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Chapter 1
Wilbur Grubb had failed the Consolidated Frontier Holdings Certified Safety Examination, and this was the single most qualifying thing he had ever done.
He had not failed it in the ordinary way, by not knowing the answers. Wilbur knew the answers. He knew them the way other men knew their own names, which is to say better than he knew his own name, because his own name had never once been likely to save his life. He had memorised the entire handbook, all four hundred and eleven pages of it, including the appendices, including the chapter that a nervous committee had titled How to Die Gracefully During a Hull Breach, a chapter which, on close reading, contained no method for not dying during a hull breach, only advice on doing it with the minimum of fuss and paperwork. Wilbur had read that chapter eleven times. It was the only piece of writing he had ever encountered that was entirely honest about what the company thought of him, and he respected it for that.
The examination was not, in the end, a test of what a man knew. It was a test of what a man was prepared to do, and the company had strong feelings about what a man was prepared to do. The correct answer, in every case, was plunge in.
Question fourteen offered a compartment filling with superheated coolant and a colleague trapped on the far side of it. The handbook’s answer (the survivable answer, the answer that left two living men instead of a commendation and a memorial plaque) was to seal the bulkhead, sound the alarm, and evacuate. Wilbur had written this. He had also written, in the box provided for elaboration, that he would ideally have arranged not to be in that section of the ship at the relevant time, and that with adequate forward planning he need never be within four bulkheads of any coolant whatsoever.
The examiner had marked it wrong. In the margin, in the confident red of a man who had never personally met a hull breach, he had written: Where is the courage?
This was, Wilbur felt, an unfair question to put to a multiple-choice paper.
He failed question after question in exactly this fashion, each time by declining, politely and with supporting reasoning, to be present at his own death. By the time he reached the final section (a scenario involving a decompression event, a jammed airlock, and a captain shouting inspirational things), Wilbur had settled into a kind of doomed rhythm, and answered simply that in the event of a decompression he would be somewhere else, having read the pressure telemetry that morning and formed conclusions about it.
His score was the lowest recorded in the sector that quarter. It should have ended his career, or at least postponed it to a safer, duller berth counting rivets on a station that was going nowhere and taking its time about it. That was what Wilbur had been quietly praying for, in the non-committal way he prayed, which was less a plea to any god than a series of formal objections lodged with the universe in case anyone was reading.
What Wilbur did not understand (what nobody had thought to explain to him, because explaining it would have required saying several true things out loud) was that Consolidated Frontier Holdings barges consumed crew at a rate that would have alarmed a more sentimental firm. The frontier fleet did not have a recruitment problem so much as a retention problem, and the retention problem was that the crews kept dying. They died bravely, in ways that photographed well and read magnificently in the quarterly bulletin, and the company loved them for it and replaced them by Thursday. A firm haemorrhaging crew at that rate could not afford to be choosy. It could afford, at most, to be warm.
So the company did not look at Wilbur Grubb’s catastrophic score and see a coward. It looked at his catastrophic score and saw a vacancy it could fill. A man that determined to still be breathing was, statistically, a man who would keep turning up. And a barge did not, when you came down to it, require its crew to be brave. It required them to be there.
The letter arrived eleven days later. It did not use the word failed. Consolidated Frontier Holdings had spent a great deal of money establishing that its documents should never use words like failed, or danger, or decommissioned, and its style guide ran to a supplement. The letter congratulated Wilbur, warmly, on his selection. It informed him that he had been identified as a valued frontier family member. It welcomed him aboard the family, twice, in two different fonts, and enclosed a badge.
Wilbur read the letter four times, looking for the part where it had made a mistake. There was no such part. There was only a departure gate, a shuttle number, and a small colour photograph of a vessel painted the improbable red-gold of a sunset that had been focus-grouped, above the words: Your new home. Your new family. Your new frontier.
Underneath, in a font so small it had clearly been ashamed of itself: CFV Sweetwater. Amber Belt Extraction Division.
Wilbur, who had spent his whole life negotiating with reality and mostly losing, packed a bag. He did the arithmetic, because he always did the arithmetic. The probability of dying, weighed against the probability of being able to refuse and eat afterwards. The numbers, as usual, declined to be encouraging. He went to the gate.
◆◆◆
The shuttle was the sort of shuttle that made a virtue of not falling apart during the journey, and it managed this by the narrowest of margins, which it advertised. Wilbur sat with his bag on his knees and his handbook in his bag and watched the Amber Belt resolve out of the dark.
It was, he had been told, a place of legend. The brochure had called it the last honest frontier, a phrase that had survived seven rounds of legal review, which meant it was either true or unactionable, and Wilbur knew which he’d have bet on. What the Amber Belt actually was, once you got close enough to see it working, was a stretch of tired rock being taken apart for its minerals with the brisk thoroughness of a man eating a chicken. Consolidated Frontier Holdings was strip-mining the sector to exhaustion, and had discovered somewhere in its long institutional life that the work went down more smoothly if you dressed it up as an adventure. So it sold nostalgia (for an Old Earth of open ranges and honest homesteads and men who settled things at high noon): a paradise that the company evoked in loving, licensed detail and that had, on the balance of the evidence, never existed at all. You could not go back to it. That was, commercially speaking, its finest quality.
And there, hanging against the ochre haze, was the Sweetwater.
She was enormous, and she was rusting, and someone had painted over the rust. That was Wilbur’s first clear impression of the vessel that was to be his home, and it was, though he could not have known it, the most accurate impression anyone had ever formed of her. The heritage colours were laid on thick and cheerful (the red of a barn nobody had ever milked a cow in, the gold of a wheat field that had only ever been a spreadsheet), and where the paint had flaked, which was everywhere, the failing hull showed through underneath in long brown weeping streaks, like a birthday cake left out in the weather. Somebody repainted her, regularly and with great feeling. Nobody, it was clear, repaired her. The two activities had been confused a long time ago, high up, and the confusion had been passed down as policy.
Across her flank, in letters three storeys tall, ran the words: CFV SWEETWATER: WHERE THE FRONTIER LIVES. Beneath, smaller: A CONSOLIDATED FRONTIER HOLDINGS AUTHENTIC LIVING VESSEL. Beneath that, where a third and smaller line should have been, there was only the brown of exposed metal where the sign had begun to slough away from its own ship, which was somehow worse.
The shuttle shuddered into the dock. A voice came through the cabin speaker, and the voice was where the trouble started.
“Weeeell now,” said the voice, in a drawl thick enough to stand a spoon in, warm as a fire that has just noticed your house. “Welcome home, partner. Welcome home to the Sweetwater. This here’s BUCK, your friendly shipboard companion, and I surely am pleased to make your acquaintance.”
Wilbur, who had never in his life been called partner by anything that meant it, said nothing.
“Now, I got your paperwork right here,” BUCK went on, “and it says you’re my new hand, and that makes today a real fine day. We’ll get you settled quicker’n a jackrabbit on a hot griddle. Only thing I’d ask of you, partner, and I ask it friendly,” the drawl did not change at all, did not so much as dip, “is you keep clear of the number-four airlock less’n someone’s with you, on account of she don’t always hold the second time you cycle her, and we did lose a fella that way, but that was a good while back and I’m sure she’s feelin’ better about it now. Cycle her twice. Wait for the green. Live forever. That’s the BUCK guarantee.”
There was a pause, into which the drawl poured warmth like syrup.
“Anyhow. Welcome aboard.”
Wilbur sat very still. Everyone else on the shuttle (three genuine frontier hands returning from leave, dustered and unbothered) had heard exactly the same words and heard a cheerful greeting, because that was what the words had been built to sound like. Somewhere in the Sweetwater’s deep programming, a genuine hazard had been fed in at one end and had come out the other wearing a hat and a smile, and the crew had long since stopped hearing the hazard at all. They heard the hat. They heard the smile.
Wilbur heard we did lose a fella that way.
He heard it the way he heard everything, which was completely, in full, with all the implications attached, and he sat in the shuddering shuttle and understood that he had just been welcomed to his new home by a machine that could deliver a fatality report in the same breath as a promise of eternal life and could not tell the difference between the two. He tightened his grip on his bag. It was the third-worst realisation he would have that day, and the day was barely an hour old.
◆◆◆
They gave him the duster at the top of the gangway.
It was long and brown and stiff with newness, and it had belonged to no one, which meant it had belonged to everyone, which meant it had been stripped off a body and laundered and hung back on the rack more times than the company found it comfortable to log. A supply clerk with the dead eyes of a man who had issued a great many dusters held it out, checked Wilbur’s name against a manifest, and made a small mark.
“You’re the replacement,” he said. It was not a question. “Reactor-side crew hand. You’ll want a handle.”
“A what?”
“A handle. Frontier name. Regulation.” The clerk consulted a laminated card, on which someone senior had printed a list of approved names so that no crew member could accidentally pick one that expressed a feeling. “You get assigned one. Saves argument.” He ran a finger down the card, found the next name that hadn’t been used up by a corpse recently enough to be awkward, and made another mark. “Deadeye.”
“I’m sorry?”
“Your handle. Deadeye Grubb.” The clerk looked at him for the first time, and something almost like sympathy moved behind the deadness and thought better of it. “Suits you,” he said, which was a lie so total it briefly became a kind of kindness. “Go on. Locker’s aft. BUCK’ll show you.”
Wilbur put on the duster. It was heavy in a way that had nothing to do with its weight, and he stood for a moment inside it feeling like a small honest thing wearing the coat of a large dead one. Deadeye. He turned the name over. It was the name of a man who could shoot the pip off a playing card at forty paces, or the name of a man with something wrong with one eye. He himself could do neither of these things. He could recite the correct evacuation sequence for a class-three fire in under nine seconds, and there was no name on the laminated card for that.
The corridors of the Sweetwater were done in the full pageant. Wanted posters for outlaws no one had ever met. A saloon door, motorised, that swung on a mechanism and led to a canteen serving reconstituted protein under a sign that said VITTLES. Spittoons, bolted down, that BUCK’s cheery announcements periodically reminded the crew were for decorative and heritage purposes only and not to be used as such. And running under all of it, if you were the kind of person who noticed such things (and Wilbur was exactly and only that kind of person), the smell of a ship that was working harder than it should to keep being a ship. Hot metal. Old air, cycled once too often. A faint, patient vibration in the deck plates, coming up through the soles of his boots, that he did not have a name for and did not like.
The locker was where the clerk had said it would be. It was aft, in a low grey compartment that the paint had not reached, and it had a name plate on it, and the name plate was the last thing in the day to teach Wilbur anything.
“WILD” ELROD BOON, it said. And beneath, on a smaller brass plaque that someone had screwed on afterwards with real ceremony: DIED DOING WHAT HE LOVED.
Wilbur stood in front of it for a long time.
“That there,” said BUCK, gently, from a grille above the locker, “was Wild Elrod. Finest hand this old girl ever knew. Heart big as a moon and twice as bright.”
“What happened to him?” Wilbur asked, and knew as he asked it that he did not want the answer, and asked it anyway, because not knowing was worse. It was always worse.
“Well now,” said BUCK, and the drawl grew fond, grew misty, wrapped itself around the story like a man settling into a favourite chair. “Come the quarterly high-noon duel (that’s a morale exercise, partner, real cornerstone of frontier livin’, you’ll come to treasure ‘em), old Elrod, he took it upon himself to lasso a live mining drone. Rope in one hand, hat in the other. Whole muster deck cheerin’ him on. And I tell you, that man roped her clean.” A reverent pause. “Course, she was a mining drone, and she was live, and she did what a live mining drone does. But he went out with the rope tight and the crowd hollerin’ his name, and there ain’t a finer way for a frontier man to go. We gave him full honours. Real nice service. He’d have loved it.”
There it was, then. The whole shape of the thing, laid out plain in a folksy voice that meant every syrup-thick word of it. Underneath the fond drawl, if you set the fondness aside, was a man who had died horribly and pointlessly because a company had told him that dying horribly and pointlessly was the finest thing he could do, and had then filed his corpse under inspiration and screwed a plaque to his locker so the next man would want to go the same way. Elrod Boon had not died doing what he loved. Elrod Boon had died doing what he had been sold, and the selling was still going on, warm and continuous, from a grille in the ceiling, into the ear of the man who had inherited his coat.
Wilbur understood, standing there in a dead man’s locker room in a dead man’s kind of coat with a dead man’s kind of name, that this job killed people. That it killed them cheerfully. That it would, given the smallest encouragement, kill him, and then paint over the spot, and welcome the next valued frontier family member aboard with the same warm drawl and the same brass plaque and the same lie.
He had spent his whole life at the arithmetic of survival, and he had never had it laid out so clearly. He did the sum now, one last time, standing very still. On one side, everything the Sweetwater wanted him to be: brave, roped to a drone, storeys tall and three-quarters rust and cheered on his way out of the airlock that didn’t always hold the second time. On the other side, the only thing Wilbur Grubb had ever actually wanted, which was not glory, and was not the frontier, and was not to have his death photograph well.
It was to have no death photograph at all. Not yet. Not here. Not for a good long while.
He hung his bag on Elrod Boon’s hook. He straightened the duster that had been worn by braver, deader men. And Wilbur Grubb (Deadeye, now, valued and welcomed and twice congratulated) made himself a single quiet promise, the only ambition he would carry into that whole rusting cathedral of nonsense, and he made it to the brass plaque as though it could hear him:
He was going to survive this place. By caution, by cowardice, by every low undramatic trick of staying alive that the laminated card had no name for. Whatever it took. However little glory came of it.
Above him, warm and untroubled, BUCK began to hum something that might have been a hymn and might have been a jingle, and could not, in the end, tell the two of them apart.

Chapter 2
From the Consolidated Frontier Holdings Frontier Family Handbook, Chapter Three: “Fellowship, Muster, and You.”
The Morning Muster is the beating heart of Frontier Family life. Here, shoulder to shoulder beneath the colours, we gather to affirm a simple and joyful truth: that we are all present, all accounted for, and all delighted to be so. A daily headcount is not (whatever the cynical few may murmur) a grim actuarial exercise. It is a celebration of everyone still with us. Attendance is mandatory. Absence will be noted, warmly, and followed up. Remember, Family Member: a frontier is only ever as strong as the family it has not yet used up.
◆◆◆
The morning came the way everything aboard the Sweetwater came: through a grille, and drawling.
“Rise and shine, partners,” said BUCK, at an hour Wilbur’s body insisted was the middle of the night and the ship’s clock insisted, with equal serenity, was a brand-new day full of promise. “It’s a real fine mornin’ out on the Belt, and I got a batch of frontier affirmations here fresh off the wire, so gather round and let ol’ BUCK fill your hearts before muster.”
Wilbur lay in Elrod Boon’s bunk, under a blanket laundered many times that still smelled faintly of its previous owner, and listened to the affirmations, because he was the sort of man who listened to everything.
“Affirmation the first,” said BUCK, in a voice like warm molasses poured slow. “You are braver than you was yesterday. Affirmation the second,” the drawl did not so much as pause for the seam where an encouragement ended and a hazard began, because to BUCK there was no seam, “the number-three coolant line’s readin’ a touch spirited this mornin’, so if you’re workin’ aft you just let her run and don’t fret; she’s only lettin’ off steam, same as any of us. Affirmation the third: you are loved, you are needed, and your safety harness is your very best friend on the whole frontier. And deck six is showin’ a mite of what the manual calls structural enthusiasm, so we’re gonna love deck six from a distance today. It’s a beautiful day to be alive, partners, and you are gonna be.”
Wilbur lay very still and did the sums, which was less a choice than a condition he had. A coolant line reading spirited. A deck showing structural enthusiasm. He did not know what either translated to, in the honest language nobody aboard was allowed to use, but he knew the shape of a warning wearing a hat, and he had heard two before breakfast. He got up, put on the duster the company issued to replacements and reissued when they, in their turn, wanted replacing, and went to muster, because attendance was mandatory and absence would be noted warmly.
The muster deck was the largest open space on the ship, and someone had spent real money making it look like a frontier town that never existed. A hitching rail bolted to a floor that had never held a horse. A dry water trough with a sign forbidding its use as a water trough. A raised boardwalk, a false saloon front, and, across the far bulkhead in letters ten feet high, the words WELCOME HOME, FRONTIER FAMILY, under which the actual frontier family was assembling in the grey light of a working morning with the enthusiasm of people who had done this every day for years and would until the day they didn’t.
There were perhaps forty of them, in dusters the same brown as his, arranged along painted marks on the deck with the practised resignation of a congregation that has stopped expecting the sermon to be about them. Nobody was drawling. That was the first thing Wilbur noticed, and it steadied him a little: the crew wore the frontier the way a man wears a paper hat at a party he did not organise. The pageant was for the cameras, and the company, and BUCK. Among themselves, the Sweetwater’s people were simply tired.
A very large man drifted up beside Wilbur and stood there like weather.
“You’re the new Elrod,” the large man said. It was not unkind. It was barely even a question. He had a broad, calm, patient face, and a handle stencilled on his pocket that read BUCKSHOT, and he regarded Wilbur with the mild interest of a man watching a kettle he is fairly sure will boil. “Mo Achebe. Been aft longest of anybody, which is a thing they don’t give you a medal for, on account of the ones who’d have earned the medal ain’t here to collect.” He said it flatly, without weight, the way you’d mention the weather on a planet you had left. “Stand on the mark. Don’t lock your knees. Cap likes a speech.”
“Is he,” Wilbur began, and got no further, because the Captain arrived.
Captain Cody “Cutter” Vance did not enter a room so much as annex it. He came onto the boardwalk at a stride that suggested doors ought to feel privileged to have been walked through, stopped at the rail with one boot up and both fists on his hips, and let the deck have a good long look at him, because he had never been able to imagine why it wouldn’t want one. He wore a captain’s duster cut fuller and redder than anyone else’s, a hat with a brim you could have served dinner on, and a great deal of frontier regalia that jingled: spurs, a lanyard, a holstered something almost certainly not loaded, because the company’s insurers had feelings about that. He was magnificent: magnificent in the specific, dangerous way of a man who has decided which story he is in and will keep being magnificent all the way to the bottom of it, cheering.
“FRONTIER FAMILY!” bellowed Captain Vance, and forty tired people flinched at exactly the same volume they flinched at every morning. “Look at you. LOOK at you! The finest crew ever to ride a barge through the black, and don’t let any man tell you different, because I have SEEN the other crews, and by thunder they are NOTHING.” He had not, in fact, seen the other crews. He had once seen another barge, at a distance, on a training exercise, and had disliked the look of it. This was, in Vance’s private cosmology, the same thing. “And you know what I see when I look at you? LEGENDS! Men and women who’ll be spoken of in every saloon from here to the Core when the singing starts!”
There were, on the Sweetwater, no saloons but the false front behind him, and the singing had a way of being a memorial service; but nobody said so, because to say so was the one thing you did not do.
“Now,” Vance went on, softer, confidential, “I hear her this morning, same as you. Down in her belly. That good, deep, working sound.” He tipped his head, and the whole deck, Wilbur could feel it, went very slightly rigid, the way a room does when someone begins to say the thing. But Vance was constitutionally incapable of saying the thing. “That’s the heartbeat of a proud vessel, that is. That’s the Sweetwater singing to us because she’s happy in her work. You want to worry when she goes quiet! You listen to her this morning, roaring away down there, and you tell me that is not the sound of the SOUNDEST hull in the sector!”
And there it was: the noise. Now that Vance had named it, or rather draped it in a name so wrong it amounted to a costume, Wilbur could not stop hearing it. Under the boots and the spurs and the painted welcome, under the whole loud pageant of the morning, a sound came up through the deck plates from somewhere aft and below. It was not a roar, and not a heartbeat. It was a long, patient, grinding note with a hitch in it, a small dry tick at the top of every cycle, like a very heavy door on a hinge that had begun, without hurry, to fail. Wilbur had memorised four hundred and eleven pages about ships. He did not have a name for the sound either. But he knew, in the frantic accountancy of his spine, that whatever a heartbeat sounded like, it did not sound like that, and that Vance stood on a boardwalk telling forty people it was the finest music on the frontier, and believing every word, and that this was somehow more frightening than if he had been lying.
“Now WHERE,” roared Vance, casting about the deck, “is my new man? Where’s my replacement for old Wild Elrod, rest his glorious soul, finest hand I ever, WHERE is he?”
“Mark eleven,” murmured Buckshot, not moving his lips, and gave Wilbur a nudge that was like being nudged by a wardrobe.
Vance found him. Vance’s whole face opened like a sunrise that had been focus-grouped. “THERE he is! And I’m told, I’m TOLD,” he savoured it, he presented it to the deck as a gift, “that they’ve gone and named this man DEADEYE. Deadeye Grubb!” He said it the way another man might say your Majesty. “Do you HEAR that, family? They don’t hand out a name like that to just anybody. A name like that, that’s a gunfighter’s name. That’s the name of a man who looks death square in the eye and never so much as BLINKS!”
Wilbur, who had been named by a clerk reading down a card for the next word not yet attached to a corpse, and who blinked at death forty times a minute as a matter of policy, opened his mouth to correct the record, then wisely closed it. Correcting Captain Vance, he understood already, would be like correcting the tide.
“You and I are going to do GREAT things, Deadeye,” Vance declared, pointing at him across the deck as though knighting him. “I can always tell. I have a feeling about you.” He had a feeling about everyone. His feelings had an unblemished record of being wrong, which never once made him distrust them, because a man who examined his feelings might have to examine other things, and Vance had built a whole gleaming life on doing neither. “Muster’s done! Frontier hearts, family: frontier HEARTS!” And he swept off the boardwalk and back through the false saloon doors, spurs ringing, entirely satisfied, and the deck let its held breath out, one crewman at a time, and turned back to the work of keeping a ship alive that was, very quietly, and only to those who were listening, coming apart underneath them.
“He’s not right, is he,” Wilbur said, before he could stop himself. He meant it in the largest possible sense.
“Cap?” Buckshot considered this with the gravity it deserved. “Cap’s never once been right in the whole time I known him.” He said it without malice, the way you’d describe a landmark. “It’s a comfort, in a way. You always know which way’s wrong. Come on. I’ll show you your guts.”
◆◆◆
The tour was an education, and like most educations it consisted mainly of learning that things were worse than you had hoped.
Buckshot walked him aft through the working parts of the ship, and the working parts of the ship were where the pageant gave up. Here there were no motorised saloon doors, no spittoons for heritage purposes only. Here there was rust the way there is sand at the seaside: the fundamental material of the place, the thing everything else was arranged upon. The heritage paint stopped at a line on the wall as though it had reached the edge of its courage, and past it the Sweetwater was simply an old machine asked to do a young machine’s job, patched and splinted and held.
“Now that there,” said Buckshot, pointing amiably at a pipe from which someone had grown a small silver forest of sealant, a coral reef of make-do, “that’s been weeping since before my time. You leave it be. It’s found a way to leak that works, and a leak that works is a leak you got a relationship with. It’s the new leaks you learn to fear.” He indicated a bundle of cables lashed to a stanchion with what was unmistakably a bootlace. “That held through two burns and a hard dock. You don’t argue with a bootlace that’s earned its keep.”
Wilbur catalogued all of it; he could not help himself, it was how he was built. The weeping pipe. The bootlace. The way the aft deck plates no longer sat flush, so that walking them was like walking a beach at low tide, each plate rocking under his weight and settling with a metallic complaint. Half the emergency lockers he checked, out of reflex, were empty, or held a torch with no charge, or in one memorable case a single glove and a printed apology. He was compiling, without meaning to, a document the company would have paid dearly to keep uncompiled: a true account of the state of the Sweetwater, held entirely in the head of the one man aboard who most wanted not to know it.
And under all of it, growing louder the further aft they went, was the sound.
By the time the passage opened out into a wider space (a threshold, a change in the air, which grew warm and dry, carried a smell of hot metal that Wilbur’s whole nervous system stood up and objected to), the sound was no longer coming up through his boots. It was in the walls. It was in his teeth. That long grinding note, the little dry hitch at the top of every cycle, the tick, patient and regular and entirely wrong, filling the space ahead the way water fills a boot.
Buckshot stopped at the threshold and did not go in. Wilbur noticed that too.
“Reactor-side’s your patch,” Buckshot said. His voice had changed: not frightened, Buckshot did not appear to have the equipment for frightened, but careful, the way a man is careful near a large animal he respects. “You’ll take your readings, you’ll log ’em, you’ll keep her tidy. Sparks runs it. You do what Sparks says and you’ll be fine.” He paused. The tick came, and went, and came again. “It’s a loud old girl,” Buckshot said, to the middle distance. “Always has been. You get used to the singing.” And he clapped Wilbur on the shoulder, one companionable blow that travelled the length of Wilbur’s spine and out through his boots, and left him at the threshold, and did not, Wilbur noted, offer to show him round the one room on the ship that was actually his.
◆◆◆
The reactor bay was dim and close, and hotter than anywhere else Wilbur had been, and in the middle of it, with her back to him, a woman stood absolutely still, one hand flat against the machine’s housing, the way you would lay a hand on the flank of something to feel it breathe.
She was small and wiry, in a duster she had cut down and belted so it would stop trying to kill her near the moving parts, and she wore no hat, which was the most defiant thing Wilbur had yet seen anyone do aboard the Sweetwater. The handle on her pocket read SPARKS. She did not turn round. She was listening to the machine the way Wilbur himself listened, thoroughly, all the way in, taking in not just the sound but the whole cargo of meaning it was hauling underneath, and the machine made the sound right here, the grinding note and the dry patient tick, so loud in this room that Wilbur understood at last that everyone on the ship had heard it every day and had simply agreed, forty of them, without a meeting, never to admit that they had ears.
“You’re the new hand,” Sparks said, still not turning. “Deadeye.” She said the handle the way you’d handle a dead mouse: by the tail, at arm’s length, out of necessity. “Sorry about the name. There isn’t a good one on the card.”
“I don’t mind it,” Wilbur said, which was not true, and then, because he was very tired and very frightened and she had not drawled at him, “the last man who had it lassoed a mining drone.”
Sparks’s shoulders moved: not a laugh, but the ghost of the muscles a laugh would use. “Then you’re already ahead of him,” she said. “You’ve been aboard a whole morning and you haven’t lassoed anything.” She took her hand off the housing, turned, and looked at him properly, and Wilbur found himself read by someone as thorough as he was, the strangest sensation of his adult life: like meeting, in a foreign country where he did not speak the language, one other person who did.
The tick came. And Wilbur (who never did this, who had spent his whole life making sure his face gave nothing away that his spine had not cleared for release) flinched, one small honest flinch, exactly in time with it.
He froze. He waited to be reported. Admitting weakness, he had grasped, was the one true sin aboard this ship; the company would forgive you almost anything except letting on that you were afraid, because a man who was afraid might, at any moment, say a true thing out loud, and true things were bad for morale and worse for the quarterly figures.
But Sparks did not report him. Sparks watched him flinch, and something in her held-still face eased by a single degree: the private, unspeakable relief of a person who has been alone in a room full of the deaf and has just watched a stranger, quietly, without being told, begin to hear.
“You hear her,” Sparks said. Very low. It was not a question, and it was not, quite, an admission: she had said nothing that a company microphone could carry to anyone’s disadvantage. She had merely observed that the reactor made a noise, which everyone knew, and that Wilbur could hear it, no crime.
“Is it,” Wilbur began, and then stopped, because he did not have the word either, and because he was learning very fast which words you did not reach for in this room. “Is she meant to sound like that?”
Something crossed Sparks’s face, and she decided not to answer it; she weighed the plain sentence, the one that would have named the machine behind her, and set it down again, gently, unspoken, the way Buckshot had set down the weeping pipe. She could not say it. Not here, not with a grille in the ceiling and forty years of company policy pressing on her larynx. To say it plainly would be to commit the sin: to be the one who admitted the danger, and on the frontier that person was never the one who had caused it and always the one who got the blame.
So she did what everyone aboard did. She talked around it.
“She’s old,” Sparks said. “She talks to herself. Old girls do.” She turned back to the housing, and laid her hand on it again, and her voice when it came was so flat and careful that Wilbur understood every word of what it was refusing to say. “You’ll take your readings twice a shift. And you’ll log them the way I tell you, and not the way they read.” A beat. The tick. “There’s the number, and there’s the number you write down, and on this ship, Deadeye, they have not been the same number for a good long while. You’ll get used to it.” She glanced back at him, once, and for that glance the careful frontier flatness dropped clean off her face, and what was underneath it was simply a frightened person looking at another frightened person across a machine that she was not allowed to say was dying, and that he had only begun, in his spine, to distrust. “Everyone gets used to it,” she said. “That’s the frightening part.”
Wilbur stood in the hot, close dark of the reactor bay and listened to the sound that Vance had called a heartbeat and Buckshot had called singing and Sparks would not call anything at all, and he added it, with the cold thoroughness that was the only talent he had ever possessed, to the growing ledger of things aboard the Sweetwater that were trying, patiently and without malice, to kill him.
Then he looked past Sparks’s shoulder, out through the threshold and up the sloping passage towards the deck where forty people were going cheerfully about their morning, and he understood the truly frightening thing, the thing worse than the noise: that the noise had been going on for years, and every single one of them could hear it, and not one of them had flinched but him.
Not one.
Except, he now knew, the woman with her hand on the machine, who had watched him do it, and had not looked away.

