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​ACT 1 — FIRE BELOW

[image: ]


The first alarm came before the smell.

Leah Kerr was leaning over the auxiliary panel with one hand braced against the cabinet because North Star had just taken another heavy roll. A pressure indication fell fast enough to make her blink. It did not drift down. It dropped.

A warning tone cut across the machinery noise. Another followed it almost at once.

She straightened. The deck was already moving under her, a long slow lift and then a harder shoulder-roll to starboard that made the loose end of her radio strap swing against her chest. Somewhere beyond the bulkhead, pumps and fans continued their normal layered vibration, a familiar mechanical weight that was more felt in the jaw and ribs than heard.

Then a voice broke across the portable radio, clipped and too loud.

“Fire reported main machinery. Fire reported main machinery.”

For half a second the words did not fit the space around her. The auxiliary area was bright, hot in the ordinary way, all painted steel, warm pipework and the smell of oil and electrical insulation. Nothing here was burning.

Then another alarm joined the first and the ordinary machinery note changed.

“Kerr.” Martin Kaye’s voice this time, close enough on the radio to carry the rasp of urgency. “Stay local. Shut down your feed. Confirm isolation.”

“Understood.”

Leah moved.

She did not run. Running on steel plates in a ship already working violently in a Force Ten sea was a quick way to turn one casualty into two. She crossed to the local shutdown position, caught the handrail through another roll and checked the identifier before putting her hand on the control. The label mattered. Everything mattered now.

“Auxiliary feed shutting.”

She operated the shutdown.

The response was immediate in one sense and unnervingly slow in another. An indicator extinguished. The local pump note wound down through the deck. A needle moved. Somewhere farther away a valve shut with a dull mechanical thump that she felt through her boots.

“Feed isolated,” she said.

“Confirm ventilation boundary on your side.”

Leah turned toward the access. The first trace of smoke had arrived while she was looking at the panel—not a cloud, not yet, but a dirty thread drawn high along the top of the passage where the steel met the deckhead. The smell reached her a second later: scorched oil, hot paint, something metallic and bitter that did not belong in air meant for breathing.

She checked the closure indication and then put her hand to the local mechanism, making certain it had gone home. The fan noise altered. Air that had been moving steadily through the compartment softened, then stopped.

“Boundary shut.”

“Remain outside the main space. No entry.”

The order came before she could ask.

“Copy. No entry.”

It was the right order. That did not make it easy to obey.

Fire in machinery made every engineer want to see. The instinct was almost physical: find the source, find the leak, find the failed thing and put hands on it. But the seat of the fire was beyond a boundary that was becoming hot enough to turn the metal smell sharp. If fuel was spraying under pressure, if oil had atomised across hot machinery, an engineer stepping through the wrong door would add nothing except a casualty.

More voices came over the radio. Hamid Nasser reporting another fuel isolation. Someone on the control-room circuit confirming ventilation closure. A deck officer asking for a status that engineering could not yet give. Kaye answering all of them in the same flat tone, making the space between uncertainty and panic look narrow and walkable.

Leah moved to the next assigned local point and shut what she was told to shut. The ship rolled farther. A spanner that had been left in a shallow tray slid hard against its lip and rang against steel. She caught the cabinet again and waited for the return.

The fire alarm kept sounding.

Then the fixed system went.

The change was not cinematic. There was no satisfying roar of salvation. There was a sequence of dull transmissions through the ship, a pressure sound, alarms changing state, voices on the radio telling people where not to be. The main machinery space disappeared from them behind closed boundaries and procedure.

Leah watched the thin smoke line at the deckhead thicken, then stop advancing.

For perhaps thirty seconds she believed that meant they had it.

Then Kaye’s voice came back.

“Heat is still rising at the main-space boundary. All personnel clear the affected access. Kerr, withdraw to control-room route two.”

She keyed the radio. “Withdrawing.”

She turned into the passage and met two crew coming the other way, one of them supporting a motorman under the arm. The man’s face was grey under the emergency light. He was coughing in short, dry bursts that seemed to hurt more each time.

“What happened?” Leah asked.

“Smoke on the forward route,” the other man said. “He got a lungful before the door came shut.”

The motorman waved away the supporting hand, managed one step alone, then took the arm again without argument.

Leah looked past them. Smoke had thickened down the forward section into a low moving ceiling. The normal return route to the control room had become a tunnel with its top half erased.

“Not that way,” she said.

“We know.”

They went aft together.

Emergency lighting flickered.

