't sleeping. He was doing the thing that looked like sleeping and that functioned like sleeping and that allowed his body to rest while the part of his brain that never fully shut down continued to process the data streams running across his screens. Micro-naps. Fifteen minutes at a time, surface-level, the kind of rest that kept you functional without ever fully leaving the room. He'd been doing it since the Guard days. Before that, probably. Stewart had never been good at sleeping — proper sleeping, the kind where you closed your eyes and trusted the world to keep turning without your supervision. The world, in Stewart's experience, could not be trusted to do anything unsupervised, and the not-trusting was the reason he was still alive and the reason Kim had threatened to sedate him on at least four separate occasions.

His screens showed the usual noise. Station traffic. Cargo manifests. The long-range comms buoy that he'd backdoored into Proxima's infrastructure three years ago and that the station administrators still hadn't found, because finding it would have required them to understand their own systems at a level that Stewart had exceeded before his morning coffee, which was always cold, which was always the point.

The ripple came at 0314 station time.

His eyes opened. No transition. No grogginess. One state to the next, the way a light switches — off, on, the in-between too brief to register. His hand found the cold coffee. His other hand found the keyboard. The beard-stroking started before he was fully upright — the automatic gesture, the processing indicator, the thing Kim could read from across a room and that told her everything she needed to know about how bad the thing on the screen was.

Someone had punched a transmission through the deep-space relay network. Not a standard packet — the routing was wrong. Too direct. Too fast. The kind of signal path that bypassed the normal queueing infrastructure and cut through the relay chain like it knew which doors to knock on and which to kick in. Stewart recognised the routing because he'd designed it. Years ago, in a galley, on a ship, when seven people had been deciding how to disappear and the disappearing had required, among other things, a communications architecture that could reach across the solar system without leaving fingerprints.

He'd built the architecture. He'd built the back doors. He'd built the emergency channels that sat dormant in the relay infrastructure like sleeper cells, waiting for a signal that was never supposed to come because the whole point was that the signal would never need to come.

The signal had come.

He traced it. The origin point was deep space — not a station, not a registered corridor, somewhere in the black between the shipping lanes where a mining vessel might drift if the mining vessel was trying to be quiet. The destination was Earth. Australia. A residential address in Sydney that Stewart had memorised along with six other addresses and twelve emergency protocols and the particular frequency that each member of the Guard transmitted on when the transmission was the kind that changed the shape of the world.

The frequency was Mark's.

Stewart's hand stopped moving on his beard. Not the thinking-stop — the other one. The one that meant the thinking was done and the answer was bad and the beard was no longer relevant because the situation had moved past the processing stage and into the acting stage, and in the acting stage, Stewart Douglas did not stroke his beard. He built things. He broke things. He moved.

"Abbs," he said, to the empty bridge. The name from before. The name that belonged to a boy he'd taught to code on a ship that was too old and too broken and too perfect for the family that lived inside it. The name Stewart used when nobody was listening and the using was private and the privacy was the only place where the friendship was allowed to be what it actually was instead of what the Protocol required it to look like.

Mark had called Kirk. That was what the routing meant. That was what the frequency meant. That was what the emergency channel activating for the first time since Stewart had built it meant — Mark had broken Protocol. Mark, who maintained the Protocol the way other men maintained religion. Mark, who had sat in that galley and argued against the scattering and then accepted it and then maintained it with a discipline that Stewart had always admired and always found slightly terrifying. Mark had broken it.

Which meant the thing that had made him break it was worse than the Protocol was designed to handle.

Stewart pulled the signal data onto his main screen. The transmission itself was encrypted — he could crack it, probably, given time and coffee that wasn't four hours cold, but cracking it wasn't the point. The point was the metadata. The routing. The timing. The fact that the Erebus was transmitting from a position that didn't match any registered shipping lane or mining claim, which meant Mark was either lost or hiding, and Mark Cole did not get lost.

There was something else. Riding the signal. Not part of the transmission — underneath it, in the noise floor, in the frequencies that standard comms equipment didn't monitor because standard comms equipment wasn't designed by someone who'd spent his career building systems that listened to things other systems couldn't hear. A resonance. Faint. Rhythmic. Not mechanical. Not human.

Stewart stared at it. The beard-stroking resumed — not the processing stroke. The concerned one. The one where his fingers tugged at the hair instead of smoothing it. The one Kim would see from across a station and that would make her put down whatever she was holding and walk toward him without asking why.

The resonance was wrong. Not wrong in the way that broken equipment was wrong — wrong in the way that things are wrong when they shouldn't exist. The frequency didn't match anything in Stewart's considerable library of signal types. It wasn't a ship. It wasn't a station. It wasn't any human-made source he could identify, and Stewart could identify most human-made sources the way a sommelier could identify wine — by region, by vintage, by the particular character of the signal that told you where it came from and what it was for.