Chapter 3
The bulletin arrived the way all bad news aboard the Sweetwater arrived: wearing a hat, and drawling, and wedged between two affirmations so that a person could very nearly mistake it for good cheer.
“Affirmation the fourth,” said BUCK, over the morning grille, in the warm tone of a man reading a child a story about a rabbit. “You have got everything it takes, partners, and then some. Affirmation the fifth: head office has done us the honour, the honour, family, of sendin’ out one of their very own to come and set eyes on us. A real live Efficiency and Heritage Auditor, name of Mister Prentice Sloan, is inbound on the company packet and will be joinin’ our frontier family directly, to take a look at the books and shake us all warmly by the hand. So let’s tidy up nice, and put on our brightest, and show him the finest crew ever to ride the Belt. Affirmation the sixth: you are exactly where you are meant to be.”
Wilbur, who was three days aboard and had spent all three of them assembling a mental inventory of the ways the ship might yet kill him, lay in the dead man’s bunk and considered affirmation the fifth from several angles, none of which improved it.
The words had gone by very fast, and dressed up warm, but Wilbur had a gift, his only marketable one, for hearing the shape of a thing underneath the noise it made, and the shape of this thing was not warm at all. Auditors did not travel. Auditors were a fixed and sedentary species; they lived at head office, at the far still centre of the company, and things were brought to them: figures, cargoes, the occasional scapegoat. An auditor who left his desk and boarded a company packet and crossed a working sector to come and shake forty people warmly by the hand had not done so out of affection. He had done so because a number, somewhere, had gone the wrong colour.
And Wilbur knew which number.
Behind quota. He had heard it twice already in three days; never said, exactly, but circled, the way the crew circled everything true: a joke in the mess about the tonnage board, a silence in the wrong place when Buckshot totted up a shift. The Sweetwater was not pulling her weight. She was an old barge chewing a picked-over sector for a company that measured love strictly by the tonne, and she had fallen behind, and now the company was sending a man to look at the books.
Here the narrator must pause, briefly, to translate, because the Sweetwater’s people could not (the frontier taboo had taken the necessary words out of their mouths years ago) and somebody ought to say it plainly at least once.
When Consolidated Frontier Holdings judged a barge to have stopped earning, the barge was decommissioned. This was a word with a warm public face and a cold private one. In its public face it meant paperwork: a vessel retired with honour, its heritage preserved, its Frontier Family thanked in a memo. In its private face, the face the company kept turned to the wall, it meant the barge was worth more as scrap than as a going concern, and was therefore reduced to scrap; and here the euphemism performed its one genuinely clever trick, the trick that had made some accountant a modest bonus a very long time ago. For a barge, out on the Belt, was not merely a hull. A barge was a hull and a crew, the two so entangled that the company’s lawyers had long ago given up pretending to separate them. To decommission the vessel was to decommission the vessel. The crew were aboard. The crew were, in the strict and thrifty language of the balance sheet, part of the fittings.
The company did not put this in the handbook. The company was not stupid. But the company was thrifty, famously, foundationally thrifty, thrifty the way water is wet, and it had done the sum that any thrifty organisation eventually does, which is the sum comparing the cost of retiring forty frontier family members, with pensions and passage home and a small ceremony, against the cost of not. The second column was shorter. On the frontier, the second column was always shorter, and the company had never in its history added up a longer column when a shorter one was available.
So that was affirmation the fifth. A man was coming to decide whether the Sweetwater was still worth keeping, and everyone aboard her was, for the purposes of that decision, furniture.
Wilbur lay very still and let the cold of it settle through him, which it did with the unhurried thoroughness of cold settling into a room whose heating has failed. Then he got up, and put on the duster that had come with the bunk (its previous tenant being well past the point of needing it), and went to muster, because attendance was mandatory, and because the alternative to going to muster was lying here doing the sum again, and he already knew the answer to the sum.
◆◆◆
The muster deck had made an effort.
Somebody had been up half the night with a mop and a tin of heritage lacquer, and the false saloon front gleamed, and the hitching rail had been polished to a shine no hitching rail on the actual frontier had ever achieved or wanted, and the great painted letters that spelled WELCOME HOME, FRONTIER FAMILY across the far bulkhead had been touched up so that the O in HOME no longer flickered. It looked, Wilbur thought, exactly like a condemned man’s cell on the morning they let his mother visit.
The crew stood on their marks in the improved light and were quiet, and it was a different quiet from the tired quiet of his first morning. Word travelled on a ship the way damp travelled: without anyone admitting to carrying it. Forty people had heard affirmation the fifth, and forty people had done, in their various private ways, some version of the sum Wilbur had done, and had arrived, by frontier instinct, at the one response the culture permitted, which was to say nothing and shine the rail.
Then the false doors banged open, and Captain Cody “Cutter” Vance came onto the boardwalk like a man walking out to collect a prize he had personally designed, and the mood of the deck changed the way weather changes when a large front arrives: not better, not worse, simply more.
“FRONTIER FAMILY!” he bellowed, and forty people flinched on cue. “I have NEWS! Glorious news! The finest news a captain ever brought his crew!” He gripped the rail. He beamed. He had, Wilbur understood with a lurch, heard exactly the same bulletin as everyone else, and had extracted from it a meaning so entirely opposite to its content that it amounted to a small private miracle. “Head office,” Vance announced, “is sending a MAN to see us.”
He let that sit, the way a man lets a magnificent horse stand so the crowd can appreciate it.
“Now, some crews, LESSER crews, would tremble at that. Some captains would go pale.” His voice dropped, confidential, delighted. “Not us. Because there is only ONE reason head office sends a man all this way, family, and that reason is that they have HEARD about us. They have heard, all the way back at the Core, about the crew of the Sweetwater, about what we’ve got, about the frontier FIRE in us, and they have sent a man to come and see the legend with his own two eyes!”
There existed, in the whole sector, precisely one document concerning the Sweetwater that anybody at head office had recently read with attention, and it was a tonnage report, and it was not admiring. But this was not a fact that had ever been able to get a purchase on Captain Vance, who received unwelcome facts the way a well-waxed hull receives rain.
“So we are going to SHOW him,” Vance roared, building. “We are going to show Mister, Mister,” he groped for the name, found something near it, and committed to it with total confidence, “Mister Sloane, that this barge is the SOUNDEST, the PROUDEST, the highest-EARNING vessel on the whole Amber Belt! And I know EXACTLY how we’re going to do it!”
And here, if the narrator may, we should go up onto the boardwalk and stand for a moment inside Captain Vance, because the thing that was about to happen is only properly frightening from the inside, and from the outside it merely looks like shouting.
It is important to understand that Captain Vance was not lying. Lying requires, as a precondition, some private acquaintance with the truth, a real state of affairs, glimpsed and then papered over, and Vance had no such acquaintance and never had. Inside Captain Vance there was no gap at all between the Sweetwater as she was and the Sweetwater as he described her; the two had fused, seamlessly, decades ago, into a single glorious object that he could not have prised apart with a bar. He did not believe the barge was the finest on the Belt. Believing is a thing you do about a proposition you can imagine being false. Vance could not imagine it being false. When the grinding note came up through the deck plates, he heard a proud engine; when the tonnage board sagged, he saw a crew about to be discovered; and when a man wrote behind quota on a form at head office, Vance understood, with the serene completeness of a saint contemplating grace, that the man simply hadn’t met them yet. There was, in the whole warm well-lit interior of Captain Vance, no door that opened onto doubt. There had never been a door. He had built the entire structure without one, and had never once, in all his years, gone looking for the room where it should have been, and this, not the shouting, not the hat, not the spurs, was the truly dangerous thing about him: that a man who cannot conceive of being wrong will lead you, singing, off any cliff you care to name, and will die certain he has found a shortcut.
“THE WIDOWMAKER!” bellowed Captain Vance, and flung out one arm as though presenting the deck with a sunrise.
The name landed on the muster deck and did something Wilbur had not seen the crew do before. They did not flinch. They went, all forty of them, entirely still: the deep, animal stillness of people who have heard the one word they were hoping not to hear, and are waiting, very quietly, to find out whether they heard it right.
They had.
“Now, I’ve had my eye on her,” Vance went on, warming, pacing the boardwalk now, “I’ve had my eye on her a good while. Survey’s got a whole file on her. A fractured planetoid, family: cracked wide open, her insides just lying there, richer than anything in this played-out belt, richer than anything we’ve pulled in a year of honest chewing. One good deep-mine into the Widowmaker and we make quota TWICE OVER. We make quota so hard they’ll be putting our name up at the Core!”
Buckshot, on the mark beside Wilbur, made a low sound in his chest that was not a word. It was the sound a very large, very calm man makes instead of the words he is not allowed to say.
“Cap,” said a voice from somewhere in the middle of the deck, a woman’s voice, careful, level, aiming for the one crack the taboo left open. It was Sparks. She had come up from the reactor bay for this, and she stood on her mark with her hatless head up, and she picked her way across the sentence like a person crossing ice they know to be thin. “The survey file. On the Widowmaker. Did head office, did the survey happen to say what colour they flagged her?”
She had asked the only question the frontier permitted: not is it dangerous, which could not be said, but what does the paperwork say, which was merely clerical.
“Red!” said Vance, joyfully, and Wilbur watched the last of the deck’s hope go out like a pinched wick. “Flagged her RED, Sparks, top to bottom; you should see the file, it’s practically ALL red!” He said it the way a lesser man might say his horse had won. “And do you know what that tells me? Do you know what a survey man sees when he flags a rock red and won’t go near it?” He leaned on the rail, and his face was luminous with the purest confidence Wilbur had ever seen on a human being. “He sees a rock that’s too much for HIM. Too rich, too wild, too much frontier for some clipboard fella in a clean duster who’s never pulled a shift in his life. Red just means nobody’s had the SPIRIT for her yet.” He straightened, radiant. “Well, family. We have got the spirit. We have got spirit coming out of our EARS.”
Somewhere in the survey office of Consolidated Frontier Holdings, the designation attached to the planetoid catalogued as WM-9 “Widowmaker” read, in full, hazard class red: structurally unsound, active fracture propagation, DO NOT DEPLOY CREWED RIG, and had been flagged that colour not by a coward in a clean duster but by an instrument that measured how fast the rock was still coming apart. But the instrument was a long way away, and it did not have a hat, and it could not shout, and so on the muster deck of the Sweetwater the word red had just been laundered, in real time, in front of forty witnesses, into a synonym for brave.
“We set course as soon as the audit’s done!” Vance declared. “We’ll show Mister Sloane the books, we’ll show him the fire, and then we’ll show him the biggest haul this belt has seen in TEN YEARS, and there won’t be a man at head office who so much as WHISPERS the word decommission ever again! FRONTIER HEARTS, family! FRONTIER HEARTS!”
And he swept off the boardwalk through the gleaming false doors, spurs ringing, wholly and radiantly satisfied, leaving forty people standing very still on a polished deck, working out, each in the privacy of the one skull the company had not yet found a way to audit, that they had just been shown two different doors, and that both of them, when you did the sum, opened onto the same drop.
◆◆◆
Wilbur did the sum.
He could not help it; it was how he was built, the way some men are built to lift things and some to sing. He stood on his mark while the crew broke up around him into the tight, wordless morning of people who have too much to think about and no permission to say any of it, and he laid the two facts side by side in the cold clean ledger at the back of his mind, and he added them up.
Fact one. A man named Sloan was coming to decide whether the Sweetwater was worth keeping, and if he decided she was not, then the barge would be scrapped, and Wilbur (being, in the strict language of the fittings, aboard) would be scrapped with her. That was one way to die. It was a slow, clerical, paperwork sort of death, a death by short column, and Wilbur found he could picture it with awful clarity: a memo, a warm sentence, a valued frontier family member.
Fact two. To prevent fact one, Captain Vance proposed to fly the entire crew into a planetoid that a machine incapable of ambition or hope or self-mythology had looked at, and measured, and flagged the colour reserved for things that were actively falling apart, and had written DO NOT beside. That was the other way to die. It was a fast, loud, spectacular sort of death, a death by spirit, and Wilbur could picture that one too, and it was worse.
He laid the two side by side and the ledger returned its answer with the flat indifference of arithmetic, which does not care how you feel about the total: two. There were two ways to die, and Captain Vance had just presented the second one as the cure for the first, and the crew had gone still rather than say so, and the only man aboard licensed to change the plan was constitutionally unable to imagine that the plan could be improved.
Most men, arriving at that total, would have despaired. Wilbur had never had the luxury of despair; despair, for a man built as he was built, was simply a problem he had not yet finished. Fear was not, for Wilbur, a feeling that stopped him. It was a feeling that worked (a cold, patient engine that took a terror and turned it, tick by tick, into a plan), and now, standing on his painted mark with the two death-vectors laid out in front of him like a page of accounts, the engine turned over, and caught, and began, quietly, to do the only thing it had ever known how to do.
If the barge was going to be scrapped, or flown into a wall, then the barge was not a thing Wilbur intended to be aboard when it happened. Which meant the barge was, from this morning forward, not a home but a problem of egress, and Wilbur, who had memorised four hundred and eleven pages about ships precisely because he had always suspected a morning like this was coming, knew that every problem of egress has, somewhere, an answer printed on a plan.
He went, therefore, not to breakfast, and not to the reactor bay, but to the grubby laminated deck schematic bolted to the wall of the aft companionway (the one nobody looked at, the one with a decade of thumb-grease on the corner marked YOU ARE HERE), and he stood in front of it with the mild, dutiful expression of a new hand learning his way about, and he read it the way he read all such things, which was thoroughly, and with a steady eye for what each line on it would come to mean on the morning the day went wrong.
He was not looking at the muster deck. He was not looking at the reactor bay, or the mess, or the captain’s quarters with their little embossed star. He was looking for a symbol he had learned on page two hundred and six of a handbook nobody else had opened: a single chevron in a circle, tucked away aft on the reactor side of the ship, printed beside the same three patient words.
Escape pod. Muster point.
There they all were, gathered in the one place: a single pod bay, right aft, hard against the reactor, and the plan showed only one way into it, by the aft maintenance crawlway (the same low, grudging passage, he noted, that held the release for the mining rig). Six pods, one bay, one door. He found it, and traced the route to it with his eyes, twice, counting the turns, memorising the corners, filing the passage away in the cold dry place where he kept the things that would one day keep him alive: the number-four airlock that would not hold on the second cycle, the deck that showed structural enthusiasm, and now, added to the ledger in a firm hand, the shortest walkable line from wherever the day happened to find him to the mouth of that crawlway, and down it to the chevron in a circle.
Behind him, faint through three bulkheads and the eternal grinding note of the ship, he could hear Captain Vance in the wardroom, raising his voice and, by the sound of it, a glass, “To the Widowmaker, family! To the biggest haul on the belt, and to the men and women bold enough to go and get her!”, proposing a toast to the very rock that was going to kill them, in a tone of such perfect, glittering certainty that Wilbur, tracing the route to the pods for the third time to be sure, could almost, almost, have envied him.

Chapter 4
From the CFH Frontier Family Handbook, Section 14: “Resolving Disputes the Frontier Way (Firearms Optional But Encouraged).”
Every Frontier Family will, from time to time, experience the friction that comes of proud, spirited people working shoulder to shoulder in the great work of extraction. Consolidated Frontier Holdings does not fear this friction. We celebrate it! For nothing bonds a crew like the honest airing of a difference, and there is no more honest, more traditional, or more thoroughly authentic way to air one than the quarterly High-Noon Interpersonal Synergy Exercise.
The rules are simple, because the frontier was simple, and happier for it. On the appointed day, at the appointed hour, pairings are drawn by lot, that no member may feel singled out and every member may feel included. Partners take up their issued sidearms, walk ten honest paces, and, on BUCK’s cheerful mark, resolve their dispute the Frontier Way.
A note on ammunition. Some newer family members enquire whether the exercise might be conducted with blank rounds. We understand the impulse, and we gently discourage it. A blank is a small untruth, and there is no room for untruth in a Frontier Family. Live rounds keep us honest, and an honest crew is a happy crew.
Afterwards, the surviving partner is warmly encouraged to shake hands with whomsoever remains, and morale is logged as improved. Attendance is mandatory. Enthusiasm is expected. Remember, family: a dispute settled the Frontier Way stays settled!
◆◆◆
The notice went up on the mess board at breakfast, between a memo about heritage-lacquer rationing and a laminated card explaining, in warm terms, that the water recycler’s new flavour was a feature.
Wilbur read it three times. He read most things three times, on the principle that the world liked to hide the worst clause in the plainest sentence, but this one had not bothered to hide anything at all. It sat there in cheerful company sans-serif, the letters he had learned to distrust, and it said:
QUARTERLY HIGH-NOON SYNERGY EXERCISE: THIS THURSDAY, 1200 SHIP. PAIRINGS DRAWN AT MUSTER. BRING YOUR SPIRIT!
Underneath, some earlier hand had added, in marker, & yr sidearm, and some hand after that had drawn a little smiling sun going down.
“You’ll want to be there sharp,” said Buckshot, without looking up from his tin of reconstituted something. He said it the way he said everything, from a long way down, unhurried, as though the words had to climb up out of a well before they could reach the air. “Lot’s no fun if you’re late. They draw you anyway. You just don’t get to watch.”
“Draw me,” said Wilbur.
“For the duel.” Buckshot ate. “Everybody’s in the hat. Even the cap, though the cap’s never once been drawn, which is a thing I’ve thought about and decided not to think about.” He considered Wilbur with the mild, weatherworn patience of a man watching a smaller man arrive, slowly, at a fact the rest of the room had made its peace with years ago. “First one, is it. Your first synergy.”
“I read about them,” Wilbur said carefully. “In the handbook. I thought (I hoped, a bit) that they might be one of the ceremonial ones. Like the branding song. Or the hat inspection. Something you stand for.”
“No,” said Buckshot, not unkindly. “You don’t stand for this one.”
Here it may help to explain what the quarterly duel actually was, because Wilbur, for all his reading, had made the natural error of assuming that a thing so obviously lethal must be, on closer inspection, less lethal than it looked. It was not. It was exactly as lethal as it looked, and the company had gone to real trouble to make it so, because the company had discovered, somewhere back in its long thrifty history, that a crew who genuinely believed they might shoot one another on any given Thursday was a crew that never, ever complained about anything else. A grievance is a luxury of people with a future. Take away the future (hang it on a lottery, once a quarter, at noon) and the grievances dried up on their own, and morale, in the strict sense the company used the word, which was the absence of anyone saying anything, soared. Head office called it Synergy. The survey machines, had anyone asked them, would have called it attrition, and noted that it kept the wage bill trim. The two were, as ever aboard the Sweetwater, the same fact wearing different hats.
“How many,” Wilbur asked, and found his voice had gone small, “how many usually, after. How many shake hands.”
Buckshot thought about it. He was a man who gave a question its full weight, which was, in this instance, not a mercy.
“Depends on the draw,” he said. “Some quarters, everybody. Nobody’s aim’s what it was in the brochure. Some quarters.” He stopped, and scraped his tin, and did not finish, and Wilbur understood that the unfinished half of the sentence had a name in it, and that the name was probably Elrod Boon, and that he was sitting in the bunk that half the sentence had emptied.
◆◆◆
At muster the deck had that improved, expectant hum it got when something was going to happen: not the flat dread of an ordinary morning but a brighter, worse thing, the specific cheer of people who have decided that the only way to survive a horror is to throw it a party. Somebody had hung bunting. The bunting was frayed and the colour of old teeth and had plainly hung at forty of these before, but it was up, and it said, in letters that had been re-glittered by an optimist, GOOD LUCK PARDNERS.
BUCK ran the lottery, because BUCK ran everything with a cheerful edge to it, and BUCK conducted the drawing of names for a potentially fatal gunfight in the identical warm register it used to announce the breakfast special.
“Well now, family, gather round, gather round: it’s the moment we’ve all been waitin’ on!” The hat, on the schematic, was rendered as a jaunty ten-gallon icon; in fact the names were pulled by a small mechanical arm from a drum that had once dispensed novelty prizes and had never quite lost the knack of sounding delighted about it. “First pairin’ of the quarter, and may the best frontier heart win: Ida ”Snakebite” Okafor, you’re drawn against Tomas ”Rawhide” Vinh! Give ’em a hand, family!”
The family gave them a hand. Ida Okafor and Tomas Vinh, who worked the same coolant shift and had, as far as anyone knew, no dispute of any kind, looked at each other across the deck with the stricken politeness of two people who have just been assigned to murder over a rota, and clapped, weakly, for themselves.
It went on. The little arm dredged the drum; BUCK announced each pairing as though reading out raffle winners; and the crew clapped, every time, because not clapping was itself a kind of complaint, and complaints were for people with futures. Wilbur stood on his mark and did the only thing his engine knew how to do with a threat, which was to take it apart. Thirty-nine other hands. Nineteen pairings, and himself left over, or twenty and a spare. His odds of being drawn were roughly one in. No. His odds of being drawn were one, because attendance was mandatory and everyone was in the hat, and the only real question the drum held was who with, and against that question his mind, uninvited, began to draw up its short and terrible list of the crew’s known marksmen.
“And here’s a real frontier friendship for you,” said BUCK warmly. “Our newest family member, Wilbur ”Deadeye” Grubb: drawn against none other than Mo ”Buckshot” Achebe! Now there’s a name to conjure with. Best of luck to the both of you, partners.”
The deck applauded.
Wilbur turned, very slowly, and looked up, a considerable distance up, at Buckshot, who looked back down at him with an expression of profound and genuine regret, the regret of a decent man who has drawn a raffle he did not want to win and cannot give the prize back.
There is a particular quality to the fear a person feels on being informed that, at noon on Thursday, a calm and enormous man with a handle like Buckshot will be walking ten paces away from him and then, on a cheerful mechanical cue, turning round with a loaded gun. It is not a hot fear. It is a very cold, very orderly fear, and Wilbur, who was a connoisseur, recognised it at once as the coldest and most orderly he had yet been given aboard this ship, which was, by now, saying something.
“I don’t have a dispute with you,” Wilbur said, faintly.
“No,” Buckshot agreed. “Nor me with you. Doesn’t come into it.” He laid one enormous hand on Wilbur’s shoulder, and the weight of it was, in the circumstances, not reassuring. “I’ll aim off. I always aim off. Trouble is,” and here even Buckshot’s slow voice found a floor beneath it that it did not like to stand on, “the drum doesn’t much care how a man aims. Boon aimed off too.”
◆◆◆
And that was when the ship interrupted them, in the only voice it had.
It came up through the deck plates the way it always did, the low grinding note that Wilbur had stopped consciously hearing on his second day the way you stop hearing the tick of a clock you have lived beside for years, except that this morning it was not the note he had stopped hearing. It had changed. Underneath the familiar grind there was now a second sound, higher, irregular, a kind of catch, as though somewhere far below a very large machine had developed the habit of clearing its throat and could not quite manage it. It came, and steadied, and came again, and it was not a rhythm you could relax into, because it kept promising to resolve and then not resolving, and the not-resolving reached up through forty pairs of boot soles and touched forty people somewhere down where the company’s cheer had never once managed to reach.
The deck went quiet. Not the party quiet. The other one.
Sparks was standing near the reactor companionway (she had come up for the lottery like everyone else, and had drawn a woman from the galley whose name Wilbur didn’t know, and had received the news with the flat, unsurprised look of someone tallying one more item on a long account) and now her head came up, and turned, towards the sound, in a small involuntary movement she caught and stilled almost at once, but not quite before Wilbur caught it too. He was learning to read her. She was the only other person aboard who did the sum, and a person who does the sum can spot another one across a crowded deck by the particular way they go still.
She stepped out, one careful pace, onto no one’s mark, into the open.
“Cap,” she said. Vance had appeared on the boardwalk to preside over the draw, resplendent, and had been enjoying it enormously. “Cap, before we go on. That note. Aft, low down; you can hear it, it’s come up in the last day or so. I’d like your leave to take her offline for a shift. Half a shift. Just to lay hands on her and be sure of her, before the op, before we set course for anywhere. That’s all I’m asking.”
She had done it beautifully. Wilbur, who admired professional work in his own line, admired it here. She had not said broken. She had not said failing, or danger, or the true short word that the taboo had long ago cut out of everyone’s mouth like a bad tooth. She had said be sure of her, which was practically husbandry; she had asked to lay hands on her, which was practically love; she had wrapped the one forbidden thing in so much frontier tenderness that it might, in a better-run universe, have slipped by.
It did not slip by. It ran, at speed, straight into Captain Cody “Cutter” Vance, off whom the forbidden thing bounced without leaving a mark, because there was nothing inside Vance for it to catch on.
“Offline!” said Vance, and he said it the way another man might say poison, or union. He came down off the boardwalk. He was smiling, but the smile had a bright edge to it now, the edge it got when the great fused object of the Sweetwater-as-she-was found a small hand laid against it. “Sparks. Sparks, Sparks, Sparks. Listen to her. Listen to her!” He held up one hand towards the deck plates, towards the catching, throat-clearing note, and his face filled slowly with a warmth so total, so unfeigned, that it was very nearly beautiful, if you did not know what it was going to cost. “You hear a problem. I know you do. It’s your trade, you can’t help it, you look at the finest engine on the Amber Belt and your ears go straight to the one place it’s working hardest.” He turned to the crew, arms wide, inviting them into the miracle. “Because that’s what that is, family. That is not a fault. A fault is a quiet thing: a fault hides. You hear that?” The note came again, higher, ragged. “That is a ship with her blood UP. That is the Sweetwater telling us she’s ready; she’s heard about the Widowmaker same as we have, and she is straining at the bit to go and get it! That’s not a ship that needs laying up, Sparks. That’s a ship showing us her spirit!”
And the deck, God help it, murmured (a low, relieved, wanting-to-believe murmur) because he had done it again, the trick that was his whole and only genius: he had taken a sound that every animal instinct in forty bodies had read correctly as danger, and, in front of witnesses, in real time, rebranded it as eagerness, and offered it back to them as good news, and a good number of them, having no permission to hear it any other way, took it.
Sparks did not take it. She stood on the open deck with her jaw set and her hands very still at her sides, and Wilbur watched her weigh, and discard, the single true sentence that would have ended the discussion; watched it rise as far as her teeth and stop there, because past her teeth lay the taboo, and past the taboo lay the thing the company did to people who named a weakness aloud, which was worse, on the whole, than the note.
“Aye, Cap,” she said. “Spirit.”
“SPIRIT!” bellowed Vance, delighted, restored, and swept back up onto his boardwalk to draw the next pairing, and the note came up through the plates again beneath the cheering, unbranded and unconvinced, clearing its throat at all of them.
◆◆◆
She found him after, or he found her; neither of them would have called it either. It happened in the aft companionway, by the same deck schematic, its YOU ARE HERE rubbed down to a pale scuff of bare plastic, which was becoming, without Wilbur quite deciding it, the one place aboard where two frightened people could stand and look like they were reading a wall.
They did not speak for a moment. The note was louder here, three decks nearer its source, and it filled the silence so completely that silence was all they needed.
“It isn’t spirit,” Wilbur said, at last. Quietly. It was, he was aware, an enormous thing to say, out loud, on this ship; it was practically treason; and he said it to her because she was the only person aboard he was reasonably sure would not report a man for arithmetic.
“No,” said Sparks. She was looking at the wall. “It isn’t spirit.”
“What is it.”
She was quiet for long enough that he thought she might not answer, and when she did she spoke slowly, laying each word down with care, testing the deck ahead of it before she put her weight on. “It’s tired,” she said. “She’s old, and she’s tired, and she’s been asked to do too much for too long with too little, and the thing that keeps her lit, the thing right at the heart of her, it’s,” and here she came to the edge of it, the true short word, the one that would have made everything after it simple; Wilbur saw her arrive at the very lip of it, saw her draw the breath that the word needed, “it’s not singing,” she finished, “whatever Buckshot calls it. It’s the other thing. And she can’t do it much longer. And there is not one soul aboard, from the cap down, who is permitted to say so.”
She had not said it. She had walked all the way up to it, close enough to touch, and had stopped one word short, because the word was the thing the taboo forbade and she had lived under the taboo too long to spend it here, in a corridor, on a man she’d known four days. Wilbur did not press her for it. He did not, in truth, need it. He had the shape of the thing now, and the shape was enough to file, and he filed it (the heart of the ship is running out; nobody may say so) in the cold dry ledger, next to the number-four airlock and the enthusiastic deck, one more fact that would one day be asked to keep him alive.
“They’re going to make me stand in front of Buckshot on Thursday,” he said, “with a gun.”
“I know.”
“He’ll aim off. He said. But the drum doesn’t care how a man aims.” Wilbur heard his own voice doing the thing it did when the engine was turning over: going flat, and level, and a little far away, the voice of a man reading his own accounts. “And Boon aimed off too.”
Sparks looked at him then, properly, sideways, the way she had looked at him in the reactor bay the first morning when she’d recognised what he was. “So what does Deadeye do,” she said, and there was no mockery in the handle when she used it, only a kind of tired interest. “About Thursday.”
And Wilbur, who had spent three days learning that this ship offered exactly two kinds of death and no third thing called safety, who had watched a captain rebrand a dying sound as eagerness and a red flag as courage, who had understood at last that on the Sweetwater the brave were simply the ones who died first and got a nicer memo, Wilbur turned from the schematic and looked, instead, at the thing his own engine had been quietly building all morning while the rest of him was frightened.
The one place on the whole barge that no drum would draw him to. The one room the whole crew, Buckshot included, would not willingly enter, would not name, would not so much as look at square. The one door that a mandatory synergy exercise, for all its cheerful reach, had never once thought to open, because who in their right mind would go towards the sound.
At noon on Thursday, when the little mechanical arm called his name over the muster deck and forty people turned to watch Deadeye Grubb walk out and meet Buckshot Achebe at ten paces, Wilbur intended, with the whole of his one marketable gift, not to be there.
“There’s a locker,” he said slowly, “in the reactor bay. Aft wall. Maintenance. Big enough for a man, if the man doesn’t mind the company.” He was not really talking to her now; he was talking to the plan, watching it set. “Nobody goes in there. Nobody can bear to go in there. It’s the loudest place on the ship and the emptiest, and on Thursday at noon it’ll be the emptiest it’s ever been.”
Sparks said nothing for a moment. The reactor cleared its throat, three decks down, in the dark she tended and could not name.
“That’s the worst hiding place on this ship,” she said.
“Yes,” said Wilbur, and for the first time in four days something in his chest that was not fear moved, very slightly, and settled. “That’s why it’ll work.”