The effect was worse than darkness would have been. White strips along the passage dimmed to amber, brightened, then fell back again. A fan somewhere wound down. Another motor stopped. The layered hum that had always made the ship feel impossibly alive began dropping out component by component.

Leah stopped walking.

Not because she had been told to. Because the vibration under her feet had changed so radically that her body noticed before her mind did.

The propulsion plant was gone.

A moment later the lights failed almost completely.

There was one black beat in which the only light came from the small faces of instruments and the glow of radio displays. Then emergency illumination returned in patches: a pool at the corner, a strip at a door, a red indicator farther down.

Someone swore softly.

North Star took a sea on the beam.

Without propulsion the movement felt different almost at once—not necessarily larger yet, but less governed. The ship climbed, hesitated, and rolled through the crest with a loose dead weight that made Leah’s stomach shift. The motorman staggered. Leah caught his shoulder, the other engineer caught the handrail, and all three of them waited for the deck to come back.

“Kaye, Kerr.” She had to speak twice because another transmission stepped on hers. “Normal machinery vibration has dropped. We’ve lost main drive on this side.”

“Confirmed. Propulsion trip both lines. Normal generation down. Emergency supply is coming in sections.”

Both lines.

For the first time Leah felt the shape of the casualty widen beyond fire.

A fire you could isolate. A failed engine you could diagnose. A dead electrical section you could work around. A ship with fire damage, no propulsion and degraded power in this sea was not one problem. It was a system of problems beginning to lean on each other.

“Bring your people to secondary control,” Kaye said. “Account everyone.”

They worked back through the alternate route.

The route was longer and hotter. The air had gone still after ventilation isolation, and sweat gathered under Leah’s collar even though the steel around her felt cold when the ship threw spray against the hull. They stepped over a raised coaming one at a time because the angle changed underfoot without warning. The motorman coughed again, bent nearly double, then waved them on when Leah looked at him.

“I’m moving,” he said hoarsely.

“Then keep moving.”

There was no room in her voice for sympathy. She hoped he could hear it anyway.

At the secondary control position, faces appeared one by one under emergency light. Kaye stood at a panel with a radio in one hand and a written list braced under the other. Hamid Nasser was already there, hair wet with sweat, black smudges along one sleeve.

“Kerr.” Kaye looked up. “Count your side.”

Leah did.

Names became numbers, then names again. One man answered from a local station. Another was confirmed with the fire team outside the boundary. The smoke-exposed motorman was put into the care of the first-aid team and remained on the list in red pen rather than black.

One route was unusable. One man was injured. Everyone else was accounted for.

“Main space?” Leah asked.

Kaye’s eyes went to the status board.

“Suppression has knocked it back. We do not have a full assessment. Boundary temperatures are still high. No unrestricted entry.”

“So we don’t know whether it’s out.”

“No.”

Another hard roll moved the paper under his hand. He caught it with two fingers and kept listening to the radio.

Leah found herself staring at the panel that should have been alive with propulsion information. Too many indications were dark. Others were alive but untrustworthy because the supply feeding them had changed. The ship’s movement was becoming more obvious in the silence left behind by stopped machinery. Every impact of sea against hull plating now came through cleanly: a heavy booming strike, a hiss of water outside, the groan and rattle of structure taking load.

She realised her hands were steady.

The thought irritated her immediately.

Of course they were steady. She was at work. This was what training was for. Panic would not reopen a fuel line or give them propulsion. Fear could wait until there was somewhere to put it.

Her mind, treacherously, found somewhere anyway.

Daniel.

Not Dad. Not in her head, not for a long time. Daniel Kerr, who had spent years making concern sound like instruction. Daniel, who had spent years confusing care with jurisdiction. Daniel, who worked coastguard rescue and would hear the vessel name if the distress went out on the regional circuit.

She hated that she wondered whether he was on duty.

She hated more that some part of her wanted him to be.

A bridge circuit opened over the speaker, broken by static.

“Engineering, bridge. Confirm effective propulsion lost.”

Kaye lifted the handset.

“Bridge, engineering. Confirmed. No effective propulsion. Normal generation lost. Fire suppressed but not fully assessed. Emergency power partial.”

The reply took only a second.

“Received. We are transmitting distress.”

Leah looked down at her steady hands while the powerless ship rolled deeper into the sea.
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ACT 2 — THE DISTRESS BOARD
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The distress board did not look like weather.