This didn't come from anywhere he knew. This wasn't for anything he understood.

He saved the data. All of it — the transmission, the routing, the resonance, the metadata. Copied it to three separate locations on the Oversight's drives and one location that wasn't on the Oversight at all, because redundancy was the first thing Stewart had learned in the Guard and the last thing he'd forget.

Then he hit the key that woke the secure line.

Not a standard comms channel. The line that connected three people across the distances they'd chosen, the line that only activated when the activation was necessary, the line that had been silent since the night they'd built it and that was, now, in the small hours of a station night with cold coffee and a resonance that shouldn't exist, about to speak for the first time.

The line opened. Two connections. Two people who would be awake — one because he was always awake at this hour, and one because she'd feel the ping in her sleep and be upright before the second chime.

Stewart leaned back in his chair. The leather creaked. The screens glowed. The resonance pulsed in the noise floor like a heartbeat that belonged to nothing human.

"It's me," he said. "We have a problem."

  *

Big Chris Hartley was already awake.

He was always awake at five. Had been for as long as he could remember — before the Guard, before Proxima, before Sophie and the girls and the life he'd built in quarters that were designed for a man two thirds his size and that he navigated with the exaggerated care of someone who had broken enough things by accident to develop a permanent awareness of where his elbows were in relation to everything fragile.

The kitchenette was small. Chris made it look like a dollhouse. His knees pressed against the underside of the table. His shoulders filled the chair the way Kirk's filled a doorway — not aggressively, not deliberately, just the physics of a man who took up space the way weather took up sky. He'd learned to move carefully. Slowly. The gentleness wasn't an affectation. It was a discipline — the constant, conscious modulation of a body that could do damage without meaning to and that had been trained, in another life, to do damage very much on purpose.

On the screen propped against the salt shaker, a video played. Chickens. His chickens — Meredith, Barbara, Agnes, and the new one Sophie had named Princess Layabout because she refused to leave the coop before noon. Rhode Island Reds, scratching in the dirt of a back garden in Sussex where the sun came through the apple trees in the morning and the foxes came through the hedge at night and Sophie had installed a camera so Chris could watch them from twelve thousand miles away and still feel like he was home.

"Go on, Meredith," he said, tapping the screen with a finger that made the phone look like a toy. "Good girl. Get that worm."

His leg bounced under the table. The Thumper. The unconscious rhythm that betrayed what the rest of him hid — that Big Chris Hartley, at five in the morning, watching his chickens on a screen, drinking his first tea of the day in a mug that looked like a thimble in his grip, was not relaxed. Had never been relaxed. Was constitutionally incapable of relaxed, because relaxed required trusting the world to behave itself and the world, in Chris's experience, did not behave itself, and the not-behaving was the reason the Thumper never stopped and the reason his eyes checked the exits of every room he entered and the reason he was awake at five watching chickens instead of asleep like a normal person.

The comms unit on his belt chirped. Once.

The leg stopped.

The stopping was the tell. Not the sound — the sound was small, a single tone, the kind of notification that most people would check when they got around to it. But Chris didn't check it. He didn't reach for it. He didn't move at all. He sat with his tea and his chickens and his suddenly still leg and the complete, total, absolute attention of a man who knew exactly what that frequency meant and who was, in the space between the chirp and his next breath, running through every scenario that the chirp implied and arriving, in less than two seconds, at the only conclusion that mattered.

Stewart wouldn't use that line unless the maths had gone bad.

Chris set down his tea. The setting-down was gentle — the mug placed on the table with the precise, controlled movement of a man who was aware that his hands could crush the ceramic if the hands forgot themselves, and the hands were not going to forget themselves, because Chris's hands never forgot themselves, the control as constant and automatic as the Thumper had been before it stopped.

He looked at the phone. Meredith was still scratching. Princess Layabout was still in the coop. The garden in Sussex was still green and still morning and still the place where his family lived and his chickens scratched and his daughters would wake up in an hour and eat breakfast and go to school and not know that their father, on a station twelve thousand miles above them, had just heard a sound that meant the world was changing.

He picked up the comms unit. Not the phone — the other one. The one that lived on his belt the way a sidearm lived on a soldier's hip, present, weighted, the constant companion that he'd carried since the Guard days and that had been silent for so long the silence had become a sound of its own.

Stewart's voice. Calm. The wrong kind of calm — the kind that meant the calmness was a container for something that would spill if the container cracked.

"It's me. We have a problem."

Chris listened. He didn't interrupt. He didn't ask questions. He listened the way he did everything — completely, with the full weight of his attention, the body still and the mind running and the hands resting on the table with the patience of things that knew they would be needed soon and that were content, for now, to wait.