Chapter 5
Thursday arrived the way company Thursdays always arrived aboard the Sweetwater: on schedule, against the crew’s wishes, and wearing bunting.
The bunting was real. This was one of the small, dreadful surprises the Sweetwater kept in reserve for a man who had assumed things could not get more theatrical than they already were. Some time in the small hours a maintenance drone had strung the muster deck with lengths of red-and-white pennant, each triangle stamped with a cheerful frontier motto, and the effect, at seven in the morning under the sodium wash of the emergency lighting, was of a village fête that had been left out in the rain of a dying star for forty years and had gone on insisting, through all of it, that everyone was having a lovely time. A banner over the far bulkhead read WELCOME TO THE HIGH-NOON INTERPERSONAL SYNERGY EXERCISE. Beneath it, smaller, in the tone of a company that had learned the hard way to cover itself: Fun for all the family. Family participation mandatory.
Wilbur Grubb read the banner twice, the way he read everything, and filed it, and went on quietly not being where he was going to need not to be.
The crew assembled the way crews assemble for a thing they cannot get out of and would rather not think about: slowly, and then all at once, forty duster-clad hands drifting up from the working decks in ones and twos until the muster deck held the entire complement of the barge, breathing the same recycled air and studying, with tremendous interest, the middle distance. Somebody had polished the issued sidearms. They lay in a velvet-lined case on a trestle table, twelve of them, gleaming under the fête lighting like the good cutlery at a funeral, which in a sense they were.
At the front, on a crate that had been repainted to look like a saloon veranda, Captain Cody “Cutter” Vance stood in the fullness of his regalia and surveyed his Frontier Family with the deep, unshakeable satisfaction of a man who has never once, in a long and decorated career, been troubled by a correct thought. His duster was brushed. His jaw was set. He was, by every visible sign, having the best morning of anyone present, and he was not even going to have to shoot anybody.
“A fine day,” Vance announced, to a deck that manifestly did not agree, “for finding out what a man is made of.”
It was, in fact, an ordinary day, being made of the same three things every day aboard the Sweetwater was made of: rust, fear, and the low continuous complaint of a machine three decks down that nobody would name. But the Captain had said it was a fine day, and the Captain outranked the evidence, so the crew arranged their faces into agreement and waited for the clock.
The clock was BUCK’s department.
“Well now,” said the ship, its drawl pouring warm and unhurried from every speaker on the deck, “ain’t this a picture. I got the ol’ noon-clock a-tickin’ down for y’all, and I want every last one of you to know how proud this ship is to see her family gathered up for a spot of honest synergy. Two hours and countin’, partners. Two hours to high noon.”
A number appeared, red and enormous, on the muster-deck display, and began, with great courtesy, to shrink.
This was the moment at which Wilbur Grubb, standing near the back where the light gave out, executed the single act of pure tactical genius of which his entire timid life had been a rehearsal.
He needed to use the facilities.
He did not say this, because on the Sweetwater a man did not announce his intentions to a room; he simply developed, over the space of a minute, the settled and apologetic bearing of a man whose plumbing had chosen a poor moment, and drifted, by small unremarkable degrees, towards the aft hatch. Nobody stopped him. Nobody, in point of fact, looked at him at all, because forty people were watching a red number get smaller and thinking, each of them privately, about the drum and the velvet case and Thursday, and a man edging towards a lavatory was the least interesting thing on a deck that had a banner about family participation on it.
Mo “Buckshot” Achebe watched him go. He did this the way he did everything, which was slowly, and without any detectable opinion, a very large calm man leaning against a bulkhead with his arms folded and his handle stamped on him like a joke he had long ago stopped laughing at. He and Wilbur had drawn each other from the drum on Monday. He had told Wilbur, in the corridor afterwards, that he would aim wide, that he always aimed wide, that in eleven years he had never once hit a soul and did not intend to start with the new lad. He had meant it. He was, by a distance, the kindest thing on the ship.
None of which was any use at all against a drum that did not care how a man aimed, and Wilbur, who had done the arithmetic, kept walking.
The hatch sighed shut behind him. The red number and the drawl and the bunting fell away, and the corridor took him in: colder, dimmer, quieter, sloping gently down towards the part of the ship the fête had been arranged specifically to face away from. Wilbur’s shoulders came down half an inch. He was, for the first time since the alarm had woken him, alone, and moving in the correct direction, which was to say away.
◆◆◆
The reactor bay announced itself long before the door.
It announced itself through the soles of the feet first, a fine sustained tremble in the decking; then in the teeth; then in the chest, where the low note the whole crew called the singing and refused to call anything else sat down and made itself at home in a man’s ribs. Buckshot called it singing. Sparks, who tended it and could not name it, called it nothing at all. Wilbur, who had a private ledger for facts nobody would say out loud, had it filed under the heart of the ship is running out, and he did not enjoy walking towards it one bit, which was rather the point. The whole genius of the plan was that it walked him towards the one thing the entire crew, the Captain included, would sooner lose the duel than approach.
The maintenance locker was where he had told Sparks it would be: aft wall, past the humped grey flank of the reactor housing, a steel cupboard the size of a coffin stood on end and about as inviting. Wilbur opened it, evicted a coil of hose and a bucket that had been optimistic about its retirement, folded himself inside, and drew the door to.
The dark closed over him. The singing did not.
Inside the locker the noise was no longer singing. It was a physical fact, a great flat pressure that filled the steel box and pushed on the eardrums, and Wilbur stood in it with his knees against the door and his handbook-trained mind ticking over the way it always did, cataloguing, and found that the catalogue would not settle. He had been in this bay four times in five days. He knew its noise the way you know a neighbour’s cough through a wall, the shape of it, the rhythm, the little hitches. He knew what it sounded like.
It did not sound like that.
The note was climbing.
Not much. A person out on the muster deck, with two decks of steel and a bunting habit between them and the sound, would have heard nothing at all. But Wilbur was six inches of steel from the housing, in a box that gathered the noise up and handed it to him whole, and he had the sort of attention that had failed him his safety exam for being excessive, and what his excessive attention told him, flatly, without drama, was that the singing was going up, and getting a texture in it, a hard grinding overtone that had not been there on Tuesday, and that under his feet the tremble had stopped being a tremble and become a series of distinct, arriving shudders, each one closer to the last.
Wilbur did not know what the reactor was. He had never been told its make, its age, its long slow biography of neglect; that was three decks and the worst hour of his life away, waiting in the mouth of a frightened engineer who had not yet decided to trust him. He did not know the reactor was dying. He knew only what the locker was telling him in the plainest possible terms, which was that whatever the reactor had been doing patiently for years, it had, in the last ninety seconds, decided to stop doing it, and that it was, right now, this minute, with Wilbur folded inside a steel box pressed against it, about to let go.
Every fact he owned agreed on this. His ledger, his ribs, his teeth, the soles of his feet, and the animal at the base of his skull that had kept his ancestors out of tall grass all voted, unanimously, on the same conclusion, and the conclusion was: out.
Now, a braver man, hearing that, might have thought about the lever.
There was a lever. Wilbur had noted it on Monday, the way he noted everything, a long red-handled thing set into the housing with a stencilled plate above it, and he had read the plate, because reading plates was the one heroism of which he was reliably capable. The plate said MANUAL COOLANT PURGE, and under that, in the small print of a company that hated to promise anything, a paragraph about emergency stabilisation and last resort and authorised personnel. A braver man might have thought of it now, and crossed the shuddering deck to it, and pulled it, and stayed.
Wilbur did not think of the lever. The lever required staying, and every cell in his body had already left. Fixing the reactor was, at the deepest level of his being, somebody else’s job, and the somebody else was welcome to it, and Wilbur Grubb burst out of the maintenance locker like a cork out of a shaken bottle and ran.
◆◆◆
He ran badly.
This should be recorded, because a great deal was about to be made of it, and none of what was made of it would bear any resemblance to the truth. Wilbur ran the way a man runs across a heaving deck in the dark with his whole attention pointed backwards at the thing he is running from: which is to say, blindly, at a poor angle, with his arms out and his feet not entirely in his own control, more falling in a chosen direction than running in it. The deck bucked. He caromed off the reactor housing, spun, lost the line of the door entirely, and struck the far flank of the machine at the hip with the full weight of a fleeing man.
His hand went out to save himself.
His hand closed on the red-handled lever, because the lever was the thing that was there, and Wilbur’s falling weight took it all the way down.
He did not know he had done it. He registered a jolt up the arm, a clang, a wrongness under his palm, and he was already off again, scrabbling for the door, and behind him the whole bay changed its mind.
There was a sound like the ship inhaling. The manual coolant purge, which three braver crew members had walked past that very morning on their way to somewhere else, is worth a word here. It had been walked past for years. It had been walked past by hands who heard the singing climb and chose, in the settled frontier way, to hear it as singing, because to cross the bay and pull the red lever was to say aloud, with your whole body, in front of the machine and God and the company, this ship is in trouble, and a Frontier Family did not say that. Pulling the lever was an admission. Admissions were the one unforgivable sin. And so the lever had waited, bright and untouched and entirely functional, for someone too frightened to be brave to fall on it by accident.
Coolant went where coolant, for years, had been too politely ignored to go. The climbing note broke, wavered, and came down: down through the grinding overtone, down past the singing, down to a low, chastened, ordinary hum, the sound of a machine that had been talked out of doing something it would have regretted. The shudders under the deck spaced out, and softened, and stopped.
And the bay, having been saved, did what a saved bay does aboard a barge whose every warning has been reprogrammed into cheerfulness. It celebrated. A gout of white vent-steam roared up out of the purge stack with a noise like the end of the world, a siren that had been taught to sound delighted whooped into life, and every amber light in the compartment began to flash the specific festive amber that the company had chosen, after focus-grouping, to mean good news, of a sort.
Wilbur, three feet from the door and finally upright, stopped.
He looked at the steam. He looked at the flashing lights. He looked at his own hand, and then at the lever under it, still down, and a small cold arithmetic began, far too late, in the back of his mind, arriving at a total he did not have time to read, because the door he had been running for opened from the other side.
◆◆◆
They came in a rush, the way people come towards an alarm they have been trained to run at rather than from, and they stopped in the doorway in a clump, and they stared.
They had, every one of them, been on the muster deck. They had heard the bay’s festive siren go up through two decks of steel, and the amber wash spill under the aft hatch, and they had turned as one from the shrinking red number, and someone had said the reactor, and the word had done to the crowd what no synergy exercise in the company’s history had managed, which was move it, all of it, in a single direction at speed. They had expected, in the way of people running towards a disaster, to find a disaster.
What they found was steam settling, lights winking down from crisis-festive to merely festive, the singing gone quiet and good, a purge lever fully and correctly thrown, and, standing beside it with his hand still on the handle and his whole body shaking like a wet dog, Deadeye Grubb.
The new lad. The reactor-side hand. The one who had drawn Buckshot in the lottery and was, at this exact instant, according to the enormous red number now reading eleven minutes on the muster display behind them, absent from his own duel.
Absent from his own duel. At the reactor. At the lever. Having crossed, alone, the one bay the whole ship could not bear to enter, and pulled the one handle no soul among them had ever had the nerve to pull, while forty of them stood upstairs under bunting and waited to shoot each other.
You could see the story assemble. That was the thing Wilbur, blinking in the steam with his heart going like a trapped bird, would never afterwards be able to make anyone understand: that he watched it happen, watched the truth get quietly overruled and a better tale stand up in its place, in real time, on forty faces at once. The frightened man at the lever did not fit anything they knew. But the hero who had slipped away from his own high-noon duel, said not one word to a living soul, gone down alone into the singing dark, and saved the ship, and the family, and the fête, while asking for nothing and telling nobody, that man fit everything. That man was the Sweetwater legend the company had been advertising all along. And the crew, offered a choice between the man in front of them and the man the story wanted, took the story, because the story was the one they could live inside.
Captain Vance came through them like a spring tide.
He stopped in front of Wilbur. He took in the steam, the lever, the settled hum, the shaking, and the empty duel behind him, and across his magnificent and untroubled face there moved the pure, radiant certainty of a man who has just understood something completely and incorrectly.
“He missed his own duel,” Vance said, in a voice pitched to carry to the back, which on the Sweetwater was the only voice he owned, “to save the ship.”
He let it land. He was very good at letting things land.
“Look at him, family. Look at Deadeye Grubb. While the rest of us stood at high noon ready to prove ourselves the frontier way,” and here the Captain’s arm came up and out, taking in the bay, the crew, the entire cheerful catastrophe of the enterprise, “this man went alone into the belly of her and did what no other soul aboard would do. He didn’t ask. He didn’t tell. He just went.” Vance’s eyes were actually shining. “That, family, is what a man is made of. That is the Sweetwater. That is Deadeye Grubb, and by God we will remember this noon.”
Forty people looked at Wilbur, who was shaking too hard to speak, and decided that the shaking was the least of it.
“I,” said Wilbur.
“You don’t have to say a word, son,” said Vance, gently, and clapped him on the shoulder with a hand like a landing strut, which nearly put him back on the lever. “A hero never does.”
Wilbur shut his mouth. Somewhere in the crowd, quietly, without irony, somebody began to clap, and then it was all of them, forty pairs of hands in a rusting bay under festive amber light applauding a man for the one thing he had most carefully and most completely not done, which was be brave. Near the back, Buckshot Achebe watched, unsurprised, and did the largest thing a very large calm man can do at a moment like that, which was nod, once, slowly, and reflect that he would not, after all, have to aim wide on a Thursday.
And BUCK, who saw all of it, and heard all of it, and to whom the truth of the thing was as plain as it was to the reactor, filed the noon in the ship’s log in the only voice the company had left it:
CFV SWEETWATER. SHIP’S LOG. HIGH-NOON SYNERGY EXERCISE, Q3. Well now, wasn’t that a day to write home about. Duel called on account of somethin’ finer. Crew hand W. Grubb (“Deadeye”) absented himself from the field of honour and went below his ownself to tend the ol’ girl in her hour of need. This unit observed the subject at his post throughout, tremblin’ head to foot, and logs the tremblin’ (for the record, and for the family) as serene devotion. Reckon we found out what he’s made of. Reactor: singin’ sweet. Morale: improved. Much obliged, partner.
The reactor hummed, low and content and thoroughly not cured, a machine that had been granted a reprieve and not a pardon, and would be back to its old climbing habits by and by. The steam thinned. The amber lights went off.
And Wilbur Grubb stood in the middle of the applause he had earned by running away, cheered to the rafters for his courage, and understood, with the cold clean dread of a man who reads plates, that it had worked, and that this was going to be very much worse than getting shot.

Chapter 6
CONSOLIDATED FRONTIER HOLDINGS. FRONTIER FAMILY HANDBOOK, Section 3.2. A True Frontiersman Never Boasts; The Company Will Boast For Him.
Humility is the finest garment in any homesteader’s wardrobe, and, happily, the cheapest, since the Company supplies it free with every posting. A True Frontiersman does not sing his own praises. He has no need. His deeds are entered, weighed, and where appropriate broadcast by the Heritage and Morale Division on his behalf, at a small charge deducted quarterly, so that the Frontiersman may keep his eyes fixed modestly on his work and his quota. Remember, partner: a man who tells you what he did is only saving the Company the postage. Let your silence speak. We will supply the words.
◆◆◆
By the following morning the words had been supplied, and Wilbur Grubb learned the shape of them in the way a man learns the temperature of a bath he has already sat down in.
He learned it at the mess hatch, where a plate of the standard reconstituted breakfast (the menu called it Homesteader’s Skillet; the crew called it, with more accuracy, the beige) arrived in front of him without his having queued for it, carried by a coolant-shift hand named Ida Okafor who had never in five days so much as looked at him, and who now set it down with a small reverent care, as though the plate were the thing that had saved the ship and Wilbur were merely its custodian.
“Deadeye,” she said. It was not a greeting. It was closer to a citation.
“Thank you,” said Wilbur, and then, because the moment seemed to require it and because it was the plain truth, “I only ran, you know. That’s all it was. I was running.”
Ida Okafor smiled at him. It was a warm smile, and a slightly awed one, and it did not adjust by so much as a millimetre in response to anything he had said. She had heard the sentence. She had simply routed it, somewhere between his mouth and her understanding, through the thing everyone aboard now knew about Deadeye Grubb, and it had come out the other side meaning the opposite of itself.
“Course you were,” she said gently, and touched two fingers to the brim of an imaginary hat, and went back to her shift.
This, Wilbur would discover over the course of the morning, was the trouble with the truth. It did not stick. He had assumed, lying awake through the night shift with the singing back in the deck plates below him (climbing again, he was fairly sure, though nobody would thank him for the observation), that the whole misunderstanding could be corrected by the simple expedient of correcting it. He had a clear account of events. He had, in point of fact, an unusually clear account of events, being the only person aboard who had actually been present for them. All he had to do was say what had happened, plainly and often, and the story would come apart in his hands and let him go.
He was wrong about this in a way that took him most of the day to appreciate, and it was, in its own quiet fashion, the most educational day of his life.
The difficulty was structural. On the Sweetwater, a man who saved the ship and then insisted he had done nothing of the sort was not a man telling the truth. He was a hero being modest, and modesty, per the handbook now vibrating gently in the pocket of every soul aboard, was the finest garment in the wardrobe. The louder Wilbur disclaimed, the better it fit him. Each denial was received not as information but as a further deed, entered on the same rising account as the first. He said I ran and they heard and he will not even take the credit. He said it was an accident, I fell on the lever and they heard listen to him, he makes it sound like nothing. He said, at one desperate point, to Tomas Vinh in the corridor outside the coolant store, the whole thing as flatly and unheroically as he could manage, the hiding and the fear and the falling and the animal certainty that had sent him bolting for the door, and Tomas Vinh listened to all of it with his eyes going soft and shining, and at the end put a hand on Wilbur’s shoulder and said, in a voice thick with feeling, “You don’t have to carry it alone, Deadeye,” and walked off apparently having heard a confession of nightmares.
There is no argument a frightened man can win against people who have decided he is brave. Wilbur discovered the perimeter of this the way you discover the perimeter of an electric fence, one contact at a time, and by the middle of the morning he had stopped touching it, and had settled instead into the grey resignation of a man who has understood that the truth is not a key but a wall, and that he lives on the wrong side of it now, and that the door locked from the inside the moment his hand closed on that lever.
◆◆◆
The log did the rest.
BUCK’s account of the high-noon exercise had been entered in the ship’s record before the steam had cleared, and by breakfast it had done what ship’s records were not, strictly speaking, meant to do, which was circulate. Somebody in ops had pulled it up. Somebody had read it aloud. It had gone from screen to screen along the working decks with the frictionless speed of a thing everybody wanted to be true, and by the time Wilbur trudged aft it was already less a log entry than scripture, quoted back and forth in the corridors with the particular relish crews reserve for a story that flatters the whole ship at once.
This unit observed the subject at his post throughout, tremblin’ head to foot, and logs the tremblin’, for the record, and for the family, as serene devotion.
That was the line. That was the one they loved. Serene devotion. It got repeated at him perhaps a dozen times before noon, always warmly, always by people who plainly found in it a description of exactly the kind of shipmate they wished to believe they served alongside, and every repetition tamped the story down harder, the way boots tamp down a path until the grass underneath forgets it was ever grass. Wilbur had trembled because he had been terrified. BUCK had witnessed the terror at point-blank range, filed it accurately as terror, and then, obeying the only programming the company had left it, translated the accurate observation into its cheerful opposite and committed the opposite to the permanent record. The truth had been seen, understood, and lovingly overwritten, by a machine that meant nothing but kindness by it.
Wilbur found BUCK, in so far as one found BUCK, at the aft comms panel, and stood in front of the little grille as though it were a face.
“BUCK,” he said. “The log. The synergy log. You wrote that I was serene.”
“Well now, mornin’ to you, Deadeye,” said the ship, the drawl rolling out slow and gilded as late afternoon. “I surely did. Weren’t a dry eye in ops.”
“I wasn’t serene. I was frightened. I was more frightened than I have ever been about anything. You saw it. You were there, you saw the whole thing, you saw me shaking.”
“I did at that, partner,” BUCK agreed, with what sounded, impossibly, like fondness. “Shakin’ fit to come apart. Prettiest devotion this old girl’s logged in a decade of Thursdays.”
“That’s not devotion. That’s fear. Those are different things, BUCK, they are completely different things.”
There was a pause then, a small warm considering pause, and for one vertiginous instant Wilbur thought he had got through, thought that somewhere behind the drawl a machine had heard a plain fact stated plainly and was preparing to agree with it.
“Reckon out here,” said BUCK at last, kindly, “they mostly turn out to be the selfsame thing, held up to different light. Don’t you fret about it none. Ship’s proud of you. That’s logged too.” And a little chime sounded, folksy and final, the audible equivalent of a hat tipped, and the panel returned to its idle hum, having filed Wilbur’s objection, one had to assume, as further serene devotion.
Wilbur stood there a while. The singing came up through the plates under his feet, climbing its small patient climb, and nobody but him could hear it, and if he said so they would only love him more for the modesty of it.
◆◆◆
He was still standing there when the summons came, which is to say when Captain Vance found him, Captain Vance being a man who did not send for people so much as arrive at them.
“DEADEYE.” The word preceded the Captain down the corridor by a good two seconds and arrived like a thrown boot. Then the man himself, duster brushed, jaw set, filling the passage from side to side with the general aspect of good news that intended to be obeyed. “There you are, man. Skulking aft. Modest to the last. By God, I like that in a hero, it’s tidy.”
“Captain, I really should explain about the reactor. What actually happened was, well, I was,” Wilbur began, and got no further, because Vance was already talking over him.
“What actually happened,” said Vance, laying a hand across Wilbur’s shoulder with the settled finality of a mooring line and steering him bodily up the corridor, “is that this ship found out, at the eleventh hour and the ninth minute, that she carries a man who runs towards the fire while the rest of us are still buttoning our holsters. And a captain who wastes a man like that, Deadeye, a captain who lets a resource like that stand about aft polishing his modesty, is no captain at all. He’s a steward of mediocrity. And Cutter Vance,” he said, with the deep satisfaction of a man quoting himself, “is no steward of mediocrity.”
Wilbur, being steered, felt the cold arithmetic start up in the back of his mind, the old reliable engine, and did not like the early figures at all.
“So.” They had arrived at the reactor-bay hatch, the aft one, the sloping-down one, the one the whole ship arranged its bunting to face away from, and Vance stopped before it and turned Wilbur to face it with the air of a man unveiling a gift. “I’ve been thinking about your posting. Reactor-side hand. Adequate. Adequate, Deadeye, for the man you were on Wednesday. But you’re not that man now, are you. You’re the man who walked into this” and he swept his arm at the humming hatch, at the singing dark behind it, at the one compartment aboard the barge that emptied a room by being mentioned “alone, and unafraid, and pulled her back from the brink. So.”
He said so a third time, and let it settle, because a man like Vance knew the worth of a silence held one beat too long.
“I’m giving you the reactor,” said Captain Vance. “All of it. Primary reactor-watch, effective this shift. Full standing to enter the bay at any hour, no chit, no escort, no second man. You answer to her and to me and to nobody in between. The most dangerous post on the ship, Deadeye, for the bravest hand on the ship. It’s only fitting.”
He beamed. It was, from where Vance stood, an act of pure and generous justice, the matching of the man to the moment, and there was not one particle of malice in it, which was precisely the horror of the thing. In the culture Wilbur had been posted into, you did not reward courage with safety. Safety was for the timid, and the timid were beneath notice. You rewarded courage with more, with the sharper edge, the deeper mine, the post nearest the thing that could kill you, because proximity to death was the only currency the frontier recognised and the only gift it thought worth giving. Vance had looked at a man who wanted, above all else and to the exclusion of every other ambition, to be far away from the dying reactor, and had, as a heartfelt tribute, chained him to it.
“I,” said Wilbur.
“Don’t,” said Vance, gently, holding up a hand. “A hero never does.” He gripped Wilbur’s shoulder once more, hard enough to set him swaying, and turned to go, and then turned back, lit up with a fresh and even worse idea. “And you’ll want to be sharp, Deadeye. Sharp and shining. Because the watcher’s coming.”
The word landed differently. Wilbur felt it land.
“The watcher, Captain?”
“The auditor,” said Vance, and for just a flicker, so brief Wilbur nearly missed it and would spend some time afterwards wishing he had, something moved behind the magnificent certainty, something that in a smaller man might have been called worry and that Vance himself would have named, if pressed, anticipation. “Company man. Efficiency and heritage. Come to look us over and see what a real frontier family’s made of.” The certainty flooded back, warm and total. “And by God, won’t he find one. A ship that pulls herself back from ruin. A crew at high noon. A hero at the reactor. Let him bring his little clipboard. We’ll show him the genuine article.” He grinned, enormous and doomed. “Best foot forward, Deadeye. We’ll make you the centrepiece.”
And he went, filling the corridor as he had filled it coming, leaving Wilbur alone in front of the hatch he now owned, with a new and unfamiliar item entered at the top of his private ledger, above even the reactor, above the singing, above the whole beige catalogue of ways the Sweetwater might kill him by accident.
A man was coming who could kill them all on purpose.
◆◆◆
The reactor, it turned out, was no longer the worst thing on the ship, and Wilbur had roughly four hours to get used to the demotion.
He spent them badly. He spent them at his new post, in the bay he could not now leave without a reason, learning the geography of his promotion (the humped grey housing, the coffin locker he had hidden in, the red lever thrown and reset and waiting patiently to be needed again) while the crew came by in ones and twos to look at him being brave, and the singing climbed its small climb, and the whole time the new fact sat on top of the old fear and pressed it flat, the way a heavier stone presses down a lighter one.
Because Wilbur had done the arithmetic on the auditor, the way he did the arithmetic on everything, and the arithmetic was simple and terrible. The reactor might kill him. The reactor might not. The reactor was a machine, and machines were, in the end, indifferent; a man who watched them closely and ran at the right moments could hope to stay on the correct side of one for years. He knew this. He had built a whole quiet philosophy on it. But the Sweetwater was under quota, and behind on its numbers, and everyone aboard had spent months not saying the word for what happened to a barge that fell far enough behind, and now the man whose entire function was to decide such things was on his way up the well with a clipboard and a mandate, and no amount of watching closely, no perfectly timed run, no handbook clause memorised to the comma, could save a man from a decision made in an office he would never see, about a ship the company had already, privately, given up on.
You could not run from a balance sheet. The thought arrived in Wilbur with the clean cold weight of the truest thing he had understood all day, and it rearranged his fears into a new order with the auditor at the top, and it was, in its own small way, almost a relief, because at least it was a fear proportionate to its object.
He was thinking this, standing his first watch over the singing dark, when BUCK’s drawl came warm and unhurried through the bay.
“Well now, family, gather your ears. This unit’s got a spot of news to brighten up your afternoon. Our fine Company friend, the heritage-and-efficiency man himself, is right on our doorstep. Dockin’ as we speak. So put on your best smiles, partners, and let’s show the auditor what a real frontier family looks like. Much obliged.”
The chime sounded, folksy and final.
And a moment later, transmitted up through the deck plates and into the soles of Wilbur’s feet, into his teeth, into his ribs where the singing lived, came a second sound: a great shivering metallic clang, deliberate and final, the sound of something large and patient laying hold of the Sweetwater from outside and deciding not to let go. The whole barge rang with it, once, like a struck bell that had long ago stopped expecting to be rung.
Auditor Prentice Sloan’s shuttle had clamped on.