It looked like coloured tracks on black screens, typed incident lines, clipped identifiers and neat boxes that changed state when somebody clicked them. The room itself was warm and dry. Fluorescent light sat flat on desks. Headsets rested against ears. Printers whispered. Phones rang with the ordinary insistence of office equipment.

Outside those screens, the North Sea was trying to tear order apart.

Daniel Kerr stood behind the primary coordination position with one hand on the edge of the desk while a controller finished taking a report from a coastal workboat already in difficulty. The workboat had been fighting flooding close enough to shore to make assistance possible but far enough out, in this weather, to consume options. Regional lifeboat margin was already thinner than Daniel liked. Air-cover margin was thinner too. Every forecast update had been worse than the last in the ways that mattered: gust strength, visibility, wave state, darkness coming on.

“New distress traffic,” someone said.

The room changed without becoming louder.

That was one of the things Daniel trusted about experienced watch teams. Attention moved before bodies did.

A controller put the transmission through to the main position.

“Mayday, Mayday, Mayday. This is motor vessel North Star...”

Daniel heard the vessel name and stopped breathing.

Not visibly. Not enough for anyone except Sarah Holt, three metres away and already looking at him, to notice.

North Star.

The call continued through static and radio compression. Fire in machinery. Propulsion lost. Emergency power available. Approximately six hundred and ten passengers, seventy crew. Muster under way, increasingly complete. Vessel not abandoned. Fire status not yet fully assessed.

Daniel knew the route. He knew the company. He knew Leah was on North Star.

Nobody in the room had to tell him.

The knowledge arrived before he could protect himself from it. Leah had chosen engineering at sea partly because it was work he could not supervise, a profession with its own authority and its own chain of command. Their estrangement had grown around exactly that boundary: his habit of trying to turn fear into management, her refusal to let him.

“Daniel.” Sarah’s voice was quiet.

He turned his head.

She did not ask whether he was all right. It would have been the wrong question.

“Can you continue objectively?”

He looked back at the board.

The passenger count was enormous compared with anything else currently moving across it. Six hundred and ten. A number that invited panic by scale alone. A ferry disabled in a Force Ten storm with fire below and darkness approaching could pull every instinct in the room toward maximum response.

His first instinct had already gone farther.

Give it everything.

He felt the thought as clearly as if someone else had spoken beside him. Launch, divert, concentrate, build redundancy until nothing could reach Leah without first passing through coastguard resources.

It was exactly the wrong way to think.

“What do we actually know?” he asked.

The controller gave him the latest line. “Main propulsion lost. Emergency electrical supply partial. Fire suppression applied. Fire not yet confirmed out. Passenger muster substantially complete. Vessel remains afloat and internally organised. Master has not ordered abandonment.”

“Any uncontrolled passenger movement?”

“Negative. They’re organised internally.”

“Any request for immediate evacuation?”

“Negative. Request is major SAR assistance, engineering casualty developing.”

Sarah did not take her eyes off him.

Daniel said, “Yes. I can continue.”

“Say why.”

He could have resented that from someone else. From Sarah it was a professional gift disguised as pressure.

“Because the vessel is still a survival platform,” he said. “Large casualty, major response, but passenger count does not itself make open-water evacuation safer. We mobilise for deterioration and casualty extraction. We do not assume six hundred people should be put into survival craft in this sea because the number frightens us.”

“And your daughter?”

“She does not change the survivability assessment.”

The words felt cold in his mouth.

Sarah watched him another second, then nodded once. “Good. Keep saying the logic out loud when you need to.”

The room resumed around them.

Daniel stepped into the coordination role.

The first helicopter was already airborne on storm readiness and close enough to continue toward the ferry. Rescue 936 appeared on the screen as a moving symbol with an ETA that was short enough to matter and long enough to hurt.

“Keep 936 on North Star,” Daniel said. “Ask for updated endurance on arrival and current weather at the casualty.”

A controller acknowledged.

“The second aircraft?”

“Regionally available,” another controller said. “Not assigned.”

Daniel looked at the rest of the board before answering.

The coastal workboat incident was still alive. Weather calls were stacking. The coast was not empty merely because something larger had happened.

“Hold it uncommitted for the moment. We may need it at North Star, but I want the next ship report before concentrating both aircraft.”

That decision hurt less than he expected, which worried him. Perhaps because it still left the second helicopter available. Perhaps because he was already bargaining with himself.

“RNLI?”

“Nearest all-weather boat can launch. Transit poor.”

“Launch request.”

“Done.”

Commercial traffic began answering the distress.