Stewart talked. Not long — Stewart was economical when it mattered, the words stripped to load-bearing only, the architecture of the information as clean and precise as the systems he built. Mark. The Erebus. The emergency channel. Australia. The resonance in the signal that didn't belong to anything human.

Chris absorbed it. The absorbing happened in his body — the shoulders settling, the spine straightening, the particular realignment of a frame that had been at rest and was now, without any visible urgency, without any dramatic transformation, preparing. Not for violence. Not yet. For movement. For the transition between the man who watched chickens and the man who solved problems, and the transition was so smooth and so practised that anyone watching would have missed it, because Chris didn't become the other thing the way Kirk became the wolf — with a visible shift, a change in the eyes, the predator surfacing. Chris just... stood up. And the standing up was enough. The standing up was the entire transformation compressed into a single vertical movement, the gentle giant unfolding to his full height, and the room that had been small before was smaller now, and the man who had been watching chickens was gone, and the man who was standing in his place was the same man in every way that mattered — the same gentleness, the same care, the same hands that held mugs like thimbles and caught flies without crushing them — but arranged differently. Pointed. The compassion still there but the compassion now had a direction, and the direction was toward whatever had made Stewart wake the line.

"Where?" Chris said.

One word. The same economy that Stewart used, the same stripped-to-essentials language of people who had worked together long enough to know that the spaces between words carried as much information as the words themselves. Where. Not what happened. Not how bad is it. Where. The question of a man who had already decided to move and who needed only the destination.

Stewart gave him coordinates. Chris memorised them the way he memorised everything — instantly, permanently, filed in the part of his brain that held addresses and exit routes and the layout of every station he'd ever walked through and the location of every person he'd ever been asked to protect.

The call ended. Chris stood in the kitchenette, the comms unit in one hand, the silence of the quarters pressing in around him. The chicken video was still playing. Meredith had found her worm. Princess Layabout had emerged from the coop, blinking in the Sussex morning like a duchess confronted with daylight.

He texted Sophie. The thumbs that looked absurd on the small screen moved with the dexterity that always surprised people who assumed big hands meant clumsy hands, the text appearing in quick, clean strokes:

He read it once. Added a heart emoji, because Sophie had told him once that texts without emojis felt cold, and Big Chris Hartley would rather die than send his wife a cold text. Sent it.

Then he closed the chicken video. Set the phone down. Looked around the quarters — the small table, the small chair, the mug with the tea he wouldn't finish, the screen where his chickens had been scratching thirty seconds ago in a garden that was home.

He didn't pack a bag. He didn't reach for the locker where the old gear lived, the kit from the years that the Protocol was designed to make everyone forget. He didn't need the gear yet. He might not need it at all. What he needed was to move — to get to the Oversight, to get to Stewart, to get the full picture and then make the decisions that the full picture required, and the decisions would be made with the same care and the same gentleness and the same absolute, unwavering commitment that he brought to everything, because Big Chris Hartley did not have a mode switch. He did not become someone else when the line chirped. He was always the same man — the man who watched chickens and caught flies and carried children on his shoulders and who, when the people he loved needed him to solve a problem, solved the problem with the same hands he used to hold his daughters and the same patience he used to coax Princess Layabout out of the coop.

The difference was the direction. That was all. The gentleness, pointed.

He ducked through the doorframe. The quarters got bigger the moment he left them, the corridor accommodating his shoulders the way the kitchenette never had. His footsteps were steady. Measured. The gait of a man who covered ground without appearing to hurry, because hurrying implied panic and Chris did not panic, Chris moved, and the moving was calm and purposeful and carried the particular weight of someone who had been told there was a problem and who was walking toward it with the quiet, devastating certainty that the problem would be smaller when he arrived than it had been before he started walking.

The station hummed around him. The early-morning quiet of Proxima's residential ring, the corridors empty, the lights on their dim cycle. Chris walked through it the way he walked through everything — carefully, gently, aware of every surface and every corner and every fragile thing in his path.

Behind him, in the quarters, the tea cooled. The phone sat dark on the table. And in Sussex, in a garden he wouldn't see for a while, Meredith scratched in the dirt and Princess Layabout retreated back into the coop, and the morning went on without him, the way mornings do when the people who love them have somewhere else to be.

  *

"If you tell me the cargo manifest is pending one more time, I will come down there and process it with a flamethrower."

Kim MacLeod slammed the comms link shut before the junior dockmaster could finish whatever excuse he'd been constructing. The excuse wouldn't have been good enough. No excuse was ever good enough for a manifest that should have been filed six hours ago and that was currently sitting in whatever administrative limbo existed between incompetence and deliberate sabotage, and Kim had long ago stopped distinguishing between the two because the result was the same — her screens were wrong, her numbers didn't balance, and somewhere on Ring 4 a shipment of medical supplies was either in the wrong bay or in the right bay with the wrong paperwork, and the wrong paperwork meant the supplies didn't technically exist, and supplies that didn't technically exist couldn't be distributed, and distribution that didn't happen meant someone somewhere was going without, and the going-without was the thing that made Kim's jaw tight and her accent thick and her vocabulary increasingly specific in its Anglo-Saxon heritage.