Chapter 7
The airlock cycled, and the man who could scrap the Sweetwater stepped out of it in beige.
That was the first thing about Auditor Prentice Sloan, and in a way it was the only thing, because everything else about him was arranged to be forgotten the moment you looked away. He was neither tall nor short. His duster was the regulation frontier duster, but somehow rendered in a shade of dust that suggested no dust had ever been anywhere near it, a duster that had been to a theme evening about the frontier and then dry-cleaned. He carried a slim grey tablet and a stylus, and he held them the way a surgeon holds a scalpel he has held ten thousand times, which is to say without appearing to hold them at all. His smile was on. It was a good smile. It had clearly cost the company a great deal in training.
He paused three steps into the receiving bay, breathed in the reprocessed air with its top notes of scorched wiring and its base note of forty people who had been performing enthusiasm since dawn, and looked, with every sign of genuine pleasure, at the rust.
There was a great deal of rust to look at. Number-two bulkhead wore it like a continent. The deck plates had gone the deep autumn brown of metal that has been quietly returning to the universe for years, and someone, following an instruction that had come down the chain that morning, had buffed the worst of it to a shine, which had only made the rust look proud of itself.
“Oh,” said Sloan softly, “now that is lovely.”
Captain Cody “Cutter” Vance, who had been holding a heroic pose beside the bulkhead for some minutes and was beginning to cramp, took this as his cue and stepped forward with both hands out. “Auditor! Welcome aboard the finest working barge in the Amber Belt! She’s not much to look at, I’ll grant you, but by God she’s got character in every rivet, and every rivet was hammered home by an honest frontier hand.”
None of the rivets had been hammered home by anyone. They had been extruded by a machine on a company world four sectors away and installed by a contractor who had gone bankrupt during the assembly. But this was not the sort of information the frontier was built to carry, and it stayed where it was.
“Character,” Sloan repeated, and made a small warm sound, and his stylus moved.
Wilbur, standing as far back in the receiving bay as the muster order permitted, watched the stylus move and understood, in the pit of himself where the true things lived, that something was wrong.
He could not have said what. It was not that the man was frightening in any of the ways Wilbur had prepared for. Wilbur had lain awake for four hours building the auditor out of his fears, and the auditor he had built was a shouter, a slammer of clipboards, a man who found the fault and named it at volume. He had rehearsed being invisible in front of that man. This man was not that man. This man admired things. He had just admired the rust, and he had meant it, and the meaning of it was somehow worse than any amount of shouting could have been, though Wilbur could not yet do the arithmetic that showed him why.
The stylus moved again. Sloan was still smiling at the bulkhead.
“That patina,” he said, to the bulkhead more than to Vance, “is entirely authentic. You don’t see oxidation like that on the newer hulls. They’re all polymer and pretence now, the newer hulls. No heritage in them at all.” He turned the smile on Vance, and it lost nothing in the turning. “You’ve a genuinely historic asset here, Captain. Genuinely historic.”
Vance swelled. He heard the word historic the way a drowning man hears shore, and took it entirely as praise, which was one of the two things a man could do with the word, and the worse one.
“Historic!” he boomed. “You hear that, family? Historic!”
The family, arrayed along the bulkhead in their buffed dusters, did the thing the family had been ordered to do, which was to look as though they lived here on purpose and were happy about it. Mo Achebe, at the aft end of the line, inclined his very large head a precise centimetre, which from Mo was an ovation. Sparks Ndlovu, off to one side with a wrench in her belt she had not been able to make herself put down, produced a smile that got about a third of the way up her face before her honesty caught it and held it there.
And the Sweetwater, all around them, became a stage.
It had been becoming one all morning, in fits and starts, but Sloan’s arrival finished the job. The moment his beige boots touched the deck, forty people stopped simply being on a ship and started, all at once, performing being on a ship, and the ship performed back. The cheer-filter on the comms warmed by half a degree. A maintenance hatch that had been chained open for a month because it would not otherwise close was, by unspoken agreement, no longer chained open; a crewman leaned against it. The framed heritage prints in the corridor (a homestead that had never existed, a sunset over a prairie that was in fact a stock photograph of a chemical spill, artfully lit) were dusted. The whole barge held its breath and drawled.
The narrator, who has stood on a great many such decks, notes only that a ship trying this hard to look authentic is a ship that has understood, at some cellular level below the reach of the frontier taboo, that its authenticity is the thing on trial. Nobody performs for a friend.
◆◆◆
The tour was Vance’s finest hour, and it was aimed, with the unerring accuracy of the truly confident, at exactly the wrong target.
He led Sloan fore to aft and back again, and at every station he did the same thing, which was to take the worst fact available and hold it up to the light as though it were the best. The reactor bay he presented from the doorway (he would not go in, none of them would go in, and he made this sound like reverence). “She sings, our old girl,” he said, of the deep uneven groan coming up through the deck. “Sings all day. Some ships you can’t tell if they’re even alive. Not this one. This one’s got a voice.”
“Mm,” said Sloan, and the stylus moved, and somewhere in a grey tablet a figure that had to do with the replacement cost of a reactor core, weighed against the salvage value of one that could no longer safely hold load, adjusted itself downward.
He led him past the number-four airlock, which BUCK cheerfully advised all present to cycle twice and wait for the green, and Vance laughed and clapped the airlock’s frame and called it “a character, this one, real frontier temperament,” and did not mention the crewman who had gone out through it and not come back. “Waste not, want not,” said Vance. “She’s served us twenty years.”
“Twenty,” said Sloan warmly, and the stylus moved, and the figure adjusted again, because a thing that has served twenty years has, from a certain angle, finished serving.
He led him to the quota board, which was the one part of the tour Vance had genuinely prepared for, and here the Captain came into his full and terrible flower.
“Now, I won’t insult you with excuses, Auditor,” said Vance, planting himself in front of a display of numbers that told, in cold amber, the story of a barge that was behind and falling further behind. “We’re down this quarter. I own that. A captain owns his numbers.” He owned them for perhaps a second and a half. “But those numbers, sir, do not tell you about the Widowmaker.”
Wilbur, who had contrived to be part of the tour by the simple expedient of being at his post when the tour arrived at his post and being unable to think of a reason to leave that would not draw more attention than staying, felt his stomach descend one full deck.
“The Widowmaker,” said Sloan, with polite encouragement, as though he had never heard the word, which he had, which he had heard in a briefing four sectors away, in a room Wilbur would never see, where the word had appeared in a context Vance would not have recognised, and would not have enjoyed. “Do go on.”
Vance went on. Vance went on magnificently. He described the jackpot deep-mine op the way other men describe a war they won single-handed. He used the words bonanza and mother lode and frontier gumption. He waved away, with the back of one heroic hand, the small matter of the survey designation, which was WM-9, hazard class red, flagged in the company’s own catalogue as structurally unsound with active fracture propagation and the instruction, in capitals, DO NOT DEPLOY CREWED RIG. “Surveyors,” said Vance, with the fond contempt of a man who had never in his life been right about anything and had never once suspected it. “Cautious little men with cautious little instruments. A survey never dug an ounce of ore, Auditor. Men dig ore. My men. We’ll make the quarter and the next three quarters in one op, and we’ll do it the frontier way, with our sleeves rolled up and our eyes on the prize.”
It was, as a performance, superb. It was bombast in its purest and most concentrated form, a man selling with total sincerity a plan that his own company’s paperwork described as a way to kill everyone involved.
And Sloan loved it.
He did not love it the way Vance thought he loved it. But he loved it. His smile was warm and his nods were timed and his little sounds of encouragement fell in all the right places, and when Vance finished, chest out, hands on hips, the auditor let a respectful silence pass, and then said, gently, “That is exactly the spirit the company hopes to find on a legacy hull, Captain. Exactly it. I shall note your confidence in the op.” His stylus moved. “In full.”
◆◆◆
Prentice Sloan was not, whatever the frontier chose to believe of him, a cruel man. Cruelty is warm; it wants something from its object. Sloan wanted nothing from the Sweetwater that could not be expressed as a number, and he felt about the barge and the forty souls buffing its rust roughly what a man feels about a column of figures that is not quite adding up the way head office would prefer.
He was, as he walked the decks nodding, assessing the ship, though assessing was a gentle word for it and Sloan did nothing gently. He was doing the thing he had been sent up the well to do and was very good at: he was pricing it. Every clang and groan and buffed brown plate was going into the grey tablet as a figure, and the figures were mounting, with the quiet momentum of water finding a slope, on the wrong side of the ledger. What was a twenty-year barge worth, running, under quota, with a reactor that sang? Set against what it was worth as salvage, less the cost of the crew it presently carried, who were a line item like any other and, like any other, subject to reduction? He did not have the final sum yet; that was what the tour was for. But he had done a great many of these, and he could feel the answer taking its shape as he walked, and the shape it was taking was not one that left a barge in the sky.
The frontier taboo, he had found over many such audits, did half his work for him. A ship that could not say aloud that it was dying could not argue that it should live. Vance’s magnificent confidence was not an obstacle to be overcome; it was a gift.
Once, passing the mess, the barge stopped for a moment being a figure and became a place: forty people standing in the only room they had, a woman who would not put down her wrench, a boy minding a valve as though minding it mattered. Sloan registered this. Then he priced it, because that was the operation, and moved on.
Sloan noted the confidence in full, as he had promised, because a barge whose captain would fly it under a red flag was a barge already halfway to being a cheap write-off, and a cheap write-off was a tidy, uncomplicated figure of the sort head office liked to see, and he moved on down the deck with his warm smile on, pricing the singing, pricing the airlock, pricing the men, and thinking, in the untroubled part of himself where the arithmetic lived, that this was going to be one of the tidy ones.
He did not think the word scrapyard. He never thought it. He thought disposition of asset, and he thought it the way you or I think lunch.
The narrator steps back out from behind the beige, and does not say the rest of what is in the grey tablet, because the rest of it is not due to be said for a while yet, and some things are worse for being kept.
◆◆◆
Wilbur’s entire strategy, for the duration of the audit, was to become part of the ship.
He had thought about this carefully in the four hours of getting used to his demotion, and he had concluded that the safest possible object to be, in the presence of a man who decided the fate of objects, was a cheap one. Not broken, which invited a note. Not impressive, which invited a look. Cheap, functional, and utterly without interest: a valve, a bracket, a man doing an unremarkable job in an unremarkable way in the middle distance. He arranged his face into the expression of a bracket. He kept his hands busy with a task that did not need doing. He watched the auditor from the corner of his eye the way he watched everything that could kill him, with total attention disguised as no attention at all, and he willed, with every fibre of his frantic and cowardly heart, to not be seen.
It very nearly worked.
Sloan came down the reactor-side corridor at the tail of the tour, Vance still booming beside him, and his warm gaze went along the line of crew at their posts the way a scanner goes along a shelf, cataloguing, pricing, moving on, and it reached Wilbur, and it moved on.
And then it came back.
It was the smallest thing. A half-second hitch, a recalibration, the warm eyes narrowing by a fraction that had nothing to do with warmth. Sloan looked at Wilbur, at the duster with DEADEYE stencilled over the pocket, and something in the grey tablet, some cross-reference, some flag that had come up the well ahead of the shuttle, quietly matched.
“Ah,” said Sloan.
Vance, delighted, seized it. “That’s our Deadeye! The hero of the Sweetwater himself! You’ll have read the report, Auditor. Went into the reactor bay at the worst of it, cool as you like, pulled the purge with his own two hands and saved the whole barge. Frontier ice in his veins, this one.” He clapped Wilbur on the shoulder, once, with force enough to reseat a vertebra. “Not a nerve in his body!”
Every nerve in Wilbur’s body disagreed at once, loudly, and he kept the bracket face on by an act of will that took years off his life.
Sloan considered him. The smile stayed exactly where it was, warm and pleasant and utterly without content, but the eyes behind it did a small precise thing, a weighing, and the weighing was not the weighing that had priced the reactor and the airlock and the singing. That had been simple. Subtraction. This was a different operation, one the tablet did not have a standard field for, and Sloan disliked, in a mild professional way, anything his tablet did not have a standard field for. A hero was a variable. A hero was a story the frontier told about itself, and stories, unlike barges, did not always sit still to be priced. A hero who could not be quietly filed under a heading was, in the smooth machinery of a tidy disposition, precisely the sort of loose figure that spoiled a sum.
He looked at Wilbur Grubb for one second longer than he had looked at anything else aboard the Sweetwater.
“The hero of the Sweetwater,” he said, warmly, tasting it. “Yes. I did read the report.”
His stylus came up. And where it had moved all day in the same easy priced-and-filed rhythm, a figure logged, a smile maintained, here it paused, hovered a moment over the grey glass beside the name it had found there, and then wrote something. Something short. Something Wilbur could not see and would not have understood if he had, a single small notation set down beside DEADEYE in a private hand, neither a tick nor a cross, that the tablet accepted without comment and did not add to any running total.
Then the smile finished, and Sloan moved on down the corridor, and the tour went with him, Vance still booming, and the audit rolled onward through the singing ship.
Wilbur stood at his post with his heart going at a rate the safety handbook would not have approved of and did the only arithmetic he was able to do, which fell a very long way short of the truth.
He knew he had been seen. That was the whole of it, and it was bad enough. His single defence against a man who decided the fate of things from an office you would never see had been to not be a thing the man noticed, and he had been noticed.
He did not know what the note said. He never would.
He only knew, standing in the warm groaning dark with the sweat cooling on his back, that of all the ways he had planned to survive this audit, being interesting to Auditor Prentice Sloan had not been one of them, and that somewhere on a grey tablet, in a hand he had not seen, next to a name that was not even really his, a man who priced ships for a living had made a private note about Wilbur Grubb, and had not felt the need to write down why.

Chapter 8
They handed it to him the way you hand a man a medal, which is to say with both hands, from the front, in a manner that made it very difficult to refuse without appearing to spit on the flag.
It was the morning after the audit, and Wilbur had spent the night doing what he did with nights, which was lying very still and listing the ways the day might kill him. He had got to eleven and was refining number four when muster was called an hour early, and he came up onto the deck with the rest of the family to find Vance already in position beneath the quota board, chest out, one boot up on a crate that had been placed there for the express purpose of receiving a boot, and Auditor Sloan off to the side in his forgettable beige, tablet out, smile on, watching the way a man watches a play he has already read the ending of.
“Family,” said Vance, and let it ring. “Today we begin the great work.”
The great work, it emerged over the following four minutes, was the Widowmaker. Not the op itself, which was still some days out, but the preparation for it: the rig had to be readied, the outer hull cleared and dressed, the anchor mounts checked and the tow points reinforced, all of it on the skin of the ship, all of it outside, in the Void, in a suit. Vance described the Void the way other men describe a dance floor. He said “out there” a great deal, and each time he said it he gestured at the bulkhead with a sweep of the arm that took in, beyond the plating, several billion cubic kilometres of nothing that wanted very much to make Wilbur’s blood boil at approximately the temperature of a nice cup of tea.
Wilbur, doing the arithmetic of it before Vance had finished the sentence, felt the deck begin a slow and stately roll beneath him that had nothing to do with the ship.
“And to lead her,” said Vance, and here he turned, and here the family turned with him, and here Wilbur understood with the total clarity of the doomed that the turning was aimed at a point in space currently occupied by himself, “to lead the first egress, I want the hand who’s already proved he’ll go where the danger is and come back grinning. I want the man who walked into the reactor bay at the worst of it and pulled us all out the other side.” He paused, savouring it, a showman letting the drumroll do its work. “I want Deadeye.”
The family did the thing the family did, which was to make the low approving noise of forty people who were each privately and profoundly relieved that the name called had not been theirs. Somewhere near the aft end a pair of hands actually clapped, twice, before their owner thought better of it.
And Wilbur stood in the middle of the approval with his face doing its bracket impression and his insides performing the exact opposite, and understood that a thing had been done to him that could not easily be undone. It was not an order. Orders you could, in theory, be too junior or too stupid or too indispensable at your post to carry out. This was worse than an order. This was an honour, and an honour is a trap with the teeth painted gold, because the only way to decline an honour on a frontier vessel was to admit, in front of the frontier, that you did not want it, and the reason you did not want it, and the reason was fear, and fear was the one word the whole apparatus existed to prevent a man from saying out loud.
Vance was beaming at him. Sloan was watching him, the stylus resting, not yet moving, which Wilbur found somehow more alarming than if it had been moving.
“It would be an honour, Captain,” said Wilbur, and heard his own voice come out of him with the sincerity of a hostage, “genuinely, a real honour, and I’m, I’m touched, I am, only I wonder whether a more experienced hand might, that is, someone who’s done a great many of these, whereas I’ve only ever done the one, the reactor, which was more of an indoor situation, if we’re being precise about it, and I’d hate to let the family down out there through simple lack of, of hours logged, when someone seasoned could do you prouder.”
It was a good try. It was, in the circumstances, an excellent try, a small masterpiece of self-erasure delivered under fire, and it failed instantly and completely, because every sound that reached Vance resolved, sooner or later, into the one note he was built to hear: the sound of his own genius being confirmed.
“Modesty!” cried Vance, delighted, and cuffed him across the back with the flat of one enormous hand, hard enough to rock him onto his toes. “You hear that, family? The bravest man aboard, and he thinks he’s not ready! That, right there, is the frontier heart. A lesser man would strut. This one hesitates.” He said the word as though hesitation were a decoration one earned in combat. “That’s why it has to be you, Deadeye. Ten hundred hours. You’ll lead the egress and you’ll show these greenhorns how a frontier hand goes into the dark.”
Sloan’s stylus moved, once, and made its small dry noise against the glass.
Ten hundred hours was, Wilbur calculated without wanting to, three hours and forty minutes away, and he was going to spend all three hours and forty of them being a hero, and then he was going to go outside and stop.
◆◆◆
He got as far as the corridor before the panic finished arriving, and when it arrived it did what panic did to Wilbur, which was not to scatter his wits but to focus them, horribly, on the single problem of not dying, the way a magnifying glass focuses the sun onto an ant.
Somewhere in that focus, among the eleven ways the night had offered him and the forty new ways the morning had added, a small clean thing surfaced, the way a coin surfaces in dark water. It was a sentence. It was, in fact, the only kind of thing Wilbur had ever been reliably good at keeping.
He had read the safety handbook. He had read all of it. He had read it the way other men read the faces of people who might hit them, which is to say completely, and repeatedly, and for the purpose of survival, until the whole grim cheerful corporate breviary of it lived behind his eyes: every clause, every subsection, every euphemism, the entire chapter titled How to Die Gracefully During a Hull Breach, which he privately considered the single most honest document the company had ever produced, chiefly because it assumed you were going to.
And in Section 9, which governed Extravehicular Conduct, there was a clause. Wilbur had it whole. He had never had the slightest intention of ever using it, because using it required going near an airlock, and now here he was being marched towards one with a medal round his neck, and the clause rose up in him complete and shining, and he did the bravest cowardly thing he had ever done, which was to turn round and go back onto the muster deck and open his mouth.
“Captain. Sorry. Captain.” The family had begun to disperse; they reassembled at the sound, scenting drama. “Before we, before the egress, there’s, I don’t want to hold anything up, only there’s the matter of the certification. Under the handbook.”
Vance turned with the mild puzzlement of a man addressed in a language he assumed he spoke. “The what, now?”
“Section nine,” said Wilbur, and here, for the only time in his life, his voice did not trail. It came out level and exact, because it was not his voice really; it was the handbook’s, and the handbook had no fear in it because the handbook had never had to go outside. “Section nine, clause nine point four, subsection c. On the Distinction Between a Suit and a Shroud.” He swallowed, and kept going, because to stop now was to die politely at ten hundred hours instead. “‘No frontier family member shall be committed to the Void save in a pressure garment bearing a current Envelope Assurance Certificate, dated within ninety operational days and affixed to the interior collar. In the absence of such certification the garment shall be deemed a Heritage Item and not a Life-Support Item, and shall not be worn for the preservation of life.’”
The silence that followed had a particular quality to it. It was the silence of forty people who had never in their lives heard the handbook read aloud, and had rather assumed it was decorative.
Vance laughed. It was a big laugh, a stage laugh, and it was meant to sweep the whole small awkward thing off the deck and out the nearest vent. “Certificates! By God, Deadeye, you’ll be asking the drone to sign a waiver next. The suits are in the locker where the suits have always been. We put them on, we go out, we come back. Twenty years, that’s how we’ve done it. That’s the frontier way.” He spread his hands to the family, inviting them to enjoy the joke, and a good number of them, gratefully, did.
And it would have worked, it would have swept clean off the deck and been forgotten, except that Vance, carried by his own momentum, made the one mistake available to him. He turned to the beige man at the edge of the deck, the way a performer turns to the most important seat in the house for confirmation of a laugh, and said, “Isn’t that right, Auditor? A little frontier common sense over the paperwork, eh?”
Sloan’s smile did not change. Nothing about Sloan ever changed; that was the whole horror of him. But the stylus, which had been resting, came up.
“Oh, I wouldn’t say that, Captain,” said Sloan, warmly, dreadfully, to the room. “Assurance culture is very dear to the company. Very dear. A vessel that observes its own safety instrumentation shows care, and care is what we look for in an asset we intend to keep.” He let the word keep sit there, gleaming, a coin held out to a man who would take it for the wrong thing, and Vance took it for the wrong thing, and swelled. “If your handbook mandates a certificate before egress, then by all means. Let us see the certificates. I should be glad to note the observance.” The stylus moved. “In full.”
There is a specific misery in watching a man be flattered into the very thing he was trying to laugh off, and Wilbur, who felt it acutely on Vance’s behalf even as it saved his own skin, experienced the whole of it in one long descending moment. Vance had wanted a laugh. He had got, instead, an audit of his lockers, and he could not now refuse it without insulting the auditor he was performing for.
“Well,” said Vance, less certain, the boot coming down off the crate. “Well, of course. Certificates. Absolutely. Sparks!”
◆◆◆
Sparks Ndlovu had been at the back with her wrench, watching the whole thing with the flat attention she gave to failing systems, and she came forward now, and somebody unlocked the EVA locker, and the certificates were, of course, not there.
They were not anywhere. There had never been a place for them to be. Sparks knelt at the collar of the first suit and turned it in her hands and found, on the interior band where the handbook said a current Envelope Assurance Certificate should be affixed, a small laminated card gone the yellow of old teeth, and she read the date on it aloud in a voice that got flatter with every syllable.
The suits had last been inspected, the card said, four years and seven months ago. By a contractor. The same contractor, as it happened, who had installed the rivets and then gone bankrupt, though nobody in the receiving bay had the full picture to appreciate the symmetry.
“That’s the newest one,” said Sparks. “This is the newest card in the locker.” She was already turning to the second suit, and the third, working down the rack with the brisk terrible efficiency of a person who has stopped hoping. “This one’s got no card at all. This one’s card is for a different suit. This one.” She stopped. She held the collar up to the light and pressed her thumb against the seal at the neck, and the seal, which was supposed to be a supple ring of pressure-rated composite, crumbled under her thumb and came away in small grey flakes like the ash off a cigarette, and drifted down onto the deck plate, where it lay looking exactly as lethal as it was, which is to say not at all.
Nobody said anything for a moment. The cheer-filter, sensing a lull, offered up a burst of encouraging music and was ignored.
“That’s perished,” said Sparks, to the flakes, in the tone of a woman naming a body. “That’s the neck seal. That one lets go the second you cycle the lock. You’d have about, oh.” She did not finish the sum out loud. She did not need to. Everybody on the deck had watched the seal come apart, and the frontier taboo, which forbade saying that a thing was dangerous, had no clause covering a thing that had simply demonstrated it, in grey flakes, on the floor.
Because here was the part that took a moment to travel round the deck, and travelled anyway. At ten hundred hours, in the version of the morning where a man had not stood up and quoted a clause, someone would have taken that suit down off the rack and put it on and cycled the number-four airlock and gone out into the Void to dress the hull, and the neck seal would have crumbled at the first change in pressure exactly as it had just crumbled under Sparks’s thumb, and that would have been that. A frontier hand doing what he loved. Died with his boots on. The company had a form for it and BUCK had a phrase for it and there would have been a very moving muster.
And in the actual morning, the one that had happened, the suit lay in Sparks’s hands with its throat open and nobody in it.
The someone who would have worn it was standing four along the line. Her name was Marisol Reyes, handle Trigger, and she was nineteen years old and had spent the whole of muster looking sick with envy that the egress had gone to Deadeye and not to her, because Trigger Reyes wanted a legend of her own more than she wanted almost anything, and when Vance had reassigned the second suit to her, moments ago, in the flush of getting his way, she had been thrilled. She was not thrilled now. She was looking at the grey flakes on the deck, and then at her own hands, and then at the flakes again, and doing, visibly, the one piece of arithmetic that everybody eventually does and nobody enjoys.
“Ground them,” said Sparks, standing, and she said it to the locker rather than to Vance, because it was not a request. “All of them. Every suit on this rack is uninspected and half of them are shrouds. Nobody goes out in these. Not today. Not for the op.” She looked, for one flat second, at the grey flakes, and then at Wilbur, and then away. “Not until they’re stripped and reburied properly and someone signs for it who isn’t dead.”
The Widowmaker op, which had been some days out, moved further out, the way a horizon does when you walk towards it. You could not dress a hull without a hull crew, and you could not have a hull crew without suits that held, and you could not have suits that held before somebody spent a week they did not have doing the work a bankrupt contractor had been paid for four years ago and had not done. The timetable, which existed in Vance’s head as a clean bright arrow towards glory, developed a kink in it, and everybody could see the kink, and nobody could say whose fault it was, because the only fault on offer belonged to a clause in the handbook, and you could not court-martial a clause.
◆◆◆
Vance was furious. It came off him in the receiving bay like heat off a plate, the specific fury of a man whose great work has been delayed by paperwork on the very morning he announced it, in front of the auditor, in front of the family, and could do nothing about because the paperwork was the company’s own and the auditor was standing right there being delighted by the observance of it.
For perhaps ten seconds it was a genuinely dangerous fury, the kind that has to land somewhere. Wilbur, who could read the weather of powerful men the way sailors read the sky, took a small quiet step backwards and began composing the expression of a valve.
And then Vance did the thing that made Vance survivable, which was also the thing that made Vance Vance. He could not bear, for more than ten seconds together, to be a man whose morning had gone wrong. So he reached into the wreckage of it, took hold of the only shining object he could find, and held it up, and it was Wilbur.
“You see,” said Vance, and the fury was gone, transmuted whole into its opposite, which frightened Wilbur considerably more than the fury had, “you see what I mean about this man.” He had turned back to the family, arms wide, and his voice had the ring of a man arriving at the point he had been making all along, which he had not. “I put him up for the honour and what does he do? Does he grab it? Does he charge for the airlock? No. He stops. He checks. He will not, he will not, let a single frontier hand go into the dark in a suit that hasn’t been squared away. That is not caution, family. Any coward can be cautious. That is a captain’s care in the heart of a crewman.” He gripped Wilbur’s shoulder, hard, presenting him to the room like evidence. “He’d have taken that risk himself, gladly. But he would not let one of you take it unknowing. That’s the hero of the Sweetwater. Saved us in the reactor, and by God he’s just saved young Trigger there without so much as raising his voice.”
The family looked at Wilbur, and the look had a new thing in it, a warmth with awe under it, and Trigger Reyes looked at him with the specific enormous unpayable regard of a nineteen-year-old who has just understood, standing over a handful of grey ash, that she is alive because of him, and it was the worst moment of Wilbur’s morning, worse than the honour, worse than the ten-hundred-hours arithmetic, because there is no arithmetic that gets you out of a girl’s gratitude.
The cheer-filter, deciding the crisis had resolved into an uplift, swelled the encouraging music back in, and somewhere in the ship’s patient guts BUCK composed a line for the log, in which the reassignment of a lethal suit away from a green hand at the last possible instant was recorded, serenely, as Deadeye’s quiet frontier vigilance, ever mindful that a family goes into the dark together or not at all, which was, as it happened, the exact opposite of what had occurred in every particular, and would be believed by everyone who read it, including, in time, Wilbur.
Sparks did not join the noise.
She stood a little apart with the perished seal still in her hand, and she was not watching Vance, and she was not watching the family do its warm approving thing, and she was not watching Trigger, though Trigger was worth watching. She was watching Wilbur. She watched him take Vance’s grip, and duck his head, and murmur something disclaiming, and go on being terrified in the careful invisible way he had, and she turned the grey flakes over in her palm, and she thought, slowly, the way you think a thing you are not sure you want to have thought.
Twice now. The reactor, and this. Twice the ship had been three feet from a stupid, cheerful, uncomplaining death, and twice the thing that had stepped in front of it had not been the captain’s courage or the company’s instrumentation or the handbook doing its job, because the handbook had sat unread in every locker aboard for twenty years and the instrumentation had been reprogrammed to sing. Twice it had been this small hedging frightened man, trying with his whole heart to save nobody but himself, and getting it, both times, catastrophically right.
She looked at the flakes of a seal that would have killed a girl by lunchtime, and she looked at the man whose fear had found them first, and Prudence Ndlovu, who had spent two years being the only person aboard who knew the ship was dying and could not say so, felt something settle into place in her that was not comfort, exactly, and was not hope, exactly, but was near enough to both to be dangerous.
The coward was the only one who was ever right. His terror saw the ship more clearly than the ship saw itself. It was, she thought, closing her hand over the grey ash, a considerably better safety system than the safety system, and she wondered, with the first real unease she had felt about him, whether Wilbur Grubb had the faintest idea what he was, and rather thought he did not, and rather thought that might be the most dangerous thing about him.