An offshore service vessel, Orison, reported a useful position and good manoeuvrability for her type, though her master’s voice made clear that useful did not mean safe. She could make toward North Star and reassess close work when she saw the ferry’s drift and the sea herself.

“Accept assistance,” Daniel said. “No commitment to close approach. Master retains his own safety decision.”

A larger merchant vessel answered next. More displacement, more deck, less usefulness where Daniel needed it. High freeboard. Difficult relative motion. A ship that could stand off, relay, recover if something went wrong, perhaps provide a larger safe presence—but not simply place herself alongside a disabled ferry in a storm and load hundreds of people.

“Have her hold as responding reserve,” Daniel said. “No close transfer assumption.”

The North Star track crept across the screen.

That was the cruelty of AIS in a storm. A vessel in danger could look peaceful when reduced to a symbol. A triangle moved a few millimetres. A number beside it changed. The screen did not show a deck heaving under Leah’s boots or smoke trapped behind steel boundaries. It did not show her face.

Daniel knew that face too well and not at all anymore.

He knew the pattern that had driven them apart: he identified danger, offered a solution, then kept pressing after Leah had made her own decision. He had always been able to explain that as care. The explanation had never changed what it felt like from her side.

He could construct the defence again now.

He did not let himself.

A radio operator turned. “North Star update. Master confirms all passenger muster stations reporting. Some smoke migration lower accommodation, being managed. No abandon-ship order. Requests helicopter and surface assistance, priority external assessment and medical contingency.”

Daniel leaned closer to the board.

“Any engineering personnel missing?”

The question came halfway out before he knew why he was asking it.

He stopped.

The operator waited.

Daniel changed the question.

“Any persons unaccounted for, shipwide?”

“None reported at present.”

Shipwide. Correct. Relevant.

It did not tell him whether Leah was safe.

It told him she was not missing.

He filed the relief where he filed everything else he could not use.

The second helicopter’s availability box remained green.

Rescue 936 continued toward North Star. The lifeboat launch time was entered. Orison’s track bent toward the casualty. The larger merchant ship reduced speed and took up a safer responding position. The workboat incident remained on the board, stubborn and smaller and still real.

Daniel heard Sarah behind him.

“Still good?”

He looked at the screen where North Star moved through a flat electronic sea.

“No,” he said.

Sarah’s expression did not change.

Daniel added, “But I can do the job.”

“That’s the question I asked.”

He nodded.

Then he accepted continued coordination duty under her oversight, and the room carried on as if the decision had cost nothing.
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ACT 3 — PEOPLE IN THE WATER
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The new call came from farther north.

At first it was only another broken voice under storm static, another vessel reporting trouble into a watch already saturated with it. Daniel listened without looking away from North Star’s incident line.

Then the words resolved.

Fishing vessel overwhelmed. Capsized or rolled beyond recovery. Four crew. One recovered by a nearby vessel. Two confirmed in the water. One missing.

Daniel’s hand went still over the keyboard.

Cold water rewrote priorities faster than passenger numbers ever could.

“Position?” Sarah asked.

The operator read it back.

“Nearest surface?”

“A merchant vessel has one person aboard and is searching. Sea state is limiting. Another vessel altering toward them.”

“Air?”

The second helicopter.

Daniel looked at the availability box that had been green for North Star’s future need and understood, instantly and completely, that it was no longer theirs to hold in reserve.

“How long to the fishing casualty?”

The estimate came back.

“How long to North Star from present?”

Another estimate.

The difference was not the important part. The survival horizon was.

People in a ferry with propulsion gone, a machinery fire and degraded power were in serious danger. But they were inside a steel hull that still floated, with crew, shelter, communications and some surviving systems. People in the North Sea in late autumn had none of those things. Their clock was not measured in how fast the incident developed. It was measured in body heat.

“Task the second aircraft north,” Daniel said.

The controller repeated the fishing position, the last confirmed sightings and the surface vessel already searching. Daniel checked that Rescue 936’s ferry task remained unchanged before letting the second aircraft disappear from the ferry column on the board. He wanted the allocation to be one decision, not two hidden inside each other: the fishermen needed the faster asset, and North Star would still retain the helicopter already committed to it.

The words were barely out when another operator raised a hand.

“North Star requesting additional airborne support.”

Of course they were.

Daniel closed his eyes for less than a second.

“Read the request.”

“Propulsion remains lost. Engineering casualty still developing. They have partial emergency power. Master requests a second helicopter for contingency and casualty extraction if required.”

“If required,” Daniel repeated.