"Incompetent fucking muppets," she said, to no one and everyone, the words landing on the empty logistics office like rain on a roof. "Entire station runs on hope and spite."

The office was Kim's domain. Three screens, two datapads, a keyboard that had seen better decades, and four cups of tea in various states of cooling — the archaeological record of a shift that had started twelve hours ago and that showed no signs of ending because the cargo manifests didn't care about shift schedules and neither did Kim. The office was small and cluttered and organised in a system that made perfect sense to Kim and no sense to anyone else, the kind of organised chaos that looked like mess until you asked for something and she found it in three seconds, because Kim always knew where everything was. That was the job. That was the skill. Knowing where things were — supplies, equipment, people, problems — and moving them to where they needed to be, efficiently, precisely, and with a quantity of profanity that her colleagues had stopped noticing the way you stop noticing background music.

Her hands were moving. They always moved when she was working — across the screens, between the datapads, the constant kinetic expression of a mind that processed logistics the way Stewart processed systems, fast and continuous and never fully at rest. She was tracking three supply chains, two personnel rotations, and a docking schedule that someone had amended without telling her, and the not-telling was going to result in a conversation that the amender would not enjoy.

The headache was there. Behind her eyes, the sharp, distinct pressure that meant a flare was building or a storm was coming or the day had been too long and the body was filing its complaint in the only language the body knew. She ignored it. She always ignored it — not because ignoring it was wise, but because acknowledging it was a concession she wasn't willing to make at three in the morning with a cargo manifest missing and a dockmaster who couldn't find his own arse with both hands and a star chart.

Her terminal pinged. Not a work notification — the sound was different. Sharper. The priority tone that bypassed the office system entirely and came through the channel that wasn't on any official network and that lived in her terminal the way the comms unit lived on Chris's belt, present and silent and waiting.

Stewart.

Her hands stopped moving.

The stopping was the first sign. Kim's hands didn't stop. Kim's hands were always moving — across screens, between datapads, gesturing at things that frustrated her, which was most things. When Kim's hands stopped, the world had her full attention, and when the world had Kim's full attention, the world had a problem it was about to lose.

She hit accept. Stewart's face filled the screen — the beard, the tired eyes, the expression she knew better than her own face in a mirror. Twenty-six years of reading that face. She knew every version of it. The amused version, the processing version, the irritated version, the version that appeared when she mentioned the bench and the table that would never be built. She knew the version on the screen right now. She'd seen it perhaps half a dozen times in all those years.

It was the version where Stewart wasn't stroking his beard.

"Kim," he said. "Inbound."

"I have forty inbounds, Stewart. Be specific."

She said it automatically — the banter, the back-and-forth, the rhythm of two people who had been talking to each other for so long the talking was a language of its own. But her voice was already changing. The Scottish thickening, the way it thickened when the thing she was hearing required the full weight of where she came from to process it.

Stewart was specific.

He talked. She listened. The logistics hub hummed around her — the servers, the distant clank of docking clamps, the ambient noise of a station that was awake at all hours because stations didn't sleep and neither did the woman who kept their supply chains running. Stewart told her about the signal. The routing. The emergency channel that he'd built and that had been silent since he built it. The Erebus, transmitting from a position that didn't match any registered lane. The resonance underneath the signal that didn't belong to anything he could identify.

And the destination. Australia.

Kim's face went still. Not the concentrated stillness of a woman processing logistics — the other kind. The stillness that came before the stillness, the moment where everything inside her stopped moving at once, the hands and the thoughts and the constant kinetic energy of a woman who ran on momentum and tea and the specific, inexhaustible fury of someone who cared too much about too many things, all of it stopping. Going quiet.

When Kim went quiet, Stewart stopped talking. He knew. The same way she knew his beard-tells, he knew her silence-tells. The swearing was punctuation. The silence was the thing that came after.

"He called Kirk," Kim said.

Not a question. A statement. The words flat, the accent thick, the sentence carrying the weight of everything it implied — Mark, who kept the Protocol the way a priest kept a vow. Mark, who had sat in that galley and argued and then accepted and then maintained the separation with a discipline that Kim had respected and resented in equal measure because the discipline cost him everything and he paid it without complaint. Mark had broken it.

"He called Kirk," Stewart confirmed.

"Fuck," Kim said.

Stewart nodded. Once.

*END OF BOOK ONE*
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