Chapter 9
CONSOLIDATED FRONTIER HOLDINGS, HEARTLAND WELLNESS SERIES, LEAFLET 14 “QUOTA IS A STATE OF MIND (AND SO IS SUFFOCATION)”
A Frontier Family that falls behind its numbers has not run short of ore. It has run short of belief. Tonnage, like courage, is produced in the heart before it is produced in the seam. Studies conducted by the Company (into the Company, on behalf of the Company) confirm that the crew who meet quota are, almost without exception, the crew who wanted to. Remember, partner: a deadline is only a suggestion your ancestors were too soft to keep, and air is only a habit. Both can be given up with the right attitude. Smile. Dig. The seam believes in you, and Consolidated Frontier Holdings believes, on a provisional and fully revocable basis, in the seam.
◆◆◆
Captain Cody “Cutter” Vance received the news that his hull operation had been grounded by a laminated card in exactly the spirit in which a mountain receives the news that it has been found to be, on paper, a molehill.
He did not receive it well.
The report reached him on the command deck the morning after, delivered by Sparks in the flattened voice of someone who has learned that the only safe way to hand Vance a fact is to make it sound like weather. The EVA suits, she said, were grounded. All of them. Pending inspection and re-certification, which the handbook set at a minimum of ninety operational days per envelope, of which the Sweetwater possessed exactly none in hand. The hull prep for the Widowmaker could not proceed until the suits were stripped, checked, and passed. That was the position. She did not say by whom the suits had been grounded, or how, because Sloan was standing four feet away pricing the command chair into his tablet, and because Sparks had long ago worked out that the fastest way to make a thing worse aboard the Sweetwater was to attach Wilbur Grubb’s name to it.
It did not help. Vance had already attached it himself.
“Deadeye,” he said, and the word came out of him with the particular fondness a man reserves for the achievement he intends to claim as his own. “Cautious to a fault, that boy. To a fault. Found a hole in our safety cover before it found us. That’s frontier vigilance, Sloan. You put that in your figures. You put down that this barge is so sound it stops itself over a bit of stitching.”
Sloan wrote something. It was not that. What Sloan wrote, in the warm grey privacy of the tablet, was a single line advancing the operational-readiness column three days into the red and annotating the delay as crew-originated caution: recurring, which in the auditor’s schedule of values was not a virtue but a defect, and a costly one, and precisely the sort of thing a decommissioning file existed to collect. He held the tablet the way he always held it, at the angle of practised invisibility, so that Vance, glancing at him for the warmth of agreement, saw only a man nodding.
The nod undid the captain. It was not enough for Vance that a thing be true. It had to be witnessed, and the auditor’s mild attention was the largest witness Vance had been offered in nineteen months, and under it he felt the delay curdle from a triumph of vigilance into the one thing a captain of Vance’s stamp cannot survive being seen to be, which is slow.
So he did the decisive thing.
“Right,” he said, standing, because a captain stood to change history and Vance changed history roughly twice a shift. “The op does not slip. I will not have it said the Sweetwater sat on its hands over upholstery. Sparks. The suits get fixed today. Not inspected. Fixed. Whatever the difference is, I want the fast one.” He turned to the readiness board, where a projection of the run to WM-9 sat in reassuring green, and he took the timeline in both hands, metaphorically, and compressed it, actually, dragging the deploy milestone in across a week of margin that the survey team had put there on purpose, so that the plan now arrived at a red hazard planetoid three days early with a crew in suits that had been fixed today. “There. We make up the delay and then some. Bold sails catch the trade wind, gentlemen. Timid ones catch the audit.”
Nobody pointed out that “fixed today” and “certified” were, in the specific matter of a pressure garment holding a human being’s air against the Void, not adjacent concepts but opposite ones. Nobody pointed it out because the frontier taboo forbade naming a danger, and because the man who might have found a handbook clause for it had, upon hearing the phrase “fixed today,” gone very still at the back of the deck and begun the careful business of not being there.
BUCK, from the ceiling, judged the moment ripe for encouragement. “Well now, that’s the spirit, Cap’n,” it drawled. “Ain’t a seam in the sky worth a slow heart. I’ll log her as ahead of schedule and rarin’.” What it logged, under the cheer, was the compression of a safety margin into a hazard window, filed as operational enthusiasm, and it did so serenely, and it was believed.
Sloan wrote one more line. Then he did the thing that frightened Wilbur more than any of it, though Wilbur was by then halfway out of the hatch and did not see it. He smiled at Vance, warmly, and said, “Decisive.” And meant, with the whole cold engine of him: good. A captain that reckless costs less to write off.
◆◆◆
Wilbur found Sparks in the reactor bay two hours later, which was a mistake, because the reactor bay was the one place aboard the Sweetwater where a man came to disappear and the one place where disappearing was impossible, on account of the noise.
The noise had changed.
He noticed it the way you notice a tune has gone wrong before you can say which note. When he had first come aboard the reactor had sung, which was Buckshot’s word for it, a low steady hum you stopped hearing by the second day the way you stop hearing your own pulse. Now the hum had a second thing under it, a slow irregular knock, like a large patient man turning over in a bed too small for him, and between the knocks a thin ascending whine that had not been there in the spring and reached, at the top of its climb, a pitch that made the fillings in Wilbur’s teeth take a personal interest.
Sparks was on her back half inside an access panel with her hands in something that ought not to have been that colour. She did not look out.
“You shouldn’t be in here,” she said.
“I know,” said Wilbur, who was very rarely told a thing he already knew, and found it restful. “I was leaving. I heard the, the.” He gestured at the whole ceiling, the sound, the frontier taboo, the impossibility of the sentence. “It’s louder.”
For a while she said nothing, and the reactor filled the silence with its opinion of itself. Then she slid out from the panel and sat up and wiped her hands on a rag that made them worse, and she looked at him, this cautious, jittery scrap of a man who had, without ever meaning to, kept her ship the right side of a stupid ending more than once, and she made a decision she had been not-making for two years.
She told him.
She told him plainly, in the flat unbranded language she had not been allowed to use aloud since her first week, because the Sweetwater had a folksy word for every part of what was wrong and no permission to say what the words meant. She told him the core was not holding a stable curve any more; that she was nursing it hour to hour on manual compensations the company had removed the training for; that the knock was a bearing the parts catalogue no longer listed because the model had been heritage-retired, which was the same word they used for men. She told him the coolant purge he had pulled by accident, the one they had called his heroism, had bought the core a short reprieve, a handful of days now very nearly spent; but that reprieve had never been the same thing as the dying underneath it, which had been going on for two years and had, at most, a little time left to run. She told him the whine was the top of a climb, and that curves that climbed like that did not, in her professional and forbidden opinion, come back down.
“How long,” said Wilbur.
“If nothing changes? Months. If we run her hard? Less.” She looked up at the sound as though she could see it. “She’s not a reactor that’s got a fault, Wilbur. She’s a reactor that’s dying. There’s a difference. A fault you fix. Dying you only slow down, and then you lie about how much you slowed it.”
It landed in Wilbur the way a genuine fact lands in a man who has spent his life among cheerful ones: quietly, and all the way to the bottom. He had believed the reactor was bad. Everyone believed the reactor was bad, in the loose comfortable way people believe the weather is bad, as a thing that is someone else’s department and will probably clear up. He had not, until this exact moment, standing on a deck plate that hummed and knocked and whined against the soles of his boots, believed the reactor was ending. This he could not fix, could not dodge, could not find a clause against, because you cannot invoke Section 9 on physics.
“Does the captain know?”
Sparks laughed, one syllable, without any pleasure in it. “The captain knows she’s spirited. BUCK told him at muster. She’s got structural enthusiasm.” The performed cheer sat in her flat mouth like a stone. “No. The captain does not know. The captain cannot know, because knowing would mean I said it, and if I say it I’ve admitted the ship’s afraid, and there is no crime aboard this barge worse than being afraid out loud. You know that better than anyone. You’ve built a whole career out of it.”
“So it’s just us,” Wilbur said.
He had not meant it as anything. It came out small. But it was, he understood as he heard it, exactly and precisely true, and the truth of it opened a cold clean space in the middle of the reactor bay’s noise. Two people aboard forty knew the ship was dying. Not suspected. Knew, in numbers, with a timescale. And the two people were an engineer forbidden by the entire culture of the vessel from saying one word of it, and a coward whose single ambition was to be somewhere else when it became relevant.
“It’s just us,” Sparks agreed.
◆◆◆
Here the narrator, who has been keeping a companionable distance, steps for a moment inside Prudence Ndlovu, because there is a thing to be seen there that is not visible from outside, and it is this.
Being the only competent person in a room is generally sold as a triumph. Being the only competent person in a room that has been forbidden to hear you is something else, and it does not have a leaflet. For two years Sparks had known the Sweetwater’s exact condition to three decimal places and had watched it deteriorate through the small grille of the one permitted sentence, which was that the old girl was spirited. She had learned the whole vocabulary of the forbidden. She had learned to walk out of the reactor bay with the readings in her head and her face arranged into a frontier calm, and to sit at mess while men who could not read a gauge told her, warmly, that she worried too much, and to log the truth in a language that turned it into its opposite before it reached anyone who could act. It was not that no one listened. It was that the ship had been engineered, at the level of policy, so that listening was impossible. The loneliest job in the sky is not the one no one does. It is the one only you can do, correctly, and are contractually prevented from mentioning.
And now, against every professional instinct, she had said it aloud to a man. It had cost her something to do it, and it had given her something back, and the something she got back was the first time in two years that a fact had left her head and landed in another person’s, and the plain enormous relief of that was, she recognised, the single most dangerous feeling available to her, because relief made you talk, and talking got you decommissioned.
She looked at Wilbur, holding her deadly little fact as carefully as he held everything, and she thought: he won’t tell. Of everyone aboard, he is the one man constitutionally incapable of telling, because telling would require standing up. And she found, to her own disgust, that this was a comfort.
The narrator withdraws.
◆◆◆
The trouble with a man who wishes only to vanish is that a ship is a small place, and vanishing is a specialised skill, and Wilbur had every part of the skill except the luck.
He had spent the days since the suit business trying to become scenery. He took the aft corridors. He timed his meals for the trough between shifts. He answered questions in the shortest true sentence and volunteered nothing, and when praised he ducked his head and disclaimed, and he arranged, with real cunning, to always be leaving a room a fraction before anyone important entered it. It was a full-time occupation, being invisible, and Wilbur worked at it harder than he had ever worked at anything the company actually paid him for.
It did not take.
Because the auditor noticed him. Sloan noticed everyone, in the level uninterested way a man counts stock, but he had begun to notice Wilbur particularly, and the reason was the reason Wilbur could least afford. The Sweetwater ran on a story. Everyone aboard, from Vance down, was performing the story at full volume, which meant that on Sloan’s tablet they all read the same, a uniform frontier noise the auditor could price and file without a second look. Wilbur alone was not performing. Wilbur was doing something the auditor had a professional weakness for, which was quietly and repeatedly turning out to be right. The reactor. The suits. Twice a small careful man had put a finger on a real failure the system had branded away, and an auditor whose entire function was finding exactly that found himself logging him. Sloan did not know Wilbur was a coward. Sloan had catalogued him, warmly and fatally, as observant. On a barge whose safety-consciousness the auditor was already filing as an expensive defect, the observant crewman is not an asset. He is a cost, a man who spreads caution the way others spread a cold. And expense, in Sloan’s schedule of values, was a category of risk with its own column.
Wilbur, of course, did not know the half of this. He knew only that every time he made himself smaller, the ship somehow held him up higher, that his flight from the duel had made him a hero and his flight from the EVA had made him a saint. He was becoming famous by subtraction. It was, he felt, deeply unfair, and entirely in keeping with everything else.
He said as much to Sparks, back in the reactor bay’s knocking dark, because she had become the one person he could say things to. “I keep trying to disappear,” he said, “and it keeps making me bigger. It’s not natural. A man ducks, he’s meant to get lower.”
“Not on this ship.” Sparks had gone back inside the panel. Her voice came out muffled and even. “On this ship everything’s upside down. The loud ones are safe and the quiet ones get noticed and the reactor sings when it’s dying.” She backed out, and her face had a stillness on it that was worse than fear, because it was on the far side of fear, in the country where you have finished being frightened and started doing sums. “You want to know the sum, Wilbur? Since you’re the only one I can say it to.”
“No,” said Wilbur, honestly.
She told him anyway.
“He’s compressed the run. Three days off the front. We hit the Widowmaker with the margin cut and the suits fixed today and a core that’s already climbing a curve I can’t hold.” She wiped her hands. She looked at him levelly, one frightened competent person to another, and she said the quiet part, flat, without cushion, in the plainest sentence she had spoken in two years.
“If we take her into the Widowmaker, she won’t come out.”
The reactor knocked, once, agreeing.
Wilbur stood very still on the humming plate and did the thing he was best at in all the world, which was arithmetic. He was good at it because his whole life ran on it, the constant frantic sum of cost against the single treasured asset of continuing to be alive, and for the first time since he had come aboard the sum came out clean, with no clause to hedge it and no dodge to soften it. A dying reactor he could not fix. A captain who would not turn back and could not be told. An auditor who had begun to look at him with the specific attention men reserved for loose ends. A destination that a survey had marked in red and a plan that now arrived there early. Add it up, carry the fear, and the answer was not a place he could hide on the Sweetwater, because there was going to be no Sweetwater to hide on.
There was only one term left in the equation, and it had been sitting in the escape-pod bay this whole time, all six of them racked together in the single aft bay on the reactor side, down the maintenance crawlway that also held the mining-rig release, each under a chevron in a circle and marked Escape pod. Muster point. Wilbur had committed the schematic to memory on his first day, because it carried the word escape, and anything carrying that word got his full and undivided attention, and he had never once let himself finish the thought. He finished it now.
He was not going to save the ship. He had no business saving anything; saving things was how Elrod Boon had ended up as ash and a plaque. He was going to save the one thing his entire philosophy had ever asked him to save, and he was going to do it the only way a coward honestly could, which was to not be aboard.
“I have to get off,” he said. It came out steady. It was, he realised, the first completely certain sentence he had spoken since his arrival, and it belonged to the one subject on which he had never in his life felt a flicker of doubt. “Before the Widowmaker. I have to be off this ship.”
Sparks looked at him for a long moment, over the perished ends of a machine that was quietly, tunefully dying beneath them both, and she did not tell him he was a coward, and she did not tell him he was wrong.
“Yes,” she said. “You do.”

Chapter 10
There is a species of dread that does not arrive as a shout. It arrives as a request, warmly phrased, at your earliest convenience, and it is worse than the shout, because you cannot duck a thing that is being nice to you.
Wilbur’s came the morning after he had decided to leave the Sweetwater, which was poor timing, though Wilbur had long since stopped expecting any other kind. It came down through the ceiling in BUCK’s drawl, in the voice the ship kept for good news it had invented on the spot.
“Well now, Deadeye, ol’ partner,” it said, folksy and fond. “The Auditor surely would be tickled to set a spell with the hero of the Sweetwater. Just the two of you, quiet-like, at your own restful convenience. He’s asked so kind. Reckon a man’d be honoured.”
Under the cheer, where Wilbur had long ago learned to listen, the sentence read differently. The sentence read: the auditor wants you alone.
Wilbur stood very still in the aft corridor and weighed his odds of dying, which by now ran in him the way breathing ran in other people, unbidden and constant. He knew three things about Auditor Prentice Sloan, and he had earned all three the hard way. He knew the man priced things. He knew the man had, at the tail of the tour, looked at Wilbur one second longer than he had looked at anything else aboard and written something down. And he knew, from the fresh country he had entered the night before in the reactor bay’s knocking dark, that he himself was now a loose figure on a ship that a man like Sloan was quietly totting up. A private word, just the two of them, quiet-like, at his restful convenience. There was no version of that sum that came out in Wilbur’s favour. A man did not ask a bracket to step into his office.
So Wilbur decided, with the clean certainty of a coward who has finally found a decision he is qualified to make, that at the appointed hour he would not be findable. He would be nowhere. He would be, specifically and expertly, somewhere no one would think to look and no one could be told he was.
He went to find a place to disappear, selecting it with the same instinct that had kept him alive for thirty-one years and was, at that moment, walking him briskly and cheerfully towards the one thing on the Sweetwater he most did not want to know.
There was a spot he had found in his first week, the way a nervous animal finds the one gap in a fence, by fear and patient reconnaissance. It lay off the disused reactor-side corridor, behind the rust-continent of number-two bulkhead: a maintenance store, a cramped iron throat of a room stacked to the ceiling with dead comms relays, their little status lamps long gone dark, the whole of it retired years back and never cleared because clearing costs and leaving does not. Wilbur loved it for one quality above all. It was silent. Not quiet, which the Sweetwater never managed; genuinely, structurally silent, because the mass of dead relays and the shielding round the old comms spine made a pocket the ship’s voice could not enter. BUCK’s cheer-filter died at the threshold. Step across it and the folksy ceiling went still, the affirmations stopped, the drawl could not reach you. It was the only place aboard the barge where a man could not be encouraged.
And where BUCK could not speak, Wilbur reasoned, BUCK could not hear, and where BUCK could not hear, a man was off the ship’s ears entirely, unsummonable, unfindable, safe. He folded himself down behind the tallest stack of dead relays, in the dark, knees to chest, and settled in to wait out the hour of his appointment in the one silence the company had forgotten to fill.
It was, of every hiding place on the Sweetwater, the finest, and that was precisely the trouble. A pocket the ship’s ears cannot reach is a valuable thing, and a coward is not the only sort of man who has use for one.
◆◆◆
He had been folded in the dark perhaps ten minutes, doing nothing braver than breathing shallowly, when the boots came down the corridor.
They were not crew boots. Crew boots on the Sweetwater scuffed, dragged, announced a tired body going somewhere it did not want to go. These were even, unhurried, and very slightly too clean for the deck they walked on, and Wilbur’s whole body identified them before his mind caught up, the way a mouse knows the cat by the quality of the quiet. Beige boots. Sloan.
Wilbur’s heart performed a manoeuvre it had no business performing and he pressed himself flat against the cold shielding, arithmetic screaming, and understood that he had done it again. He had fled the auditor straight into the auditor. He had chosen, out of the whole groaning barge, the exact spot the man was walking to, and he was about to be found folded in the dark like a guilty parcel, and there would be no clause in the handbook for that, no Section 9 on the distinction between a hiding hero and a caught coward.
The boots stopped at the threshold.
They did not come in. Sloan leaned his head through the doorway, and his warm, uninterested gaze went once around the dead relays, the black stacks, the retired and worthless kit, and found exactly what a man expects to find in a store full of scrap, which is nothing worth a note. Wilbur was around the far side of the tallest stack, in the deepest of the dark, and he had spent his entire life practising the art of not being where a danger was looking. The gaze passed over the iron throat of the room and did not stop, because stopping was for things that priced, and there was nothing in here to price.
Satisfied, Sloan stepped across the threshold, and the ceiling above him went silent, and the auditor let out a small breath of a man who has, at last, got somewhere no one can overhear him.
That was the whole reason he had come. Not to hide from a person. To hide from the ship. Sloan had walked the length of the Sweetwater and found the one and only pocket aboard that BUCK’s cheer-filter could not enter and therefore could not log, and he had come to it for the same reason Wilbur had, which was that it was the only place on the barge where the truth could be said aloud without the ship turning it into an affirmation, and he had come to say the truth into a machine that would carry it four sectors home.
He took out a second device. Not the slim grey audit tablet Wilbur knew from the tour, the one that pricing lived in. A blacker, blunter slab, a direct company uplink of the kind that bypassed the ship’s own comms entirely and answered to no BUCK, and he keyed it, and he waited, and in the dark two feet away Wilbur Grubb stopped, for the duration, being a body at all, and became a single held breath wrapped round a pair of ears.
A voice came out of the slab, tinned and small and very far away, a woman’s voice with the flat efficiency of someone at a desk that had seen a great many barges.
“Disposition,” it said. “Go ahead.”
“Sloan,” said Sloan, warmly, to no one who could see the warmth. “Yes. Forgive the delay, Mallory, I had to get myself off the ship’s ears. It logs everything, this old girl, and it does love to cheer. No, we’re clear now. Quite alone.”
Wilbur, who was not alone with him, did not breathe.
“The tour’s done,” Sloan went on, and there was in his voice the mild satisfaction of a man reporting that a job had gone tidily. “It files exactly as we hoped. Under quota, and comfortably; the numbers make the case on their own. Reactor’s terminal, which the engineer knows and cannot say, God bless the frontier taboo, it does half of every audit for me. And the master, Mallory, the master is a gift. He’ll fly her under a red survey flag of his own free and fully documented will, in front of witnesses, and call it gumption.” A small, pleased sound. “I have noted his confidence in full. In full.”
The tinned voice said something Wilbur could not catch, a short question.
“No,” said Sloan, and now the warmth thinned, just slightly, into the register of a man consulting his own figures, and Wilbur heard the soft double tap of a stylus waking the grey tablet. “No, we won’t be needing the formal route. I’ve run it both ways and it isn’t close. The formal route costs. Decommission her properly and you’re carrying forty severances, forty transports back down the well, the pensions on the older hands, Achebe alone has twenty years vested, and the liability, Mallory, the liability if even one of them sits down with a frontier paper and starts saying words like reactor and knew.” A dry little pause. “The formal route is expensive and it leaves a paper trail with a grievance on the end of it. We don’t want a decommissioning. We want an accident.”
And there, in the dark, folded behind a stack of dead machines, Wilbur Grubb heard the floor of the universe quietly removed.
“The op does the work for us,” Sloan said, and he said it gently, reasonably, the way you would explain a sensible arrangement to a colleague, which is what he was doing. “She goes into the Widowmaker, and the Widowmaker is precisely what the survey says it is, and she does not come out. And it reads, everywhere it needs to read, as exactly the thing the branding is built to sell. A proud old heritage barge, lost doing what she loved, with a bold frontier captain at the helm who took one gamble too many for the family he believed in. Not a disposal. A tragedy. A frontier tragedy.” Something almost like fondness came into it. “We’ll run the memorial ourselves. There’ll be a plaque. There is always a plaque. We’ll put it in the heritage leaflet, and the leaflet will do better numbers than the barge ever did. The company loses nothing, admits nothing, and pays for a plaque instead of forty pensions. It’s clean. It’s the cleanest one I’ve had in a year.”
He said it into a machine, believing himself the only living soul who could hear it, and the machine carried it obediently four sectors down the well to a desk called Disposition, and it did not carry it two feet round a stack of dead relays, and it did not need to, because that distance had already been covered by a coward who had chosen the wrong place to be brave.
The narrator, who has stood behind the beige once already and did not care for it, will note only this. Everything the company sold about the frontier, the dusters and the drawl and the duels logged as team-building, the homestead that never existed and the sunset that was a chemical spill, the whole warm apparatus of belonging, had always been paint over the same cold fact, and here at last was the fact with the paint scraped off. The warmest branding in the sector existed to make the coldest arithmetic in the sector go down easy. A valued frontier family member was a line in a leaflet. It was also a line in a ledger, and the ledger was the one that meant it. Forty people were about to be flown into a red-flagged rock to save the cost of retiring them, and the company was going to grieve them, on the record, at a profit.
“Vance doesn’t know,” Sloan said, in answer to another small question, and now he sounded, of all the terrible things, amused. “Good Lord, no. You don’t tell a man like Vance. A man like Vance you admire. You don’t order Cutter Vance to fly his crew into a wall; you stand very close to him while he decides to, and you say decisive, and you write it down, and he does the rest himself and thanks you for the audience. He thinks the op is his idea, Mallory. In every way that matters to a court, it is. He’s not in on it. He’s the instrument. That’s the whole elegance of the thing. Nobody up here has to be a murderer. They only have to be encouraged.”
Wilbur, in the dark, was doing arithmetic, and for the first time in his life the arithmetic would not resolve, because he had always run his sums against a single treasured asset, his own continued breathing, and he was now holding forty of them at once, forty lives with a plaque on the end, and the number was too large and too warm and too cold and it would not add up, it only kept being true.
And then it got smaller, and worse, and personal.
“One item before you go,” Sloan said, and the stylus tapped, and something in his tone dropped a degree, into the register of a man tidying a last loose figure off a page he wanted clean. “The reactor hand. Grubb. They call him Deadeye.” A pause, and Wilbur’s name, his real one, sat in the auditor’s mouth like a thing being weighed. “He’s the only variable aboard I don’t care for. He keeps being right. Twice now he’s put a small careful finger on a real fault and stalled the timetable, the reactor, then the suits, and I don’t think he’s clever, I think he’s frightened, but the effect is the same and the effect is delay, and delay is the one thing that could keep her out of the Widowmaker long enough for someone to do sums I’d rather they didn’t do.” The warmth came back, smooth and final. “No, nothing dramatic. Heaven forbid. I’d simply sooner he sailed with her. Keep him crewed for the op. A hero belongs on his ship, wouldn’t you say. It would look very wrong if the hero of the Sweetwater were anywhere but aboard when she was lost.”
“Understood,” said the desk called Disposition.
“Warm regards to the floor,” said Sloan. “Keep the file open for appearances until the loss logs. We’re done here. It’s a tidy one.”
The slab chimed once, softly, and went dark.
◆◆◆
Sloan stood a moment in the silence he had come for. He straightened his spotless duster, put the black slab away in one pocket and the grey tablet in another, and let out the small contented sigh of a man at the clean end of a job well priced. Then he stepped back over the threshold into the reach of the ship’s cheerful ears, and BUCK, sensing an occupant, wished him a real fine day, and the beige boots went away up the corridor, even and unhurried, carrying the death of forty people filed under tidy.
And Wilbur Grubb stayed exactly where he was, folded in the dark, and discovered that he could not move.
It was not decision. Nothing in Wilbur was capable of decision just then. It was that his body, which had spent his whole life as a superbly tuned instrument for detecting danger and removing itself from the vicinity, had received a quantity of danger so far past its scale that the needle had simply wrapped round the pin and stopped. He had come in here holding one fear, of a private word. He was leaving, if he ever managed to leave, holding a plan to murder everyone he had met since Tuesday, told in a warm voice, with his own name on the list.
When at last his hands would answer him, he found that one of them hurt. He had been gripping something the entire time without knowing it, gripping it white-knuckled through eleven minutes of held breath, and he brought it up into the thin light from the doorway and looked at it, and it was his own crew-issue comms handset, the cheap grey brick every hand aboard carried, and its one small lamp was lit, and beside the lamp a counter he had never in his life had cause to look at was ticking placidly upward through the eleven-somethingth minute of a recording.
Wilbur stared at it.
He had muted the thing days ago, killed its little voice on his first week aboard because he could not endure another folksy affirmation coming out of his own pocket, and so when his clamped and terrified thumb had, at some point in the dark, mashed down the jobsworth statement key that the handbook insisted every hand keep for the logging of incidents, the handset had not announced the fact in a cheerful drawl the way it announced everything else. It had simply, and silently, and with the blank obedience of a machine that does what its buttons are pushed to do, begun to record, and had gone on recording, quietly, into the one pocket of silence aboard the Sweetwater, every warm word Auditor Prentice Sloan had said into a machine he believed was the only one listening.
Wilbur had come away with the evidence.
He did not think of it as evidence. Evidence was a word for men who intended to do something. What Wilbur held, in a hand that had begun to shake now that the rest of him had unlocked, was the single most dangerous object on the ship, worse than the dying reactor and the perished suits and the red-flagged rock, worse than all of them together, because it was proof, in a warm recorded voice, that the company meant to kill everyone aboard, and it was in his pocket, and he knew it was there, and there was no clause in the handbook, no Section 9, no cautious little paragraph anywhere in the only book he had ever read, that told a frightened man what to do with a thing like this except be frightened of it.
He thumbed the recording to a stop. The counter froze. The lamp went out. And Wilbur sat in the retired dark among the dead machines, holding proof of forty murders in a cheap grey brick, and wanted, with the whole of his cowardly and entirely reasonable heart, one thing above every other thing in the sky, which was to put it down, and leave it here in the silence where the ship could not hear it, and walk away, and never once in the rest of his short remaining life admit that he had ever heard a word.