He asked for the latest ferry state again, forcing the decision through current facts rather than the emotional weight of the request. No abandon-ship order. Muster holding. Emergency power present, though degraded. Fire status developing. No report of people already overboard.

He looked at the board.

Rescue 936 was still continuing toward the ferry. The RNLI boat was launched and fighting out through heavy conditions. Orison was inbound. The larger merchant responder was holding to assist at a safer distance. North Star remained upright enough to be managed internally. No abandon-ship order. No report of uncontrolled flooding yet. No report of people in the water from the ferry.

Farther north, two people were already in the sea and one had vanished from sight.

Sarah said nothing. She did not need to.

Daniel keyed the response for North Star through the controller.

“Advise North Star second aircraft unavailable at present due immediate life-saving task. Rescue 936 remains committed to them. Surface resources continue inbound. Request updated survivability and casualty status at five-minute intervals or on significant change.”

The operator transmitted.

Daniel heard the ferry answer through static. The acknowledgement was professional. No complaint. No knowledge of the private fact sitting inside the coordination room.

No one aboard North Star knew that the man sending one helicopter away had a daughter somewhere aboard it.

For a moment Daniel imagined Leah somewhere in the machinery spaces, working under an engineering chain he could not see and dealing with facts he did not have. He did not know if she was near the fire. He did not know if she was in smoke. He did not know whether she had been injured, whether she was on a muster list, whether she even knew a helicopter was coming.

Not knowing made the decision worse.

If he had known she was safe, perhaps the allocation would have felt cleaner. If he had known she was injured, perhaps he would have had a direct fact to push against.

Instead there was only fear, and fear was not an operational category.

“Aircraft details?” he asked.

The controller passed the fishing position and latest survivor information to the second helicopter. Its commander came back with questions about search reference, last known positions and surface contacts. Daniel listened as the answers were built from fragments.

One recovered aboard the nearby vessel.

Two seen intermittently.

One not seen since the capsize.

Breaking seas obscuring heads between crests.

Daniel watched the aircraft symbol turn away from the route that could have taken it toward North Star.

“Confirm task,” the controller said.

The helicopter’s acknowledgement came across the room.

“Task accepted. Proceeding fishing casualty.”

That was it.

No dramatic vote. No final appeal. A moving symbol changed direction, and with it the number of airborne options available to six hundred and eighty people aboard North Star fell from two to one.

Daniel knew exactly why.

He also knew exactly who might pay for it.
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ACT 4 — MUSTERED, NOT SAFE
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By the time Leah put the breathing apparatus mask over her face, North Star had developed an angle she no longer had to look for.

It was in the way tools sat against benches. In the way water found one edge of a deck plate and stayed there between rolls. In the way a person standing still unconsciously widened their stance toward the high side.

Passenger muster had finished in the administrative sense and failed in all the human ones. Counts had been checked and corrected while people were moved out of smoke-affected lower accommodation and gathered under emergency lighting in spaces never meant to feel safe with hundreds of frightened bodies inside them.

Leah knew most of that through radio traffic and the crew crossing engineering routes.

Naomi Reed’s voice was everywhere.

“Keep that access clear.”

“Small groups, not all at once.”

“Do not stop on the stair landing.”

“Engineering route coming through—stand them against the bulkhead.”

The ship had become a set of competing paths. Passengers needed clean ways upward and away from smoke. Engineers needed ways down and in toward damage. Fire boundaries had to stay shut until someone had a reason strong enough to open them. Every door helped one problem by making another route harder.

Leah and Hamid Nasser stood over a local indication that had finally become too wrong to ignore.

“Remote says it’s falling,” Hamid said.

Leah looked at the water crossing the lower part of the compartment and then at the marks they had made during the previous check.

“It isn’t.”

The ship rolled. Water slid toward the low side in a shallow sheet, struck a raised coaming and folded back on itself with a slap.

Hamid crouched and checked the physical sounding again.

When he stood, his expression had flattened.

“Higher.”

“By enough?”

“By enough.”

They called Kaye.

The chief engineer arrived with the local diagram folded under one arm, listened to both of them, then compared what they had with the remote status. The damaged machinery space was still too hot and smoke-contaminated for unrestricted entry, but the evidence now pointed to something secondary to the fire: seawater where it should not be, feeding into a low space faster than the first indications had suggested.

“A cooling branch,” Kaye said. “Near the damaged section.”

Hamid nodded. “Likely.”

Leah felt a coldness that had nothing to do with seawater.

Fire had been the obvious enemy. Water was quieter. Water could accumulate out of sight, spread across wide deck areas, move with the ship and turn every degree of list into more movement and every movement into less stability.

“Can we isolate locally?” she asked.

“One valve is on this side of the damaged boundary,” Kaye said. “Accessible through the service route.”

Hamid looked toward the route.

Smoke had darkened it since Leah last passed through. Not black, not impassable, but enough to make ordinary entry a bad joke.

“And downstream?” Hamid asked.

“Unknown access.”

“So one branch, maybe not all.”

“Correct.” Kaye looked at both of them. “We reduce what we can reduce.”

The BA sets were brought forward.

Leah checked hers methodically because there was no other acceptable way. Harness. Cylinder. Pressure. Mask seal. Demand valve. Radio. Lamp. Gloves. She watched Hamid check his, then let him check her connections in return.

The mask changed the world.

Sound narrowed. Her own breathing became the loudest thing she could hear: draw, hiss, exhale, repeat. The smell of smoke vanished behind clean compressed air, which somehow made the route ahead look more dangerous rather than less. The lamp beam struck wet steel, white paint turned grey by smoke, beads of condensation and soot.

Kaye held them at the boundary while the bridge and safety team confirmed the route state.

“Naomi has passenger movement clear of this section,” he said. “Fire boundary checked. You go to the manual isolation, you close it, you confirm. You do not continue beyond the marked point. If heat worsens or visibility falls, you come out without the valve. Understood?”

“Understood,” Hamid said.

Leah nodded, then remembered the radio needed words. “Understood.”

The door opened.

Heat arrived first.

Not flame. Not even visible fire. Stored heat in steel, trapped air and wet insulation. It pressed against the front of Leah’s suit and made the skin around her mask feel tight.

They entered one behind the other.

The ship rolled while they were inside the narrow route, forcing Leah’s shoulder against a bulkhead. Her lamp beam jumped across pipes and disappeared into smoke. She kept one gloved hand on the rail and counted junctions from the route plan they had reviewed outside.

At the first turn, visibility dropped.

Hamid’s reflective strip became a pale shape in Leah’s light. His breathing sounded through the radio only when he spoke.

“Still with me?”

“Yes.”

“Two metres.”

They moved.

Water ran across the deck in pulses now, not deep but persistent, collecting soot and carrying it around their boots. The combination of hot air above and cold water below made the compartment feel physically wrong.

They reached the valve.

It did not look dramatic enough to matter. A manual wheel, metal darkened with grime, set where local access had been maintained precisely for situations nobody wanted to use it in.

Hamid put both hands on it.

“Taking it.”

He turned.

Nothing happened.

He reset his grip and tried again.

The ship rolled toward the low side. Leah braced behind him, one hand on the fixed structure, the other controlling the lamp so he could see the stem and position indicator.

“Again.”

Hamid leaned into it.

The wheel moved a fraction.

“There.”

He turned it down in increments, stopping each time the deck moved too violently to keep safe pressure on it. Leah watched the indicator, then checked the connected line as best the access allowed.

“Keep going.”

Another quarter turn.

Another.

Hamid’s breathing had become harder in the radio.

Leah’s own air seemed to vanish faster simply because she had noticed it.

“Almost shut.”

The lamp flickered across a plume of smoke rolling along the overhead. Heat increased at the side of her face.

“Close it.”

Hamid gave the wheel the last controlled turn and stopped.

Leah checked position.

“Shut.”

They did not celebrate.

They withdrew.

The return felt longer. Leah’s gloves slipped once on the wet rail. Her boot came down into a deeper wash of water than she expected and she had to stop the reflex to look down too long. Hamid reached the boundary first and waited until she touched his shoulder before opening the boundary.

The door closed behind them with a solidness Leah felt in her chest.

She pulled the mask away only when Kaye gave permission.

Air outside tasted of ship, sweat and distant smoke. She coughed once despite having breathed clean air throughout.

“Status?” Kaye asked.

“Valve shut,” Hamid said.

Leah added, “Access beyond is worse. We didn’t proceed.”

Kaye nodded. “Good.”

They checked the local inflow trend.

For a few minutes it gave them what they wanted.

The rate reduced.

Not stopped. Reduced.

Water still moved across the low deck. The physical sounding changed more slowly. A pump somewhere continued to work against it. The ship still rolled and did not come upright.

Kaye sent the update to the bridge: partial isolation achieved; residual flooding remains; accumulated water significant.

Leah stripped off the BA set with help because her shoulders felt heavier
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