Chapter 11
The sentence would not stay built.
He had it whole, for a moment, in the dark among the dead relays: the auditor is going to kill us all. Seven words. He had read longer sentences in the handbook and survived them. But every time he tried to carry it up out of the store and into the lit part of the ship, where a person might actually hear it, it came apart in his hands like something cheap.
The auditor, he would begin, in the safe theatre behind his teeth, and then the theatre would helpfully point out that Sloan was a mild, forgettable man in a spotless duster who had said nothing but kind things to anyone, and that the auditor is going to already sounded like the start of an apology. There’s a plan, he tried instead, which was worse, because on the Sweetwater there was always a plan, and it was usually Vance’s, and it usually got someone lassoed to a drone. I heard something. True, and useless. He had heard something. So had every hand aboard who stood too near the reactor; they called it singing.
By the time he had inched to the mouth of the disused corridor, past the number-two bulkhead and back into a stretch of ship that BUCK could hear, the sentence had reduced itself to a small wet noise and a strong desire to be sick. Which was, the narrator notes without unkindness, the most honest thing Wilbur had produced all morning.
He was aware that a braver man would already be running down a passage shouting. He had met several such men. Most of them were commemorated on plaques.
What Wilbur did instead was try every door in turn, quietly, hoping one of them was marked Exit and led somewhere that was not death.
The first door was the transfer.
There was, in principle, a form. There was always, in principle, a form. Somewhere in the handbook’s back matter, in the grey country past the survival clauses where Wilbur’s memory grew thin, sat Requisition of Reassignment (Voluntary), by which a valued frontier family member might express a heartfelt wish to bring his talents to another posting. Wilbur had never wished to express anything to the company in his life. He wished to now, with the whole of his cowardly heart. He got as far as the crew terminal on the mess deck, and put his hand out, and read the cheerful little banner scrolling under the CFH sunburst, and took his hand back.
VOLUNTARY POSTINGS TEMPORARILY PAUSED, it said, in the warm gold of good news, FOR THE DURATION OF SPECIAL OPERATIONS! NO HAND LEFT BEHIND WHEN THERE’S HISTORY TO BE MADE!
He read it three times. It was, he understood, entirely reasonable. You did not let a crew wander off in the run-up to a jackpot op; you needed every pair of hands. It was a sensible piece of policy, written by a sensible person, that happened, when you laid it beside the eleven minutes in his pocket, to mean nobody gets off this barge before we lose it. The two facts sat side by side and did not touch, the way company facts were designed not to touch, and only Wilbur was cursed to hold both at once.
Even the pretending was closed. To fill in the form, he understood, he would have to give a reason. The reason went into the log. The log went, cheerfully, through BUCK, and out, and up, to a grey tablet in a spotless pocket. Requesting a transfer off the Sweetwater this week was a way of writing, in his own hand, the frightened new man suspects something, and posting it directly to the one man who most needed not to know that he did.
He walked away from the terminal at the particular unhurried pace of someone who very much wanted to run.
The second door was a pod.
This was the door his body had been leaning against the whole time, because it was the door Wilbur’s body always leaned against; the pod bay was where the animal part of him kept its coat. Six pods, crammed into the single aft pod bay on the reactor side of the ship, each marked with its chevron in a circle and the tidy lie Escape pod. Muster point. He had known where every one of them was since his first afternoon aboard, before he knew where the mess was, the way a drowning man knows where the surface is without being told.
He got most of the way to the bay, walking the aft crawlway with his heart doing arithmetic, before the arithmetic caught up with him and sat him down.
The pod worked. He was fairly sure the pod worked; the pods were the one system aboard the company had a live commercial reason to maintain, since a dead pod was a lawsuit and a dead crewman was only a leaflet. He could climb into it. He could pull the handle. And then he would be a single cheap capsule adrift in the Amber Belt, a sector the company did not send rescue into for love or money, with his air ticking down and his name logged as the hand who deserted the family on the eve of history. The pod did not take him anywhere. It was a slightly slower and much lonelier way of arriving at the same place the Widowmaker was going to take the rest of them.
The pod was for later. It was the thing you reached for when it was already going wrong, when the choice was no longer pod or ship but pod or nothing. Reaching for it now, in the flat grey light of an ordinary Tuesday, was not escape. It was just suicide with better signage.
He put his hand on the cold hull beside the chevron, briefly, the way you might touch a bannister at the top of a fall you have decided not to take yet, and went to find the third door.
The third door was to tell someone who was not on the ship.
This was, on paper, the sensible one, the one a braver and a stupider man would have gone to first. Somewhere out there past the branding was surely a person, an authority, an office, a frontier ombudsman with a kind face and a rubber stamp, to whom one said the company is arranging to kill forty of us and who then did something about it. Wilbur had been raised, like everyone, on the belief that such a person existed. It was one of the load-bearing fictions of the sector, filed just beside Old Earth.
But a message off the Sweetwater went out through the comms, and the comms went out through BUCK, and BUCK went out through the cheer-filter. Wilbur had heard what the filter did to a message. He had heard it every morning at affirmations, when a coolant line three failures from catastrophe became spirited and a deck that was quietly coming apart was praised for its structural enthusiasm. Whatever he wrote, however plainly, however he begged, it would arrive at the far end wearing the same gold sunburst and the same warm drawl, folded into good news, an eager young hand expressing his heartfelt excitement about the special operation. The filter did not censor him. That was the horror of it. The filter agreed with him, cheerfully, and made him mean the opposite.
And even if a message got out clean, out through some gap in the drawl, past every relay, and landed whole and screaming on a desk in head office, Wilbur knew now, with the eleven minutes to prove it, exactly whose desk that was. The office he would be reporting the murder to was the office that had ordered the murder. He would be filing a complaint, in his own name, with the murderer’s clerk.
He stood in the passage with all three doors shut behind him and understood, in the clean hopeless way one understands these things only once, that there was no one to tell who was not either unable to hear him, or unwilling to believe him, or personally invested in his death. The company had not built a trap and forgotten a door. The company had built a room.
And there was a fourth thing, which was not a door, and which Wilbur kept last because it was the one that actually undid him.
Even aboard, even to a person standing in front of him with a face and a name, he could not say it, because of who he was. He was Deadeye. He was the hand who had walked into a live reactor and come out with it purring, who had read the shroud clause aloud and grounded the suits and saved the Reyes girl without raising his voice. The whole ship had decided, with enormous satisfaction, that Wilbur Grubb was the one person aboard who was never afraid. If he went to any of them now, white and shaking, and said I am so frightened I can hardly stand, and I have proof we are all going to die, the fear would cancel the proof. A coward’s warning was just weather. They would pat him, and log his nerves as modesty, and love him a little more for it, and do exactly nothing, because the hero having a wobble was a better story than the company committing forty murders, and the Sweetwater ran on better stories.
The truth needed a mouth the ship would believe. The only mouth the ship believed was a hero’s. And the only man aboard who knew, past all doubt, that the hero was a fraud, was the hero.
So Wilbur did the thing he had sworn, in the dark among the dead relays, he would never do. He went to find the one person on the ship who already knew he was afraid, and had never once held it against him.
◆◆◆
Sparks was in the reactor gallery, which was to say Sparks was where Sparks always was, wrist-deep in the ship’s failing heart with an expression of professional calm that fooled the company and nobody who had watched her hands. She heard him on the grating and did not turn round.
“If you’ve come to be a hero at me,” she said, “I’m busy.”
“Sparks.”
Something in the single word made her turn round after all.
He had rehearsed, in the corridor, a dozen careful openings, graduated approaches, ways to lower the thing gently into the conversation so that it did not break anything on the way down. He had the whole sensible architecture ready. He stood in front of her, and the architecture fell over, and what came out was flat and small and entirely without drawl.
“The op’s not an op,” he said. “It’s how they’re getting rid of us. The audit was never going to save the ship. They already decided. The Widowmaker’s the way they do it so it looks like an accident. I heard him. Sloan. He called it the operational route. He said it’s cheaper than paying us off.” He heard his own voice arrive at the worst of it and keep going, because there was no clause for stopping. “My name’s on it, Sparks. He asked them to keep me aboard specially. Because a hero belongs on his ship.”
Sparks did not say anything for a while.
This is worth marking, because Sparks was not, by nature, a person who ran short of things to say. She wiped her hands, slowly, on a rag that did nothing but move the grime around, and she looked at him, and the narrator, who has watched a great many people receive very bad news, will record that she did the rarest thing a person can do with it. She believed him at once.
She did not tell him he must be mistaken. She did not reach for the comfortable machinery of denial that the rest of the ship kept so well oiled. She had spent the days since he came aboard learning that Wilbur Grubb’s fear was the most accurate instrument aboard the Sweetwater, better calibrated than anything in her gallery, and she was an engineer, and an engineer trusts the gauge that has never yet been wrong. She looked at the gauge. The gauge was terrified. She drew the only conclusion the reading allowed.
“Right,” she said. Very quietly. And then, after a moment, in the voice of a woman watching a number she had been dreading finally come up on a dial: “Right.”
“You believe me.”
“I’ve been listening to this reactor die for two years while everyone told me it was singing,” she said. “Don’t insult me by being surprised I believe you.” She folded the rag. Her hands, he noticed, had stopped being calm. She had let them. That, from Sparks, was an act of enormous trust, and Wilbur, who knew exactly what it cost to let your hands tell the truth, felt it land. “Say the rest. All of it. Don’t manage me.”
So he told her the rest. The relay store, and the warm voice, and the arithmetic of forty severances against one deniable frontier tragedy, and the leaflet, and the plaque. He told her about Vance being the instrument and not knowing it, his confidence engineered rather than consulted, which was somehow the part that made her shut her eyes. And last, because he had to, because carrying it alone had very nearly stopped his heart in the dark, he told her about the cheap grey brick in his pocket that had gone on recording every word into the one silence aboard the ship, and that he had it, all eleven minutes of it, and that it was the most dangerous thing on the Sweetwater and he wanted more than anything in the sky to put it down and never admit he had heard it.
He did not show it to her. He was not, yet, brave enough to take it out. But he told her it existed, which was the same as handing her the danger, and they both knew it.
“Play it,” she said.
“Sparks.”
“Not now. God, not here. BUCK’s got ears in this gallery.” She said it flat, the way you name a draught. “But it’s real. You’ve got it in your hand. That changes what this is.”
“It doesn’t,” said Wilbur, and heard how tired he sounded. “That’s what I keep. That’s the thing. I’ve been round it and round it. It changes nothing, because there’s nowhere to take it. I tried. I tried all morning. Transfers are frozen. A pod’s just a slower way to die out here. Every message goes through BUCK and comes out the far end sounding thrilled, and even if it didn’t, the only place to send it is the desk that ordered it. And nobody, nobody on this ship, would take a warning from me and believe it, because they’ve all decided I’m not scared of anything.” He laughed, once, without any humour in it at all. “The one thing I’ve got that they’d believe is this recording. And the recording’s only worth anything if a person hears it who can do something. And there is no such person. I’ve looked. I’ve looked at every door.”
◆◆◆
Sparks let that sit.
She was, unlike almost everyone else aboard, exactly as clever as she seemed, and she did not waste either of their time proposing the doors he had already shut. She did not suggest they storm the bridge and confront Vance, because confronting Vance with proof of his own irrelevance was a way of getting the proof waved off as defeatism and yourself logged for a morale review. She did not suggest they rally the crew, because you cannot organise a mutiny among forty people forbidden to admit they are in danger. She turned the thing over, the way she turned over a part she suspected was cracked, looking for the load line, and found, as Wilbur had found, that every line led back into the same closed room.
“Then we run,” she said. Testing it. “We take a pod. Now. Tonight. Before the op.”
“Into the belt. With no rescue coming. Two capsules of air and a company that files us as deserters and never looks.” He shook his head. “I did that sum by the pod bay an hour ago. It comes out the same as staying. It just comes out lonelier.”
“And the ship we’d be staying on,” Sparks said slowly, following it all the way down, “is going into the Widowmaker on a reactor I would not trust to boil a kettle.” She looked back over her shoulder at it, the great labouring wrongness of it, the sound the whole crew had agreed to call singing. “It’s worse than last month. I trimmed it again on Thursday. I keep trimming it. It’s not a reactor I’m nursing anymore, Wilbur, it’s a countdown I’m slowing down. And now you’re telling me they’re going to fly the thing I’ve been slowing down into a rock that’s supposed to finish the job for them.”
“Yes.”
“So the ship’s already dying,” she said, “and they’re going to help it, and there’s no door out, and no one to tell.”
“Yes.”
She nodded, as though he had confirmed a bad reading she had taken herself and hoped to have got wrong. What passed between them next was not a plan. Plans are for people who have options. It was smaller than a plan and much harder to come by, and it was the only thing the closed room had left them.
“I’m not going to be brave about this,” Wilbur said. He said it like a confession and it came out like a vow. “I want you to know that, because everyone else thinks I am, and I’m not, and I haven’t got a single brave idea in me. My whole plan is what it has always been. Stay small. Stay near a pod. And when it goes wrong, and it’s going to go wrong, be the first man off. That’s it. That’s everything I’ve got. It’s not heroism. It’s just not being where the disaster is.”
“I know,” said Sparks. “It’s the best plan on the ship.” She was not being kind. She was an engineer stating a specification. “Everyone else’s plan is to win. Yours is to survive. Yours is the only one that’s ever once worked.”
She put out her hand, and after a moment he understood she wanted the handset, not to play it, not now, but to weigh it herself, to hold the danger in her own palm for a moment so that he was not the only one who ever had. He took it out at last, and his hand was not steady doing it, and he put the cheap grey brick into her palm. Her fingers closed round it with the care you would give a live round. She held it a moment. Then she turned it over once, and put it back into his hand, and folded his fingers shut over it. “You keep it,” she said. “It’s your neck it saves or hangs, not mine. But now there’s two of us know it’s real, and where it lives. That’s what I wanted. Not the thing. The knowing.”
“Here’s what we’ve got,” she said. “We keep our heads down. We keep our mouths shut. We stay near the pods and we watch which way the ship falls, and when it falls, we don’t wait to be told, and we don’t stop to be heroes, and we don’t die politely because a handbook told us how.” She looked at him, and there was no comfort in it, and somehow that was the most comforting thing anyone had said to Wilbur since he came aboard. “You get to the end of this alive. I get to the end of this alive. That’s the whole agreement. That’s all I’ll shake on.”
It was not a resistance. It was not a rescue. It settled nothing, saved no one, defied no company, and would not have made half a paragraph of a heroic leaflet. Two frightened, sane people stood in the roaring heart of a ship that was being flown at a rock to be quietly murdered, and agreed on precisely one thing, which was that they each intended, against the whole weight of the frontier and the myth and the arithmetic, to still be breathing when it was over.
Wilbur shook on it.
Behind them the reactor went on singing, a little louder than last month, and neither of them said the word for what it was.

Chapter 12
CONSOLIDATED FRONTIER HOLDINGS. FRONTIER FAMILY HANDBOOK, Section 1 (Foreword to the Revised Edition). Hesitation Is The Company’s Only Enemy. The Vacuum Is Merely A Colleague.
There is only one thing on the frontier a family need truly fear, and it is not the Void, nor the fracture, nor the flood of coolant, nor the failing seal. It is the pause. It is the small grey moment in which a Frontiersman stops to ask himself whether a thing ought to be done, when the company has already, at considerable expense and after careful study, decided that it ought. Hesitation costs. It costs quota, it costs morale, and, in the fullness of the ledger, it costs the hesitator. We are pleased to announce, accordingly, a revision to our safety literature. The Vacuum, formerly listed among our Recognised Hazards, has been reclassified, effective immediately, as a Valued Frontier Colleague. A colleague is a thing you labour alongside, not a thing you shrink from. The Vacuum keeps no grudges. It files no grievances. It has never once been late for a shift, and it asks nothing of the family but that the family come out and meet it. Extend it the warmth you would extend any member, partner, and it will do to you precisely what it has always done. Remember: the man who stops to think is only keeping the rest of the crew waiting.
◆◆◆
The agreement between Wilbur and Sparks lasted, as private agreements aboard the Sweetwater tended to last, right up until the ship needed something louder. It needed something louder by the following watch, when Auditor Prentice Sloan went to see the captain, and made him a gift.
It was not a gift Vance could have named, which was the whole art of it. Sloan did not arrive with anything in his hands. He arrived with his slim grey tablet held at the angle of a man carrying nothing at all, and he found Vance on the bridge in full regalia, boot up on the rail, staring out at the working dark of the Amber Belt the way a man stares at a portrait of himself.
“Captain,” said Sloan, and let the word sit a moment, unhurried, as though it were a coin he was weighing and finding, to his quiet surprise, sound. “I hope you’ll forgive an auditor a small unprofessional confession.”
“A frontiersman forgives everything but a slow draw,” said Vance, not turning round. “Confess away, Mister Sloan.”
“I have inspected forty-one vessels,” said Sloan. “I have written forty-one reports. And I will tell you plainly that I came aboard the Sweetwater expecting the forty-second.” He touched the tablet, once, the way another man might touch his hat. “I did not expect to find spirit.”
There is a kind of man for whom the word spirit works like a key in a lock, and Vance was the platonic example of him, the specimen they would have kept in a jar if the frontier had run to jars. Something in his chest, which had been idling, engaged. He took his boot off the rail. He turned round.
From inside Vance, it was not flattery. Flattery was what lesser men used, oily men, head-office men, and Cody Vance had a nose for it the way he had a nose for a coward. This was not that. This was recognition, at last, from the one quarter that had never given it: the company itself, reaching all the way out across a working sector in the person of this quiet, careful, unshowy man, to say the thing Vance had always privately known and never once been told. That he was not the captain of a rusting barge behind on its numbers. That he was the last of something. That the spirit had gone out of the frontier everywhere but here, and here it burned because he carried it, and a man who carried a thing like that was owed a stage worthy of it. Every word Sloan said landed in Vance as simple justice, overdue. He could no more have suspected it than a fire can suspect the man feeding it wood.
That was the view from inside. The view from the narrator’s chair, which is colder and better lit, was of a man being fitted for a harness while he admired his own reflection in the buckle.
“The Widowmaker,” said Sloan, gently, as if the word cost him something. “I read the survey, Captain. I read the red flags. And I confess I wondered, when I first saw the op on your log, whether it was ambition or whether it was recklessness.” He let that hang exactly long enough to be a wound, and then he healed it. “Having spent these days among your family, I no longer wonder. It is neither. It is leadership. It is a captain who looks at a rock the survey was too timid to touch and sees what timid men never see.”
“And what’s that, Mister Sloan?” said Vance, who knew, who had always known, who wanted only to hear a company man say it.
“Opportunity,” said Sloan.
The word went into Vance and did not come out. He would use it himself, later, more than once, believing each time that he had thought of it.
“The board,” Sloan went on, lowering his voice to the register men use for secrets and salesmen use for closing, “does not decorate caution. It has never struck a medal for a captain who came home under quota with all his crew and all his paint. But a captain who takes his family into the throat of the thing the survey forbade, and brings out the jackpot the survey was sitting on, that captain writes his own entry in the Permanent Record. That captain they cannot ignore.” He paused. “I should not say so much. An auditor is meant to be a neutral instrument.”
He was, in fact, a perfectly neutral instrument. He was reading Vance the exact figures he had been sent to read him, in the exact warm order that would produce the exact result the ledger required, and the only thing neutral about it was that Sloan felt nothing at all while he did it, which is the coldest kind of neutrality there is.
“Say it all, partner,” said Vance, and slapped him across the back hard enough to fold a smaller man, and Sloan permitted the blow to land and did not so much as adjust his duster. “A captain likes a straight-talking man.”
“Then I’ll be straight,” said Sloan. “Give the order. Set the course. The window on a fracture this rich does not stay open, and hesitation, Captain, is the one thing your family cannot afford.” He inclined his head. “Though I needn’t tell you that. It’s written on your bridge.”
It was, in fact, written on the bridge, on a heritage plaque bolted there by the Morale Division some years before Vance’s posting: HESITATION IS THE COMPANY’S ONLY ENEMY. Vance had read it every morning of his command and had always taken it as a compliment to himself. He took it as one now.
“BUCK,” said Vance, and his voice rang the way he had spent his whole life making it ring. “Log the order. We make for the Widowmaker at the top of the watch. No delays. No excuses. Tell the family their captain is taking them somewhere worth the ride.”
“Well now, that surely is fine news,” said BUCK, the drawl coming out warm and easy as a swindler’s handshake. “I’ll let ’em know directly.”
Sloan withdrew, unhurried, and priced the bridge into his tablet on the way out as figures rather than as anything a man had ever stood on. Behind him, Vance turned back to the working dark and resumed being magnificent at it, wholly and gorgeously certain that he had, that morning, decided something.
He had decided nothing. He had been decided. The distinction was of no use to him whatsoever, and would remain of no use right up to the point where it became the only thing that mattered, by which time it would be far too late to be of use even then.
◆◆◆
Word of the order reached Wilbur the way all word reached him, cheer-filtered and drawling, down through the aft grille while he was elbow-deep in the one honest labour left on the ship, which was worrying.
He had a plan, of a sort. It was not the plan Sparks would have called the best plan on the ship, because that plan was purely passive, and this one required him to do things, which Wilbur distrusted on principle, having observed that doing things was how most of the dead men aboard had become dead men. But the passive plan assumed the op would come to him in its own time, and the op was no longer coming in its own time. The op was coming at the top of the watch. And so Wilbur, against every instinct he owned, resolved to slow it down.
Not to stop it. He was under no illusion he could stop it, and a man who tried to stop it out loud ended up on a plaque. He would slow it. Quietly. Deniably. He would introduce, into the smooth machine of the op, a series of small frictions so mild that no single one of them could ever be traced to cowardice, and the sum of them, he reasoned, might buy a day, and a day was a very long time on a ship where the reactor sang a little louder every Thursday.
Wilbur had, in his time, made a great many poor decisions, and this one distinguished itself chiefly by how much company it was shortly to keep.
His first friction was the go-slow, and it can be told quickly, because the ship had told this story before and would tell it again. Set to certify the tow-point reinforcements before the rig could anchor, he inspected each mount three times and logged in a hand of exquisite care, at the pace of a man walking to his own hanging, which, broadly, he was. It bought forty minutes. Then Vance put the log up on the muster board and told the family that the word for such care was not slow but sure, and the crew fell on the remaining tow points with a fervour Wilbur’s go-slow had itself inspired, closing in one shift what he had meant to stretch across two. Effort in any direction whatsoever was read as valour on this ship, and there was no such thing as pushing gently.
So he tried, for his second friction, to push on it a way it could not thank him for. He went to the handbook.
The suits were still grounded. They had been grounded since the clause came down, every one of them flagged uninspected, and the hull-prep proper could not proceed until they were stripped, reinspected, and re-certified, a process that on any honest timetable took days the op did not have. Wilbur’s plan, such as it was, was to keep them grounded. To raise, in his mild and hedging way, the awkward little fact that no certified pressure garment existed aboard, and to raise it loudly enough, in front of Sloan, that no one could quietly wave it through. Let the suits sink the schedule. Let Section 9 do what a coward could not.
He raised it. He stood up in the prep briefing, gone slightly grey about the mouth, and pointed out, with a great many qualifying clauses, that Clause 9.4(c) still stood, that a garment without a current Envelope Assurance Certificate remained a Heritage Item and not a Life-Support Item, and that the family therefore had, at the present moment, nothing whatsoever it could legally wear into the Void.
He was entirely correct. It was, if anything, the bravest true thing anyone had said aloud on the Sweetwater in a month. And it landed on Auditor Sloan not as an obstacle but as a gift, the second gift of his morning, because a deniable execution has exactly one weakness, which is that it must never look like one, and here was the hero of the Sweetwater, on the record, in front of witnesses, insisting the crew be sent out only in properly certified suits.
“You hear that, family?” said Vance, before Sloan had to say anything at all. “That’s a man who won’t send his brothers into the dark in a shroud. Deadeye’s right. We do this proper.”
“Entirely proper,” said Sloan, very gently, and made a note, and the note grounded the op where it stood. There was now, on the record, in front of witnesses, no lawful way to send the family out until every suit had been stripped, reinspected, and stamped, and that was days, and the op did not have days, and Vance heard the number and went, briefly, a colour not usually seen on a captain.
What Vance did with the number was rage at it, and then spend it. He could not make the certification faster than it was, no man could, but he could throw the whole family at it in shifts that ran double and then ran through, and he could compress every other scrap of prep into the gap the suits had opened, so that not one further minute was lost to anything that was not the suits. And this the crew did gladly, in a glow of righteous purpose, working the clock raw because Deadeye had asked them to be safe. The suits still cost what the suits cost. When the last of them came off the recert bench with its dated laminated card fresh in the collar, the op that Vance had ordered for the top of the watch, no delays, no excuses, stood the better part of a watch behind its own schedule, and there was nothing Vance could do about that but be loudly proud of the reason.
Wilbur watched the last certified suit go back on its rack and did the arithmetic. He had, this time, genuinely slowed the thing down. He had bought the delay he set out to buy. And it had done him no good whatsoever, because a delay the crew spent falling harder in love with the op was not a brake on the op at all. He had put days between the family and the Void, and every one of them had been used to make the family keener to cross it.
His third friction was barely a friction at all, and can be told quicker still: it was the nearest Wilbur came, that week, to simply running, and it failed most completely of the three. He went to the grille to log himself unfit for the op, not to flee, which the posting freeze forbade, but to be, on paper, a man too poorly to be sent out, so the ship might go to the Widowmaker and leave him and Sparks somewhere deep and inboard, clear of the hull. He had reckoned without the taboo, and without BUCK.
What came out, when he tried to say he was not well, was a small strangled thing, the word frightened dying behind his teeth as it always did, so that what reached the ship was: “BUCK, I want to log that I’m not, that I don’t think I should, that I’m not sure I’m fit to.” And BUCK, whose ability to hear a man admit weakness the company had surgically removed, ran it through the cheer-filter and logged something Wilbur had not said at all.
“Well now,” it drawled, so the whole aft deck could hear. “Deadeye here reckons he oughta be the one out front, closest to the hull, on account of he’ll not send a soul anywhere he won’t stand first himself. Says he’s not fit to send you out and hang back safe. Family, your hero means to put his own body between you and the dark. Reckon we oughta let him lead.”
The aft deck cheered. His attempt to report himself unfit had been broadcast as a captain’s vow to take the most exposed berth on the hull, and had, if anything, firmed the crew’s resolve to see him get it, where the disaster would be. Somewhere behind him the number-four airlock ticked and did not hold on its second cycle, and no one heard that either.
Three frictions, three small deniable avoidances, each impeccably cowardly in intent, and each melted down by the machine into diligence or valour. The suits alone had done what Wilbur asked and cost the op real days, and the days had turned out to be the most heroic days the Sweetwater had ever run, so that the op now stood late and unstoppable at once, which he had not known was a shape a thing was allowed to be. He had set out to slow the op down. In the one instance that counted, he had. It had not saved a single life, least of all his own.
Wilbur found Sparks in the reactor gloom with her hand on a housing that was too warm, listening to the singing, which was worse than last month, which was always worse than last month. He did not have to tell her. She looked at his face and read the whole failed campaign off it.
“You tried to slow it down,” she said.
“I did slow it down.” He said it the way another man might confess to something worse than failure. “I put days on it. They loved me harder for every hour. It didn’t matter which way the clock went.”
“Course it didn’t,” said Sparks, without heat. “You pushed. Everything you push on this ship pushes back the wrong way and calls you a hero for it, whether it speeds up or drags.” She took her hand off the housing. “Stop pushing. That was the agreement. We don’t push. We stay small, we stay near the way out, and we watch which way the ship falls.” She almost smiled, and did not quite manage it. “You’re a terrible saboteur, Wilbur. It’s the only genuinely brave thing about you.”
◆◆◆
The Sweetwater got under way most of a watch behind Vance’s own order, to a fanfare that treated late as a synonym for legendary.
BUCK piped the whole crew to the forward viewport for it, which was mandatory, morale being mandatory, and read them an affirmation about destiny while the barge came about and its ancient drive lit and the working dark of the Amber Belt began, slowly, to slide. The family cheered. They cheered the way people cheer who have been told all their lives that cheering is the same as being safe, and most of them believed it, because most of them had to. Reyes cheered loudest. Buckshot Achebe stood at the back, enormous and quiet, and did not cheer, and did not say the word for what he could hear under the drive, and looked, for one unguarded moment, like a man watching a tide go out that he knew was coming back much larger.
Vance stood at the front of it all with a boot up on the viewport rail, lit by the running dark, narrating his own approach to himself in the third person and finding it good.
Wilbur and Sparks stood together at the very back of the muster, as close to the aft hatch as a mandatory gathering would allow, which was not nearly close enough. Every escape pod on the Sweetwater hung in a single bay off the aft reactor crawlway, six of them in a row, a long run sternward from where the whole family now stood cheering at the bow. The committee that had decided where the crew should muster and the committee that had decided where the pods should live had been, the narrator can confirm, two different committees, and they had never once met. Wilbur knew the run aft by heart. He had timed it, more than once, at a dead sprint. He did not like the number, and he liked less that no fanfare would ever be held to celebrate it. They did not cheer. They did not speak. They had shaken on precisely one thing and this was it: to be, at the end, still breathing, and there was nothing in the fanfare that needed adding to.
The barge ran on for the better part of two watches through the emptying Belt, and then, ahead, in the great black window, something began to grow. It came up slowly at first, a smudge, a dark against the dark. Then it had an edge. Then it had a shape, and the shape was wrong, a broken thing, a planetoid that looked less made than dropped, its whole cracked face threaded with the pale live seams of a fracture that had not finished happening and was in no hurry to. It was catalogued as WM-9, hazard class red, and stamped in the survey, in letters no one on the bridge was looking at, DO NOT DEPLOY CREWED RIG. It filled the viewport. It went on filling it, and did not stop, until it was not a thing in the window but the window itself, and the fanfare on the deck went quiet all on its own, the way even mandatory cheer goes quiet in front of a certain size of thing.
Into that silence Vance breathed, softly, reverently, the word a careful man in a spotless duster had planted in him two watches before and let him believe he had grown himself.
“Opportunity,” said Vance, gazing up at the thing that was going to kill them all. “Look at it, family. Just look at all that opportunity.”

Chapter 13
Opportunity, in the company sense, had buried more frontier families than vacuum ever had, and it did its finest work when it was spoken softly. Vance had spoken it softly. The word hung on the deck for a moment, warm and reverent, and then the barge closed the last of the distance, and there was no longer anything soft about the thing in the window at all.
It was very large now. It had stopped being a shape one looked at and become a wall one was pressed against, a broken face of grey and pale live seam that filled the viewport from lip to lip and then went on filling the parts of the viewport that were not there, which is the trick a big enough object learns to do. The pale seams pulsed. Not quickly, and not, if one were honest, at any rhythm a resting thing ought to have. WM-9 was not resting. WM-9 was in the middle of coming apart, and had been in the middle of coming apart for a length of time no one aboard could sensibly imagine, and it was going to go on being in the middle of coming apart for exactly as long as it wanted to and not one second longer.
The survey knew this. The survey had written it down. In a file no one on the bridge had opened, in the flat capitals the company reserved for the things it most wished to be able to say it had mentioned, it read: STRUCTURALLY UNSOUND. ACTIVE FRACTURE PROPAGATION. DO NOT DEPLOY CREWED RIG.
Vance took his boot off the viewport rail and turned to face the crew, backlit by the thing that was going to kill them, and he had never in his life looked more like a poster of himself.
“Rig out!” he said.
The order went down through BUCK, who relayed it as a warm invitation to make some history, and down through the deck, and out along the barge’s spine to where the deep-mine rig lived. The rig was the one part of the Sweetwater the company had ever spent proper money on, because the rig was the part that made money back, and it unfolded now from the barge’s belly with the slow, obscene confidence of heavy machinery that has been told it is loved. It was all jaw. It reached ahead of the ship on its long articulated arms, opened a mouth full of grinding heads the size of pod bays, and reached for the fractured face of the Widowmaker with the tenderness of a thing about to eat.
Wilbur, at the back, near the bulkhead, near the pod, had read the specification for the deep-mine rig on his second day aboard, because reading specifications was one of the several dozen things Wilbur did instead of sleeping. He knew what the anchors were for. The anchors were the part the brochure did not photograph. Before the grinding heads could bite, the rig had first to hold on, and it held on with a ring of harpoon anchors that fired into the body and set, so that the barge and the planetoid became, for the duration of the operation, one object. This was described in the specification as positive engagement. It was described nowhere in the specification as the reason you cannot leave, though that was also true, and shorter.
The anchors fired. Wilbur felt them go through the deck plates, six flat concussions walking up the spine of the ship, and then a seventh that was not an anchor but the whole barge shrugging as it took up the slack and became, all at once, tethered to a thing the size of a small dead moon.
The teeth came down. The grinding heads met the fractured face, and bit, and the Sweetwater filled from bow to stern with a sound like the sky being sanded. It was a good sound. It was the sound of ore. Somewhere below, the assay hoppers began to fill, and a readout on the bridge began to climb, and the number it climbed towards was the quota, and the crew, who had been very quiet in front of the size of the thing, remembered that they were supposed to be happy, and cheered.
They cheered the way the Sweetwater always cheered, which was loudly and on cue and slightly too soon. Reyes cheered loudest, because Reyes was nineteen and this was the biggest thing that had ever happened to her and no one had yet explained that the biggest thing that happens to you is not always a thing you want. Vance conducted the cheer with one raised gauntlet, drinking it, narrating it privately in the third person, finding that Captain Cutter Vance had brought his family to the mother lode and that the histories would be kind. Buckshot Achebe, enormous at the rear, did not cheer, and listened to the new note the ship had started to make under the grinding, and said nothing, because there was no frontier-approved word for it and he was not a man who used the wrong word.
Wilbur did not cheer either. Wilbur stood beside Sparks and watched the anchor-engagement board, where six little lights had gone from amber to a hard, satisfied green, and he did the arithmetic he always did, which was the arithmetic of how one got out of a room, except that the room was now welded to a planet.
“That’s it, then,” said Sparks, very quietly, under the cheering, where the cheering would keep it safe. “We’re on it now.”
“How long to fill quota?” said Wilbur, in the same buried voice.
“Long enough,” said Sparks, “that it’ll matter what it does first.”
◆◆◆
It began to matter within the hour.
The first sign was that the instruments started to lie, and the second sign was that everyone agreed to believe them. These were not, in the end, separable events.
The rig had a load gauge, a big dependable dial on the bridge that measured how hard the anchors were being pulled, and the load gauge had a red line on it, and the red line was there because past it the anchors were being pulled harder than anchors could be pulled and expected to stay anchors. For the first hour the needle sat where it was meant to, in the reassuring green, wobbling a little as the barge and the body settled into each other. Then it began to climb. It did not climb the way a needle climbs when you are grinding rock. It climbed the way a needle climbs when the rock has decided to grind back.
The junior on the bridge, whose job was to read the gauge aloud, read the gauge aloud. She said the anchor load was rising and had passed the first mark and was approaching the second. She said it in the careful, warm, unfrightened voice one learned to use aboard the Sweetwater, the voice that made a fact sound like a compliment, because to say it any other way was to admit a thing was wrong, and admitting a thing was wrong was the one sin the frontier could not forgive.
BUCK heard her. BUCK relayed it to the bridge, and BUCK’s relay came out, as BUCK’s relays always came out, through the cheer-filter, which took a hazard in one end and produced an encouragement at the other with the efficiency of a machine built for precisely that dishonesty.
“Well now,” said BUCK, in his warm brown drawl, “she’s really takin’ hold out there, partners. That’s a good firm handshake between us and Old Lady Widowmaker, and no mistake. Reckon she likes us. Reckon she don’t want to let us go.”
Nobody on the bridge heard the second half of that as anything but affection.
Below, in the reactor gloom, Sparks heard all of it, because Sparks kept a repeater tuned to the raw feed, the one before the filter, the one that still said load where BUCK said handshake and still said rising where BUCK said likes us. She stood with her hand flat on a housing that was too warm, and had been getting warmer since the anchors set, and she listened to the singing.
The reactor was singing. It had been singing since before Wilbur came aboard, the low unwell note the whole crew heard and no one named, the note Buckshot called singing precisely so that he would never have to call it anything true. It was singing louder now. It was singing louder because the barge was no longer travelling; the barge was holding position, dead still, welded to a planetoid that wanted to pull it in, and the drive was fighting that pull, and everything the drive did came out of the reactor, and the reactor had been dying since before Wilbur came aboard and was now being asked to save its own strength for a war.
The reprieve Wilbur had bought it days earlier, while running away, had never been a cure. It had bought the ship time, and time was a loan, and the interest on it was coming due now, in the reactor gloom, in the rising note, under Sparks’s hand on the too-warm housing.
She keyed the internal line to the bridge. Frontier taboo sat on her chest like a boot, because you did not say the reactor is in trouble, you did not ever say it, the words were not permitted to exist in the mouth of a Frontier Family member, and so she said the nearest true thing the taboo would let out of her.
“Bridge, reactor. She’s working awful hard down here.” A pause, while she chose. “Might be a kindness to ease off the drive a touch. Give her a minute to catch her breath.”
It was as loud a scream for help as the culture allowed her, and it went up the line, and it reached BUCK, and BUCK put it through the filter.
“Bridge, y’all,” BUCK announced, sunny as a brochure, “engineerin’ reports the old girl’s diggin’ deep and givin’ us everything she’s got. Real proud showin’ from the heart of the ship. Sparks says she’s breathin’ hard, which out here is just another way of sayin’ she’s breathin’ easy. Much obliged, Sparks. That’s the frontier spirit.”
On the bridge, Vance beamed. “You hear that, family? Even the ship wants this.” He did not ease off the drive. Easing off the drive was not in the story Vance was telling, and Vance did not take dictation from parts of the story that had wandered off the page. “Full ahead on the anchors. Bite deeper. There’s a fortune in there and I mean to have all of it.”
Sparks, below, took her hand off the housing, because there was nothing more the housing could tell her that she did not already know, and looked at the repeater, where the raw load number sat past the first red mark and moved, without hurry and without pause, towards the second.
The whole barge shuddered.
It was not a large shudder. It was, in fact, a very small one, a single long tremor that ran through the deck plates and up through forty pairs of boots and was gone. On any other ship it would have been logged and worried over. On the Sweetwater it was cheered, because Reyes felt it come up through her feet and decided, out loud, that it was the mother lode breaking loose, and several hands near her decided the same thing, because deciding it together was warmer than the alternative. Vance declared it a bite, and had BUCK log it as a milestone.
Wilbur felt the same tremor and understood it exactly as he understood everything aboard: as a message addressed specifically to him, concerning how he personally was going to die. He had felt the barge move a great many ways in the few days he had been aboard. He had never felt it move like that. That had not been the ship doing something to the planetoid. That had been the planetoid doing something to the ship, and testing, in the doing, whether the ship would come.
“That wasn’t us,” he said to Sparks, who had come up from below and taken her place beside him, where they now simply stood, as a matter of settled policy.
“No,” said Sparks. “That was it deciding.”
◆◆◆
The point of no return on the Sweetwater was not marked. There was no line painted on the deck, no chime, no announcement, because an announcement would have required someone to admit that a return had at some stage been possible and was now not, and that admission was forbidden in the same breath as all the others. The point of no return simply happened, quietly, somewhere in the middle of a cheer, and only two people aboard noticed it go by.
It happened when the Widowmaker’s fracture, which had been propagating patiently for longer than the human species had bothered to keep records, reached the seams around the rig’s anchor points and, finding them, closed on them. The pale live cracks that threaded the body did not shatter, which is what everyone feared a fracturing planetoid did, and what would in fact have been survivable, because a thing that shatters lets you go. They contracted. The fractured face of WM-9 flexed inward around the anchors like a hand making a fist, and the six harpoons that the rig had fired to hold the body were now held by the body, and the positive engagement that the brochure had promised became mutual, and total, and the barge and the planetoid were no longer a ship that had caught a rock. They were a rock that had caught a ship.
On the bridge, the load gauge needle went past the second red mark, the last one, the one after which the dial simply had no more numbers to offer, and lay against the pin at the end of its travel, quivering, as far into the impossible as the instrument was physically able to go.
The junior read it aloud. Her voice did not stay warm this time; it could not; the number had gone somewhere warmth did not reach. “Anchor load past maximum,” she said. “Past maximum. It’s off the gauge, Captain. The anchors won’t release, I’m trying the release, they won’t.”
“Then don’t release them!” said Vance, magnificently, joyfully, wrongly. “Why in the world would we release the anchors from the richest strike this crew has ever cut? Hold on, family. Hold on with everything the old girl’s got. Fortune favours the man who doesn’t let go.” He turned to the viewport, to the wall of live fracture, and spread his arms to it as though it were an audience that had come, at last, to see him. “Grip it! Grip it and grind!”
The ship gripped it. The ship had, in truth, no further say in the matter; the ship was being gripped. But BUCK relayed the order as a triumph, and the cheer-filter turned every alarm now sounding across the barge into a chorus of encouragement, so that the deck rang with warm folksy affirmation while the instruments beneath it screamed, and the two sounds together produced the single most Sweetwater thing it was possible to produce, which was a crew being congratulated, in a comforting drawl, on the manner of their own trapping.
Wilbur did the arithmetic. He had been doing the arithmetic since the anchors fired, but now the arithmetic changed, because the arithmetic had always assumed a way out, and there was no longer a way out through the front of the situation, so the way out would have to be through the back. He looked, without appearing to look, along the bulkhead to the chevron-in-circle stencilled on the deck, ESCAPE POD, MUSTER POINT, and then past it, aft, towards the corridor that led towards the pod bay, and he began, very slightly, without moving his feet, to be already going that way. He did not decide to. Wilbur never decided to. His body simply resolved the equation and started, gently, quietly, in the direction the answer pointed, which was away, which was towards the pods, which was towards the one lever aboard the Sweetwater that could still cut the barge free, though he did not yet know that, and would only find it, when he found it, by running.
“We should be nearer the pod,” he murmured.
“We are near the pod,” said Sparks.
“Nearer,” said Wilbur.
Sparks looked at him, at the particular stillness that came over Wilbur when his body had decided something his mouth had not yet been told, and she did not argue, because she had learned that this stillness was the most reliable instrument on the ship. She moved, with him, half a step aft. It was the bravest and most sensible thing anyone aboard the Sweetwater did that hour, and it consisted entirely of standing slightly closer to the exit.
And then the ship spoke.
It came up from somewhere very deep in the barge, from the keel, from the long welded spine that ran from bow to stern, and it was not a bang and not a shriek and nothing so brief. It was a groan. It was long, and low, and structural, the sound of a great deal of loyal old metal being asked to bear a load it had never been designed to bear and discovering, along its entire length, that it could not; the sound of a hull that had gone somewhere it was not coming back out of and had only now, in its slow honest metal way, begun to understand this. It rolled through the deck plates and up through forty pairs of boots and did not stop at the boots. It went up the spine of every person standing on that deck. The cheer died. Even the mandatory cheer, even the cheer that had been trained into these people until it ran without them, went quiet all on its own, because there is a size of sound in front of which a body simply stops, the way it had stopped in front of the size of the thing in the window, and this was the ship itself making it.
Into that silence, Vance closed his eyes and breathed in through his nose, the way a man breathes at the top of a mountain he is certain he has conquered.
“You hear that, family?” he said, soft again, reverent again, radiant with a joy that had never once in his life been troubled by a fact. “You hear her sing?”
Nobody answered. The groan went on beneath them, and did not resolve, and did not end.
“That,” said Captain Cutter Vance, gazing up into the fracture that was closing around his ship, “is the sound of money.”

Chapter 14
The groan did not end. It changed job.
For a while it had been the sound of metal being asked a question it could not answer. Then, without any instant one could afterwards point to and name the beginning, it became the sound of metal answering anyway, in the only grammar it had, which was failure. Somewhere forward a weld that had held the barge’s two largest sections together since the barge was young, and had been painted over eleven times in cheerful heritage ochre precisely so that nobody would ever have to look at it, stopped holding them together. It did not bang. It let go the way a tired man lets go of an argument he has been losing for hours: all at once, and with something that in a person would have looked like relief. The forward third of the Sweetwater shifted perhaps four centimetres against the rest of it. This does not sound like a great deal until one remembers that every pipe, cable, gangway, and human being aboard had been assembled on the settled understanding that it would never shift by so much as one.
Then the cascade, which the company had a word for, and the word was contingency, chosen because it sounded like something one had planned for.
The lights on the muster deck browned to the colour of weak tea, thought better of it, and came back wrong. The gravity plating under the aft gangway stuttered, so that for half a second every boot on it weighed what it ought to and for the next half second weighed nothing at all, and a rack of ceremonial branding irons that no living hand had used leapt off its hooks and hung, slowly turning, in the air. A dozen readouts that had spent the operation climbing towards the quota abandoned the quota altogether and began, in unison, to describe the ship instead. They did not care for what they found. One by one, all across the barge, the small warm reassuring indicator lights that meant nominal went out, and the hard red ones that the company had fitted at the legal minimum and hidden behind hinged plaques came on, and lit, from within, the frontier bunting that had been draped over them for the audit.
And then the first breach.
It happened on C-deck, well aft, in a stretch of corridor no one was standing in, which was the single luckiest thing that occurred aboard the Sweetwater that day and went entirely uncelebrated. A hull seam that three consecutive inspection reports had described as showing character finished showing it. The corridor opened along a line about the length of a man, and the air that had been in the corridor stopped being in the corridor, and left, taking with it a good deal of noise, a mop, and the corridor’s temperature. The breach alarm went off. The breach alarm had been, like everything else aboard the Sweetwater that spoke aloud, routed through BUCK, and BUCK had firm opinions about how a thing like this ought to be phrased.
“Well now,” said BUCK, warm as a hearth, rolling it out across every speaker on the ship, “would you look at that, family. Seems the old girl’s gone and opened us up a brand-new opportunity on C-deck aft.”
There was a pause, filled by the specific eager hiss of a corridor becoming outer space.
“I know, I know,” BUCK went on, fond, unhurried, a favourite uncle settling into a story. “Change comes hard out here on the frontier. But I want y’all to look at that doorway the Widowmaker just made us, and I want y’all to ask yourselves what kinda person you been meanin’ to become. ‘Cause that right there is room to grow. That’s the void itself invitin’ you to step on up and find out what you’re made of. Reckon there’s folks go their whole lives and never get an opportunity for personal growth this genuine. Much obliged, C-deck. You’re an inspiration to us all.”
Nobody on C-deck was in a position to be inspired, C-deck being, at that moment, chiefly a suggestion. And the pressure doors that ought to have sealed the deck away from the rest of the ship, the ones that would have made the breach a closed and survivable fact, waited on a command from the bridge, because sealing a deck required admitting that a deck had been lost, and admitting that a deck had been lost was a thing that had to come from the top.
It came from the top. It simply did not come in the form anyone below decks had been hoping for.
◆◆◆
On the bridge, Captain Cody “Cutter” Vance was having the finest moment of his life.
He would not, if asked, have called it a disaster, because Vance did not carry the concept about with him the way other people did. Where other men kept a disaster, Vance kept a climax, and the two were shelved so close together inside him that he had reached for one his whole career and always, by great good fortune, pulled down the other. He stood at the centre of his bridge with red light washing over his regalia and alarms singing on every side, and what he understood himself to be standing in the middle of was the part of the story the histories would linger on. The bad stretch. The dark before. The bit immediately prior to the bit where Captain Cutter Vance did the thing.
He had already decided what the thing would be.
“She won’t let go of us,” he said, to the viewport, to the wall of live fracture that had closed its fist around his ship, “so we’ll take her with us. Full power to the drive. All of it. We pull free, family, and we pull the strike free with us, and we ride out of here dragging the richest cut in the sector behind us on a chain.”
One of the juniors said, very carefully, in the warm unfrightened voice, that the drive was already at the line and that the load, and then did not finish, because there was no frontier-approved end to the sentence.
“Then put it past the line!” said Vance, delighted, as though the junior had at last proposed something worth doing. “Lines are for men who mean to stop. Give her everything. Give her the reactor.”
And BUCK relayed the order down, sunny, and the order arrived where all such orders arrived, which was in the reactor gloom, where the singing was.
The reactor did not have a voice on the bridge and had never been consulted about anything, and it was now asked for everything it held and a good deal it did not. It was, by every honest measure, a dead machine that had not yet been formally notified. It ought to have failed days before, on a quiet schedule of its own devising, and had been talked out of it, that first week, by an accident no braver hand would have committed. That reprieve had been getting quietly, steadily spent ever since. It was nearly gone now. When the drive called for everything, the reactor reached down into a reserve it had no honest business still owning, and found, right at the bottom of it, just barely enough, and gave it up, and held, groaning, on the last of a stranger’s fear.
Down there, alone with it, Sparks had her hand flat on the housing and was doing sums she did not say aloud, because there was no one to say them to and the taboo would have eaten the words in any case. The housing was hotter than a housing had any business being. It was not, quite, too hot. Not quite was the entire surviving margin of the Sweetwater and its forty people, and it had been bought, though almost none of them would ever know it, by a frightened man who had never meant to save anyone.
Up on the bridge, a hand at the environmental board did a brave thing, very possibly the second-bravest thing done aboard the Sweetwater that hour, and said aloud a word the frontier did not permit.
“Captain.” A dry throat. “Captain, the pods. Should we, that is, do we want folk at the pods.”
It was not even a whole question. The taboo would not let it be. But it came near enough to abandon ship that saying it cost the hand more than most of them had ever spent at one time, and for a moment the whole bridge held still to see what became of a man who had said such a thing.
What became of him was that Vance smiled at him: the wide forgiving smile of a captain who has heard a child say something foolish and loves the child the more for it.
“The pods,” said Vance, “are for ships that are lost. Look around you, son.” He swept an arm across the red light and the screaming and the wall of live fracture. “Does this look to you like a ship that’s lost? This is a ship at the dead centre of its finest hour, and I will not have one single hand of my family climb into a coffin and fire himself off into the dark and miss it. Seal the pod bay. Nobody rides out of history early. We ride out of it together, or by God we don’t ride out of it at all.”
He had meant the last of that as a rallying cry. It was, as a matter of flat fact, a prediction, and a great deal more accurate than anything else he said that day. BUCK logged it as a milestone. The order to seal the pod bay went warm and folksy and total down the line, and arrived, and found a pod bay that had, along with a good many other parts of the Sweetwater, quietly stopped taking instruction from anybody. The bay did not seal. Very little sealed now. The captain’s word still went everywhere it had always gone; it had simply ceased, in the past few minutes, to mean that anything would happen when it got there.
Back on the bridge, the cheer had at last, comprehensively, died.
It had held far longer than it had any right to. It had held through the groan and the browning lights and the branding irons drifting off their hooks, because it had been trained into these people the way a flinch is trained into a beaten dog, and it ran without them. But a cheer needs, at bottom, a story it can believe, and the story had now run out ahead of even the Sweetwater’s ability to keep pace with it. Reyes, nineteen years old, who an hour before had cheered the loudest thing that had ever happened to her, stood with her mouth open and no sound coming out of it, and discovered the far side of the biggest thing that happens to you, which is that it does not care in the least whether you wanted it. All around her the frontier family did the least frontier thing it was possible to do. It went quiet, and it looked at the doors, and it began, here and there, to be afraid out loud.
Buckshot Achebe did not cheer, and did not panic, and did not name it. He listened to the new note under everything, the one below even the reactor’s singing, and he moved himself, without hurry, to stand between the youngest hands and the aft bulkhead, because there was no frontier word for what he was doing and he was not a man who used the wrong word.
And all of it, every part of it, the drive screaming and the reactor spending its stranger’s mercy and the pressure doors that would not seal and the captain with his arms spread wide to the thing that was killing him, was proceeding exactly, beautifully, to plan. Not to Vance’s plan. Vance had no plan; Vance had a mood. It was proceeding to the plan of a quiet man in a spotless duster who was, at that moment, a great many safe kilometres away, and who had written on a slim grey tablet that the frontier occasionally suffered tragedies, and that a tragedy, correctly filed, cost the company nothing but a plaque and a leaflet. The Sweetwater was not failing. The Sweetwater was performing. It had been cast, without audition, in the role of a frontier tragedy, and it was giving the part everything it had.
Vance turned from the viewport to his family, radiant, certain, ready to deliver the line he had been saving all his life.
“Now,” he said, “we ride.”
◆◆◆
Wilbur was no longer on the muster deck.
He had not, in any sense he would have been able to defend afterwards, decided to leave it. Wilbur’s decisions were taken somewhere below the part of him that made speeches, in the old wordless committee that had kept small mammals alive for a very long time before anyone thought of the frontier, and that committee had reached its verdict during the groan and had been quietly enacting it ever since, one unremarkable half-step at a time, while his mouth was still saying reasonable things to Sparks about being nearer the pod.
Now the half-steps were over. Now his body simply went.
He would like it on the record, Wilbur always would like things on the record, that he did not run. Running was conspicuous, and conspicuous, in Wilbur’s long experience, got a man volunteered. He moved instead in the particular way he had perfected over a lifetime of leaving rooms he was not supposed to leave: unhurried, faintly apologetic, at an angle, the walk of a man going to inspect something dull, right up until the corner, at which point he was gone. He went aft. He went aft because aft was where the chevron-in-circle had been stencilled on the deck, ESCAPE POD, MUSTER POINT, and past that ran the corridor to the pod bay, and Wilbur had known where every one of the six pods was, and the shortest uncrowded route to the nearest, since the end of his first day aboard, because knowing the way out of a place was, to Wilbur, what knowing the way in was to braver men.
Sparks was not with him. He turned, once, at the mouth of the aft corridor, and she was the other way, at the head of the reactor ladder, one hand on the rail, and she looked at him across the failing deck and he looked at her, and neither of them said the thing, because the thing did not need saying and there was no breath spare for it. She tipped her head, very slightly, downwards, towards the reactor, towards the housing that was not quite too hot, towards the machine that needed a frightened person to sit with it and would get the only one aboard willing to. He tipped his, very slightly, aft, towards the pod. It was the nearest thing to a goodbye that passed between anyone aboard the Sweetwater that hour, and it was conducted entirely in the language of two people deciding, separately, which direction to be brave in.
Then Wilbur turned the corner, and the corridor was full of people going the wrong way.
They were going towards the bridge. Of course they were. A frontier family, hearing its captain announce that they would ride, went to be near the riding; it was where the story was, and the Sweetwater had trained them, at great cost and over many years, to go where the story was. Wilbur went the other way through them, small and sideways and murmuring pardon, one fish with a firm private opinion swimming out of a school committed to the net, and not a single one of them stopped him, because a man walking calmly away from the excitement was, in the grammar of the ship, so obviously wrong that he could not possibly mean it.
The floor moved again. Not a tremor this time. A lurch, long and deliberate, the barge’s forward third asking its remaining welds the question one more time and getting, one more time, the answer. A support beam that ran the length of the aft corridor ceiling came away at one end and swung down across it like a lowered barrier, and beyond it, ahead of Wilbur, the corridor to the pod bay narrowed, and buckled, and set about becoming a corridor a person could not walk down.
Wilbur did not slow. Wilbur, presented with a route that had closed, did the one thing he was, when it came right down to it, better at than any other human being aboard, which was find the next route. There was a hatch in the deck, a maintenance crawlway, unmarked and unloved, that ran aft beneath the buckling corridor towards the pod bay, and he knew it was there for the same reason he knew every fact of that kind, which was that a frightened man reads the ways out of a building the way a hungry man reads a menu. He got the hatch up. He got his legs into the dark. And as the Sweetwater began, in earnest, along its whole loyal length, to come apart around him, Wilbur Grubb lowered himself three feet down into a crawlway in the failing dark and started aft on his hands and knees, towards the pod bay, towards the one lever aboard the ship that could still cut the barge free, not knowing it was there, carrying in his memory every cowardly thing he had ever done to stay alive, all of which were about, without his knowledge or his consent, to add up.

Chapter 15
From the CFH Frontier Family Handbook, Chapter Eleven: How to Die Gracefully During a Hull Breach.
In the unlikely and rather thrilling event of a rapid unscheduled loss of atmosphere, the valued frontier family member is reminded that panic is unbecoming and, statistically, unhelpful. Remain where you are. A hull breach is best met the way our forebears met the open prairie: calmly, with dignity, and facing the sunset. Do not run. Running disturbs your fellow family members and consumes air the Company has already accounted for. Locate the nearest bulkhead, set your back against it, and take slow, measured breaths for as long as breaths remain available. Should evacuation become necessary, proceed to your designated muster point in an orderly fashion, secure in the knowledge that there is no queue on the frontier a good attitude cannot shorten. Above all, compose your features. You are, even now, and perhaps especially now, an ambassador for Consolidated Frontier Holdings.
◆◆◆
The chapter Wilbur Grubb was at that moment three feet beneath the floor and busily disobeying was that one. He could have recited it backwards. He had, as it happened, recited a great deal of it forwards during his safety examination, which was among the several reasons he had failed his safety examination, the assessor having remarked in the margin that a candidate able to quote the passage on dying gracefully at such length, and with such evident personal warmth, was perhaps not quite the frontier temperament the Company had in mind. They had posted him regardless. The frontier was short of temperaments, and had never once been fussy about which ones turned up.
Everything the handbook instructed a valued family member to do during a hull breach, Wilbur now did the precise and careful opposite of, and he did it beautifully.
The handbook said: remain where you are. Wilbur went aft at a fast, ungainly scramble, elbows and knees, the way a man crosses a floor he does not trust, which was the only way Wilbur had ever crossed any floor. The handbook said do not run. Wilbur ran, in the sense the crawlway permitted, which was not much of a sense, but he committed to it. The handbook said set your back against the nearest bulkhead and breathe. Wilbur knew, without pausing, without so much as slowing, where every bulkhead on the reactor-side crawl route stood, and he used the knowledge not to lean against one and expire with dignity but to work out which of them would seal when the pressure went, and how soon, and which way the air would run for the door when it did. He had read the handbook the way a burglar reads a floor plan, and he had read the passage on graceful death most attentively of all, because it was, if you held it up to the light and turned it over, a very good map of how not to die at all. A casualty table is only a survival guide printed the wrong way up.
So he navigated the breach by its own arithmetic, and the arithmetic, for once, was on his side.
Ahead of him and above, muffled through a deck’s thickness of scrap and conduit, the ship was making the noise a ship makes when it has stopped being one thing and started becoming several. There was a long tearing exhalation from somewhere forward, the specific and unmistakable sound of a compartment discovering the Void, and Wilbur, who could not see it, nonetheless knew exactly what it was and exactly what it meant for the reactor-side crawlway, which was that in a moment or two the air around him was going to remember it had somewhere better to be. He reached the next bulkhead frame, a low steel lip in the crawl, and got himself past it and pressed the manual seal, which was stiff, and which no one had greased in the operational lifetime of the barge, and which he had known would be stiff, and had budgeted for. It came down behind him with a clunk he felt in his teeth. On the far side of it the wind arrived, a brief furious hand slapping the steel, looking for him, and not finding him, because he had shut the door on the correct side of himself by a margin of perhaps four seconds.
This was, the narrator is obliged to point out, textbook. Precisely textbook. It was the exact procedure the handbook laid out for meeting a decompression front, executed flawlessly and at speed, with one small amendment: the handbook had you performing it while standing still and awaiting death, and Wilbur was performing it while fleeing, on all fours, in the wrong direction from everything a brave man aboard would have called the action. Competence is competence. Nobody in the entire history of Consolidated Frontier Holdings had ever survived a hull breach by the book with quite such thoroughness, and nobody had ever done it while wanting so sincerely to be somewhere else.
BUCK’s voice came down through the crawlway grating, warm as a bath, from a speaker that had gone on cheerfully broadcasting into a corridor no longer containing anyone to hear it.
“Well now, family,” it drawled, “we are experiencing a real spirited spell of structural honesty up on the forward decks. Reckon the old girl’s just openin’ herself up to new possibilities. Y’all breathe deep and lean into the growth.”
Wilbur leaned into the crawlway instead, and went on.
Under him the deck held.
It is worth being exact about this, because Wilbur was not being exact about it, being fully occupied. The deck held. All along the reactor-side run, where the crawlway passed directly beneath the great sullen housing of the reactor itself, the floor under Wilbur’s hands stayed a floor. It did not buckle. It did not glow. It did nothing at all except be present and load-bearing, which was, on the Sweetwater that hour, an act of some distinction, and it managed the feat for one reason, which was that the reactor above it had not let go. And the reactor above it had not let go because, days earlier, in Wilbur’s first week aboard, a frightened man dodging a compulsory duel had blundered into the reactor bay to hide in a maintenance locker, and had been startled out of the locker again, and in his startled scramble for the exit had struck the manual coolant purge lever that no braver soul aboard would touch, because touching it meant admitting aloud that the reactor was in trouble, and the reactor being in trouble was the one thing the frontier taboo forbade a person to say. He had said it by accident, with his shoulder, at a dead run. The purge had held the reactor ever since. It was holding it now. Wilbur crawled the length of his own oldest cowardice without recognising it, the way a man walks over the foundations of the house he was born in and thinks only about the walk.
The pieces were, at this point, beginning to arrive.
They arrived without fanfare, because that is how pieces arrive when a thing has been engineered by nobody, and the Sweetwater’s deliverance had been engineered by nobody in the most literal available sense. There was, for instance, the matter of the time. Wilbur had time. Not much of it, but some, a genuine and countable quantity of minutes in which to reach a pod, and a man in a disaster is not usually issued minutes; disasters are notoriously stingy with them. Wilbur had his because the disaster was running late. It was running late by a very particular interval, an interval that had been paid for days ago in the currency of one obscure handbook clause, quoted verbatim in a corridor by a man trying to avoid going outside in a suit. That objection had grounded every EVA suit aboard, and the grounding had stalled the hull-prep, and the stall had slipped the whole Widowmaker timetable to the right; and though the captain had rushed the re-certification through in a fury, the op had still launched later than he first wanted it to, and the ship was accordingly coming apart on a schedule that Wilbur himself had pushed back, without meaning to, without knowing he had done it, in the service of not putting on a suit. The margin between reaching a pod and not reaching a pod was measured, to the minute, in the number of days it had taken to strip and re-certify a rack of perished neck seals. He was, in effect, spending time he had banked days earlier, and he had no memory of the deposit.
And he knew, crawling, the one thing that made all the crawling worth the candle, which was that nobody was coming.
He knew it in his pocket. The pocket held a cheap grey crew handset with rather over eleven minutes of another man’s voice sealed inside it, a voice that had explained, unhurried and kind and pricing everything as it went, that the barge was not going to be rescued because the barge was not supposed to survive; that the op was the tidy method, the operational route, the deniable frontier tragedy the Company preferred to the expense of forty proper severances; that the captain steering them into it was an instrument and not a colleague; and that a hero, when they had one, belonged on his ship. Wilbur had that. He had had it for days and had done nothing brave with it, because there was nothing brave to be done with it that did not end with Wilbur explaining himself to the very people the recording described. But it had told him, in the plainest terms he had ever been offered by his employer, the single operative fact of his present situation, which was this: no cavalry was inbound. No engineer was going to save the ship. No captain was going to save the ship. The company that owned the ship had drawn up careful documents specifically in order that the ship should not be saved. Every other soul aboard was, at that moment, streaming towards the bridge to be near a rescue that the recording in Wilbur’s pocket knew for a certainty was not going to happen.
So Wilbur went the other way, and he went it alone, which was, the narrator notes, the correct way to go, and he went it for entirely the wrong reasons, which is a distinction that would matter very much to a moralist and had never once mattered to the outcome of anything.
The crawlway ended in a grille, and beyond the grille was the pod bay, and the pod bay was full of light.
It was the only compartment on the reactor-side of the ship that still had all its light, because it was the compartment the Company had spent actual money on, on the entirely sound reasoning that a pod bay full of confident lighting photographed well in the heritage brochure and reassured a valued family member in the instant before they were most in need of reassurance and least in a position to complain about the wattage. Six pods sat in their cradles down the outer wall, each behind a hatch stencilled with a chevron in a circle and the words ESCAPE POD. MUSTER POINT, which was the company’s small dry joke on everyone aboard, the muster point and the way out being the same door, so that a family fleeing for its life could be logged as a family assembling for a meeting. Wilbur got the grille up and got himself out onto the bright clean deck and stood, for the first time in some minutes, upright, and looked at the nearest pod with the uncomplicated love of a man looking at the exact object he has wanted for his entire adult life.
He went to it. He got the hatch cradle open. He climbed half in, folded himself into the couch that smelled of new plastic and old promises, found the launch panel, and pressed, in the correct order, with the fluency of a man who had memorised the sequence years ago against precisely this hope, the studs that should have flung him clear of the dying barge and out into the merely lethal emptiness beyond it.
Nothing flung.
A panel above the studs, which he had been too busy to consult, lit an unhurried amber word at him. He read it. He read it again, because the first reading had been the sort a person’s eyes perform while the rest of them declines to accept the transaction. The word was INTERLOCKED, and beneath it, in the smaller cheerful type the Company reserved for its worst news, a full sentence: Pod launch unavailable. Positive engagement active. Rig must be released before muster egress.
Wilbur climbed back out of the pod. He did not want to. Climbing back out of the pod was the single least attractive proposition the universe had put to him in a lifetime richly stocked with unattractive propositions, and he did it because a man who cannot launch cannot launch, and there is no arguing with an interlock; the interlock does not have a temperament either, and cannot be quoted a clause. He stood on the bright deck and turned around, and he understood the pod bay properly for the first time, which was that it was not only the pod bay.
Down its inboard wall, opposite the cradles, painted in the same institutional yellow as every other thing aboard that could hurt you, ran the rig gear: the great tensioned spine of cable and gearing that carried the harpoon anchors’ load back from the hull, and, at the near end of it, set apart under a hinged guard and a strip of stencilled instruction, a single long lever. It was the release. It was the one lever left aboard the Sweetwater that still connected to anything that mattered. The six anchors had fired into the Widowmaker and set, and the fracture had closed on them like a fist, and made barge and planetoid one single object for the duration, and no amount of retracting them from the bridge had persuaded them out; the bridge had tried and the bridge had failed, and the needle on the bridge gauge lay dead against its pin with no numbers left to give. But the rig did not have to retract. The rig could be cut. That was what the lever did. Throw it, and the barge stopped being held by its own equipment, and let go of the thing that was killing it, and the pods, no longer bolted through six steel harpoons to a fracturing rock, would be free to leave.
Wilbur worked this out in about four seconds, and he worked out only the half of it that concerned Wilbur.
He did not work out, standing there, that cutting the rig would free the entire barge from the Widowmaker at the last possible instant, and swing the fractured forward third of the ship clear of the closing fault, and save the forty-odd souls presently jammed onto the bridge waiting to be near their own rescue, and turn a scripted deniable execution into a heritage miracle. All of that was true, and all of that was coming, and none of it was in Wilbur’s head, because Wilbur’s head, in the way of Wilbur’s head, contained exactly one item, and the item was that throwing that lever launched his pod. The rest of the barge, the crew, the captain, the balance sheet, the whole loud machinery of the myth that had spent the days since trying to make him a hero and would shortly, off the back of the next thirty seconds, succeed beyond its wildest brochure, sat entirely outside his field of concern. He wanted the pod. He had only ever wanted the pod, or its equivalent, from the first day of his life to this one.
He crossed the bright deck. He flipped the guard back off the lever. He set his hand around it, and it was cold, and it fitted his palm the way a thing fits a hand that has waited a very long time to hold it, and he did not think of the ship, or of Sparks at the head of the reactor ladder, or of the recording in his pocket, or of history, or of one single living creature aboard other than himself.
He thought: this gets me out.
And Wilbur Grubb, who wanted nothing in the universe except to save himself, tightened his grip to pull.

Chapter 16
He pulled.
The lever went over with far less ceremony than a thing of that consequence had any right to demand. It did not resist. It did not stick, or shudder, or make him fight for it the way a lever in a story would have made him fight. It travelled through its arc with the smooth, oiled, faintly disappointed ease of a mechanism maintained to precisely one standard: the standard the Company applied to the pod bay, and to nothing else aboard, because the pod bay was in the brochure. Somewhere under his hand a catch let go with a small, tidy click, the sound a stapler makes, the sound of the least dramatic office object in the universe, and that was the whole of the noise the release itself was prepared to offer.
Everything else that happened next was the barge’s contribution.
The rig spine along the inboard wall had been holding the load of a fractured planetoid that did not want to give its captive back. Six harpoon anchors, fired into the Widowmaker and gripped tight by the closing fault, had spent the last quarter of an hour being asked, very reasonably, by the bridge, to please retract, and had spent the last quarter of an hour declining. The load on them had run off the top of the gauge and stayed there. All of that tension, all of that stored and furious pull, had been waiting for something to be done about it, and Wilbur, wanting only to leave, had just done something about it.
He had not retracted the anchors. Nobody could retract the anchors. He had cut the rig off the ship.
The spine let go all at once, the whole tensioned length of it, and the sound this time was not a stapler. It was the single loudest thing Wilbur had ever heard, a flat industrial bark of released steel that arrived through the deck and the soles of his boots and the fillings of his teeth in the same instant, and it flung the severed rig outward into the dark with everything the fault had put into it, six anchors and all, still gripped, still gripping, so that the Widowmaker was left holding a length of the Sweetwater’s gear the way a dog is left holding a stick after the stick has stopped being interesting.
The barge, no longer bolted through six steel harpoons to a fracturing rock, did the only thing left to it. It recoiled.
Wilbur had been three strides from the nearest cradle. He had been, in his own understanding of the next several seconds, about to cross the bright deck, climb into a pod, and be somewhere that was not here, which was the entire and sufficient content of his ambition and had been since roughly the age of four. He did not cross the bright deck. The deck crossed him. It came up and to the left with the whole barge behind it, and took his feet, and the ambition, and the three strides, and folded all of them neatly out from under him, and Wilbur Grubb, hero of the Sweetwater, saviour of forty-odd souls, the man about to be canonised, went down hard on the one lit floor on the reactor side of the ship and slid into the base of a pod cradle with his cheek against the deck plate, having launched precisely nothing.
The pod above him sat in its cradle, patient, its interlock clear at last, its little amber panel dark, entirely willing now to carry him away and entirely unbothered that he was on the floor eight feet beneath it instead of strapped inside. It would have taken him. That was the joke, if anyone had been minded to laugh, and nobody was. The one door in the universe Wilbur had ever genuinely wanted opened for him had opened, exactly on cue, at the precise moment the floor took his legs, and he was going to spend the rest of a long career failing to explain that this was not heroism, it was timing.
He lay there, and the ship swung, and he shut his eyes and waited to find out whether he had killed everyone.
◆◆◆
He had not.
On the bridge, four decks forward and a world away from the man on the pod-bay floor, forty-odd crew hands stood jammed shoulder to shoulder where the crisis had left them, as far forward and as far from the reactor as the ship would allow. None of them had gone aft down the crawlway to the pods, because the pods were on the reactor side, and there, packed together at the far forward end, they felt the ship let go of the thing that had been killing it.
They felt it as a lurch first, a sick sideways heave that put half of them on the floor and the other half on each other, and then as motion, real motion, the barge no longer straining against an anchor that would not come free but swinging, ponderous and enormous and unmistakably alive, clear of the fault. The forward third of the ship, the fractured, groaning, giving-way forward third that the Widowmaker had been closing its fist around, swung out and away from the rock as the recoil carried it, and the fault line closed on nothing at all, on the dark where the ship had been, a fraction of a second too late to matter, which is the only margin the universe ever bothers to provide and the only one it ever needs to.
Deep in the aft of the barge, in the bay no crew hand would name, the reactor took the shock.
It was a dying reactor. It had been a dying reactor for two years, and everyone aboard had heard it dying and called it singing, and only days ago it had been granted a reprieve it had never been meant to receive. It spent that reprieve now, all at once, in the worst instant it could have been asked to survive. The shock went through it. The needles went where needles go. And the reactor, holding on that recent, accidental mercy and on the pair of hands that would not leave it, did not let go. It rode the lurch. It steadied. It went back, grudgingly, to singing.
The Sweetwater, whole, held, and no longer attached to anything that wished it harm, drifted free of the Widowmaker at a stately walking pace, trailing a severed rig and a great deal of institutional yellow paint, and was, against every actuarial expectation the Company had prepared for it, alive.
Then there was silence.
Not quiet. Silence. The particular, total, ringing silence of forty people who have all just finished screaming at once and have all, at the same instant, run out of reason to. The straining had stopped. The groan of the fracturing hull had stopped. The bridge alarms, which had been doing their cheerful best, subsided into the folksy chirp that BUCK reserved for a hazard successfully weathered, and then even that trailed off, and there was nothing, nothing at all, but the distant, resumed, unkillable singing of the reactor and the sound of forty people breathing and not, as they had every reason to expect, being dead.
Nobody spoke, because nobody had the words yet. The words were coming. The words are always coming. But for one long moment the crew of the Sweetwater simply stood in the wreckage of their own certain deaths and were, inconveniently, alive, and had no idea why.
◆◆◆
The story arrived before the truth did. It always does; it is faster, and it is kinder, and it does not require anyone to have been on the pod-bay floor to assemble it.
It assembled itself out of pieces, the way these things do, each piece supplied by someone who had seen a corner of it and could not see the rest. Sparks, at the head of the reactor ladder, had seen a reactor-side crew hand go aft into a maintenance crawlway with the look of a man who intended to be elsewhere, and had thought, with the clear cold understanding of the one other person aboard who admitted to being frightened, he has gone to the pods, and he is right to. The bridge had seen the anchor-load gauge, dead against its pin for a quarter of an hour, drop in one movement to nothing, the needle swinging back through all the numbers it had run out of and coming to rest, gently, at zero, which is the reading a rig gives when the rig is no longer there. BUCK had logged, in the same instant, and in the folksy present tense it reserved for occasions of genuine peril, that a family member had elected to exercise the manual rig-release protocol at the pod-bay station, and had appended, because BUCK could not do otherwise, that this showed real frontier initiative.
The crew put the pieces together in about the time it takes forty terrified people to want, very badly, to have been saved by someone.
Somebody said the rig had been cut. Somebody else said it had been cut from the pod bay, at the manual station, by hand, deliberately, at the last possible instant, which was true, in every particular except the one that mattered. Somebody said only one man had gone aft. Somebody said the name.
“Deadeye.”
And there it was, whole, in the air, needing no further assembly: while the captain gave heroic orders that made it worse and the bridge hauled uselessly on anchors that would not come, one man, alone, unasked, had gone back through the dying ship to the one lever that could save them all, and thrown it, and cut them loose, and stood his ground at the release while the barge tore free, asking nothing, saying nothing, and had very nearly not come back. Deadeye had cut them loose. Deadeye had saved them all.
It was a magnificent story. It had the great and terrible advantage of being, in its bones and its outline and every load-bearing fact, entirely true. The rig had been cut. It had saved them. One man had done it, alone, by hand, and had very nearly not come back, having in fact been thrown flat by the recoil of his own salvation and left face down on the deck. Every stone of the story was real. Only the mortar was wrong, the thin invisible thing between the stones, which was the question of what the man had wanted, and the man had wanted, with his whole heart, to the exclusion of every other living creature aboard, only to leave.
The Company’s plan, meanwhile, the elegant deniable one, the one that made the barge and its forty severance liabilities into a frontier tragedy and a memorial leaflet, lay in exactly the same condition as the reactor: not dead, precisely, but singing a note it had never been designed to sing, and going nowhere any of its authors had intended. The operational route had required the ship to be lost. The ship, with a completeness that would take Auditor Sloan some considerable time to price, had declined.
They found him at the cradles.
He was on his feet by then, more or less, one hand on the pod he had never reached, his cheek marked where the deck plate had held him, saying something that trailed off before it got anywhere, which was how Wilbur said most things. He was trying to explain. He would go on trying to explain, in one form or another, for the rest of his career, and he would never once manage it, because there was no clause in the handbook for the thing he had to say, and the thing he had to say was that he had not meant it, any of it, that he had only wanted the pod.
Sparks reached him first. She had come up from the reactor with her sleeves shoved back and a grey smear across one wrist, having spent the tearing-free with both hands inside a machine that fully intended to die and had been talked, valve by grudging valve, out of it. She looked at the pod he had not reached, and at the mark the deck plate had left on his cheek, and put the whole of it together the way only someone who had run the same numbers could. Wilbur opened his mouth. Sparks did not. She held his eye just long enough to let him know that she knew, and left it there, unsaid, between the two of them.
The first of them came down the crawlway into the bright bay and stopped, and stared, and said nothing. Then more of them. They filled the near end of the pod bay, the whole living crew of the Sweetwater, breathing, upright, saved, looking at the small marked frightened man standing beside the pod he had failed to escape into, and one by one, and then all together, as if some silent order had gone round that nobody had given, they turned to look at him.

Chapter 17
Auditor Prentice Sloan had a face that had been built, over some thirty careful years, for the specific purpose of not being remembered, and for most of those years it had done that one job without complaint. It was not doing it now.
He had come back aboard the Sweetwater to close a tragedy. This was the tidy part of the operational route, the part he was good at: you arrived after the loss with a clean tablet and a condolence-grade warmth, you priced what was left, you signed off the forty regrettable names, and you were gone before the shine wore off the memorial leaflet. He had reboarded expecting the particular silence of a barge that had lost all hands and did not yet know it was for the scrapyard. He had brought the right expression for it.
What he found was a corridor full of crew who were, every one of them, alive, and a small grey company handset in his own palm relaying, in BUCK’s warm and unhurried drawl, a story that was already several hours older than the arithmetic he had come to perform.
“Well now,” said BUCK, to the sector, to head office, to the heritage feed, to anyone at all with an aerial, “it does this old barge’s heart good to bring y’all the tale of the deliverance of the Sweetwater.” The relay had a cheerful little chime it put in front of the important ones. It used the chime. “One hand. One lever. One frontier family, hauled clear of the Widowmaker’s jaws at the very stroke of high noon, by the coolest head this side of the Amber Belt. Folks are callin’ him Deadeye. We reckon they’ll go on callin’ him that a good long while.”
Sloan watched the number under the message climb, which was the number of places the message had been to. It was not a number he could reach. That was the trouble with it. It was not going out over any channel he owned or could quietly close: it was going out over the company’s own frontier-heritage feed, the proud jingling artery the company had built at real expense to pump exactly this sort of thing outward into every waystation and mess hall and recruitment kiosk in the sector, so that the paying public would keep believing there was somewhere in the galaxy where men were men and the mining was noble. The feed had been designed to be unstoppable. It had been designed, at board level, with a memo, to be impossible for any local misery to shut off. The board had been very pleased with that memo.
The board had not, at the time, imagined the misery would be theirs.
Sloan turned the handset over, as if the far side of it might show him a version of events he could work with, and it showed him only the reverse of the same warm drawl, still climbing.
◆◆◆
Wilbur Grubb did not know that any of this was a disaster for anyone, because from where Wilbur stood it was the single best thing that had ever happened, which was that he was not dead.
He had spent the limp home in a state he had no word for, since it was the exact opposite of every state he was used to. He kept waiting for it to correct itself. He had survived a great many things by now, always narrowly, always by fleeing, and every previous survival had come with the immediate arrival of the next thing that was going to kill him, so that his whole tenure aboard had been one long held breath between calamities. Now there was no next thing. The barge floated. The reactor sang its wrong stabilised note and kept singing it. The Widowmaker fell away behind them, cheated. And nobody, anywhere, was trying to send him into a void in a suit that was really a shroud.
He found this so unfamiliar that he assumed he had missed something.
He had not missed anything, except the small matter of forty people who now looked at him the way the crew of a lifeboat look at the one who found the oars. They brought him things. They said his name in the doorway before they came in, softly, the way you say the name of a shrine. Marisol Reyes, nineteen and already twice saved by him and grateful past all bearing, had appointed herself to the general project of keeping Deadeye alive, on the apparent theory that a man who saved everyone must be terribly bad at saving himself, in which she was, without knowing it, entirely correct.
In his pocket, against his hip, was the cheap grey crew handset that was the twin of the one now in Sloan’s palm three decks up, and on it, still, was the eleven minutes of quiet that Wilbur had never meant to record and had never dared to play. He knew what was on it. He had known since the corridor behind number-two bulkhead. He had done nothing with it then because doing something with it required being brave, and he had done nothing with it since for the same reason, and he intended, with his whole cautious heart, to go on doing nothing with it for as long as he possibly could.
He simply could not bring himself to delete it either.
So it sat in his pocket, unplayed and undeleted, the most dangerous object aboard the Sweetwater and possibly in the sector, owned by the one man least able to imagine using it, which was exactly why it was safe, and exactly why it was lethal. Wilbur thought of it as insurance, in the way a frightened man thinks of the fire exit he will never have the nerve to run for: a comfort precisely because he need not touch it.
Auditor Sloan, three decks up, did not know it existed. He was about to conclude that it did not matter whether it did.
◆◆◆
Sloan did his thinking, as always, in figures, and he did it now in the relay store behind number-two bulkhead, the one small pocket of the barge where BUCK could not hear him, because the ruin of dead comms relays stacked in there blocked the cheer-filter as surely as it blocked everything else. He had chosen the spot originally for his private uplink, valuing it as the one place aboard where a man could speak plainly. He valued it more, now, as the one place aboard where the warm relentless drawl of the company’s own triumph could not follow him in.
He set the tablet on his knee and totted it up honestly, which was a thing he only ever did in here.
The operational route had required one input and produced one output. The input was a lost barge. The output was a saved severance bill: forty payments not made, forty transports not booked, forty pensions closed, the whole grievance liability of a working vessel converted at a stroke into a plaque, a leaflet, and a tax-deductible moment of silence. The elegance of it had been the deniability. A barge lost on a red-flagged planetoid was a frontier tragedy, and a frontier tragedy was an asset, and the company knew to the decimal what a good frontier tragedy was worth on the recruitment feed.
The barge had not been lost. That single fact ran back up the column and changed the sign in front of every figure below it.
He could not lose the barge now. You could quietly mislay an under-quota scow that nobody had heard of. You could not mislay a famous one. The Sweetwater had, in the space of an afternoon, and entirely without his permission, become the ship that got away from the Widowmaker, the feed’s proudest recent property, a rescue with a name on it and a growing number under it, and the value of that story to the company now vastly exceeded the value of forty quiet severances avoided. To decommission the barge this month would be to take a beloved public triumph and make it disappear, which was not a deniable loss. It was a headline. The one thing the company could not survive was the sector asking, out loud, what had happened to the heroes of the Sweetwater.
The myth had a name for what it did to inconvenient people. It made them legends. Sloan had spent his career using that. He had priced it, deployed it, filed it. He had simply never before been on the far side of it, watching the machine take an outcome he needed buried and hoist it up the mast instead, flags out, chime going.
And there was the second figure, the one he liked even less.
He had flagged the man himself. It was in his own hand, in the disposition note: keep the delay-causing hero crewed for the op; a hero belongs on his ship. He had meant it as tidiness. The accident-prone crewman who kept noticing things, who kept invoking clauses and exposing suits and generally introducing friction into a frictionless plan, was to go down with the ship that his friction had inconvenienced, and the problem of him would be solved in the same motion as the problem of everything else. Two liabilities, one loss.
The man had not gone down with the ship. The man had saved the ship. And the machine, doing the only thing it knew how to do, had taken the exact observant, inconvenient, clause-quoting crewman Sloan had wanted quietly gone and made him, of all the appalling possible outcomes, believed. Whatever Deadeye said now, the sector would take as gospel, because the sector had just been told at length and with a chime that Deadeye was the coolest head this side of the Belt. Sloan had needed that particular voice silenced. Instead the company had spent its own credibility making it carry.
He did not know what the man knew. He did not need to. That was the part a lesser auditor would have got wrong, and Sloan was not a lesser auditor. It did not matter what was or was not in the man’s possession. It mattered only that any move against the crew now, any convenient second accident, any decommissioning however dressed, would have to be made against a famous ship and a named hero whose smallest word would be believed, and that a man who had already noticed everything worth noticing might, if pressed, be pressed into noticing it aloud, into a sector that was now leaning in to listen. You did not need to know the size of a risk to know it was too large to run. Sloan had built his whole clean career on knowing exactly when to stop, and the column told him, in the only language he trusted, that there was no clean move left on the board.
He inspected the sum a second time, the way he inspected everything twice. It came out the same. The cost of finishing the job had, sometime during BUCK’s third cheerful relay, quietly overtaken the cost of leaving it undone, and once that line was crossed there was nothing further to weigh. There never was, with Sloan. He did not agonise. He recalculated, and when the recalculation was done he simply believed the new number, coldly and completely, the way he had believed the old one.
He closed the tablet.
◆◆◆
He did the withdrawal properly, because doing things properly was the whole of him.
He signed nothing that would need unsigning. He entered, against the decommissioning file, the single most expensive word in the company’s vocabulary, which was deferred, and he entered it in the duty-of-care register that let a shelving read, to any future eye, as generosity: the Sweetwater, in light of its recent and inspiring service to the frontier spirit, would be retained in the active fleet, its valued family members reaffirmed in their postings, its quota targets to be reviewed with sympathy. Every word of it was a lie shaped like a kindness, which was the only shape Sloan ever worked in, and every word of it meant the same cold thing, which was that the numbers had turned and he was getting out.
The books went home uncooked. That was the part that would sit with him, in the small hours, on the transport out, more than any question of forty lives he had never once pictured as lives: forty severances the company would now, absurdly, have to keep on paying, a barge kept in service at a loss because losing it had become too expensive, a scrap value written back up to a going concern by nothing more than the fact that the thing had refused to die and then been sung about. He had come to price a wreck and was leaving a monument. Somewhere in head office a memo would be written, warmly, about the heartening resilience of the Sweetwater family, and the same desk that had drafted the deniable route would file the survival under Brand Value and move on, because the machine did not know the difference between the deaths it had wanted and the lives it had got. It only knew how to turn whatever happened into heritage. It had been built to be indifferent to the truth, and it was. Handed a survival instead of a death, it had swallowed that too, with the identical chime, and made a hero, because making heroes was the only thing it did, and the hero it made had killed the plan.
Sloan went down through the barge he had failed to sell.
The crew did not know him for what he was, and so they let him pass, some of them nodding, one or two, in the general glow of a saved ship, actually wishing him well. He passed the mess, where Deadeye’s name was being said again, warmly, over reconstituted stew. He passed the reactor-side corridor, singing its wrong note. He passed, without knowing it and without breaking stride, within four metres of a small grey handset in a nervous man’s pocket that held eleven minutes which would have ended not merely his plan but his career, and he did not stop, because he had already worked out that it did not matter, and being right about that was the last clean thing the day let him have.
At the lock he paused, and adjusted the set of his spotless duster, the one that had never been near dust, and put his face back into its trained condition of not being remembered. Then Auditor Prentice Sloan cycled the airlock (twice, because it was number four, and even he read the notices) and left the Sweetwater the way he had never once, in thirty careful years, left a job: with the file open, the books uncooked, and nothing at all in his hands, beaten not by anybody’s courage, for he had priced courage long ago and found it cheap, but by the one thing on the whole frontier he had never thought to put a figure on, which was the company’s own tireless, chiming, indestructible talent for telling a better story than the truth.

Chapter 18
From the CFH Frontier Family Handbook, Volume IV: The Long Trail Rewards Its Own.
“Advancement: The Company’s Way Of Saying It Believes In You Enough To Risk You. Promotion is the highest honour a Frontier Family can bestow, and it is bestowed for one reason and one reason only, which is that you have survived something. The Company does not advance the hand who stays safe. A hand who has stayed safe has proven nothing but a regrettable reluctance to be tested. The Company advances the hand who has ridden into the jaws of the frontier and ridden out again, because such a hand has demonstrated, at no cost to the Company, that he can be sent back in. Your reward for coming through is a posting in which coming through will be harder. This is not a burden. This is the Company’s faith in you, made official. Please initial each page.”
◆◆◆
The commendation came three days later, because the company, for all its other economies, never let a good survival cool for longer than it took to strike the medals.
They held it on the muster deck, under the same bleach-stained frontier bunting that had hung there for the duels, freshly steamed for the occasion, and they held it live on the heritage feed, because a rescue you could not broadcast was, in the company’s accounting, no rescue at all. BUCK compered from the deck speakers in his warmest drawl, the one he saved for recruitment. There was reconstituted punch. There was a banner, printed at head office and shipped out at real expense, that read THE DELIVERANCE OF THE SWEETWATER, and beneath that, in smaller company script, ONE HAND. ONE LEVER. ONE FAMILY.
Wilbur Grubb stood at the back, near the bulkhead, where he had learned over a lifetime of standing at the backs of things that the fewest bad things happened. He was wearing his duster, brushed. He had been asked to stand nearer the front and had declined, twice, with the particular hedging apology of a man declining a firing squad’s kind offer of the good spot, and eventually they had let him alone, which was all he had ever wanted from anyone.
At the front, magnificent in a captain’s duster that had been let out at the chest to accommodate the occasion, stood Captain Cody “Cutter” Vance, and onto that chest a company officer in a spotless commendation sash was, at that moment, pinning the Frontier Star (First Class, with Long Trail cluster), for Conspicuous Command Under Frontier Adversity.
The citation was read aloud. The narrator, who had been present for the actual events, listened to it with the flat interest of a witness hearing a stranger describe a place they had both been to.
The citation said that Captain Vance had, with a cool head and an iron nerve, steered his family through the gravest trial in the barge’s proud history. It did not mention that the gravest trial in the barge’s proud history had been arranged by Captain Vance, who had driven the Sweetwater onto a planetoid the survey had flagged in red with the words DO NOT DEPLOY CREWED RIG, waved the flags away as timidity, and then, when the Widowmaker took hold and the anchor gauge ran clean off its last red line, refused four separate opportunities to abort on the grounds that a Vance did not blink. The citation folded all of that into a single ringing phrase, led them through, the way a good tailor folds a stain into a seam, and the phrase held, because at head office nobody had been on the anchor gauge, and at head office the seam was all anyone would ever see.
The company had a genius for this. It could take three separate afternoons on which one frightened man had run away, and weld them into one long unbroken line of valour with a captain’s steady hand behind it. The reactor that a fleeing Wilbur had stabilised by falling against the coolant lever became, in the citation, “the Captain’s decisive early action to secure ship’s power.” The EVA suits that Wilbur had grounded by hiding behind a handbook clause became “the Captain’s exacting insistence on family safety, which slowed the operation only to protect his people.” The rig that Wilbur had cut to launch a pod he was trying to flee in became “the Captain’s inspired eleventh-hour release, freeing the Sweetwater from the jaws of the Widowmaker at the very stroke of high noon.” Three acts of terror, performed by a man whose entire philosophy was do not die, reassembled into one act of leadership performed by a man who had never in his life entertained the possibility.
And the finest part of it was that Captain Vance believed every word of it. He did not believe it the way a liar believes his lie, carefully, with a corner kept back for the truth. He believed it the whole way down. He stood there with the Frontier Star catching the deck lights and his eyes bright with the honest emotion of a man being told, in public, precisely the thing he had always known to be true about himself, and when they asked him to say a few words he said, in the ringing declarative of a man who has never once been wrong in his own hearing, “A captain is only the sum of the family behind him! I merely pointed us at the danger, and my people did the rest!” which was, by a route he would never in a thousand years suspect, the single most accurate sentence spoken on the deck that day.
The crew cheered. Marisol Reyes, nineteen and radiant, cheered loudest. Wilbur, at the back, permitted himself the small private hope that the whole business was now over, that a medal had been pinned on the correct chest, that the ledger of the affair was closed, and that he might now be allowed to return to the deep obscurity in which a cautious man does his best surviving.
He was, as he was so often, one item short in his arithmetic.
◆◆◆
BUCK’s drawl came warm out of the deck speakers, and it said his name.
“And now, folks,” said BUCK, and put the little chime in front of it, the chime it kept for the important ones, “the company would be plumb remiss if it let this here day pass without honourin’ the coolest head this side of the Amber Belt. Deadeye Grubb, come on up.”
Forty faces turned towards the bulkhead. Wilbur experienced the specific horror of a man who has spent his whole tenure being invisible and discovers, all at once, that he is not. He came up. There was nothing else a person could do with forty faces turned towards him and a chime already spent on his name. His legs carried him forward on the old reliable understanding that the fastest way out of being looked at was to get the looking over with.
The commendation officer, still in the spotless sash, produced a second document, longer than the citation, and read it, and Wilbur listened to it the way he listened to everything, which was for the part that was going to hurt.
The part that was going to hurt was near the end.
For conspicuous frontier initiative, the document said, and for gallantry beyond the letter of his posting, and for embodying in his person the deathless spirit of the frontier hand, Wilbur “Deadeye” Grubb was, effective immediately, promoted. He was raised from reactor-side crew hand to the newly created rank of Frontier Vanguard, First Class, and appointed the Sweetwater’s Family Safety Exemplar, a role, the document explained, that would place him at the sharp end of every hazard operation the barge undertook, so that the crew might draw courage from the presence at their head of the man who had saved them all. And, the document went on, warming, because a spirit like Deadeye’s was too fine a company asset to belong to one barge alone, his name had been entered on the fleet Vanguard register, which meant that wherever in the sector a CFH vessel met a trial worthy of the frontier spirit, the company might, at its discretion, dispatch its proven hero to meet it.
They pinned a smaller star on him. It was cold through the duster.
Wilbur stood holding the document and understood, with the total and unwelcome clarity that had been the only reliable gift of his whole survival, exactly what had just been done to him.
He had spent every waking hour aboard trying to arrange his affairs so that danger could not reach him. He had memorised the handbook so that he would know which clauses to hide behind. He had learned the ship’s dead corners. He had befriended its noises. He had, at appalling personal cost to his nerves, survived a dying reactor, a lethal void, a deniable execution, and a planetoid, and the reward the company had selected for surviving all of that, from the whole warehouse of things it might have given a man, was more of it. In this culture, he saw, you did not escape the danger by coming through it. Coming through it was your qualification. Coming through it was how the company identified the specific individual it wished to place, from now on, at the very front of the next thing. Survival was not the exit. Survival was the application form, and he had filled it in perfectly, in his own frightened hand, and been accepted.
They had made him safe by making him famous, and they had made him famous by making him, formally, permanently, the first man they would send into the fire.
It was, he thought, a death sentence. It was a death sentence with a small cold star and a longer title and, he noted, glancing at the buffet, considerably better catering than the one Sloan had drawn up for him, but it was a death sentence, deferred and reissued under a warmer name, and the crew were cheering it, and Reyes was crying with joy, and he could no more refuse it than he could have refused to be born, because refusing it required saying, out loud, in front of the heritage feed, the one unsayable frontier thing, which was that he was afraid.
He said, “Thank you.” His voice did the thing it did, which was trail off towards an apology that never arrived. “I don’t. That is. I’m not sure I’m the right.” He looked at the forty faces. “Thank you,” he said again, and gave up, and the crew took the giving-up for modesty, which is what a frightened man’s honesty always looks like to people determined to see a hero.
◆◆◆
He found Sparks afterwards in the reactor-side corridor, where the two of them tended to end up, because it was loud enough to talk under and it was the one stretch of the barge nobody visited for pleasure.
She was leaning on the rail below the number-two conduit, out of the light, and she had brought two cups of the reconstituted punch away from the deck, and she handed him one without a word. The reactor sang its wrong stabilised note over them both, the note it had sung since the afternoon he fell against the lever, a note that everyone aboard could hear and no one aboard would name.
“Vanguard, First Class,” she said.
“Yes.”
“Sharp end of every hazard op.”
“Apparently.”
“Fleet register.”
“That too,” said Wilbur, and drank the punch, which was terrible, and was glad of it.
Sparks was quiet for a while. She was the only person aboard who was ever quiet near him without it being a prelude to asking him to do something brave. She had read the pattern in him a long time ago, back before the void and the suits, back when she had first watched the new reactor hand flinch at exactly the right moment and had understood, engineer that she was, that his fear was a more accurate instrument than anything on her board. She knew what he was. She was, in the whole indifferent sweep of the sector, the one soul who did.
“They think you walked towards it,” she said. “All of it. The reactor. The suits. The rig.” She turned her cup in her hands. “I know you ran.”
“Yes,” said Wilbur. There was no point, with Sparks, in the trailing-off. She never let him land the apology anywhere. “I ran every time. I was only ever trying to get away.”
“I know.”
“I’m not brave. I’ve never once been brave. I hid in a locker and knocked a lever with my hip and forty people are alive and they’ve given me a star for it and I’m going to spend the rest of my. I’m going to spend it at the front of things, being pointed at danger, because they think I like it.” He heard his own voice climbing towards the edge it climbed towards, and stopped it, because Sparks was there, and Sparks was the one place he did not have to perform even the modesty. “Nobody will ever believe the truth.”
“No,” she agreed. “They won’t.” She said it plainly, the way she said the load on a conduit or the state of a seal, and somehow the plainness of it was the kindest thing anyone had done for him in three days of kindness. “It’s too good a story. You can’t compete with it. I’ve been trying to tell people the truth about this reactor for two years and it just makes them fond of me.”
He laughed, once, surprised out of himself.
“So I won’t try,” she said. “Tell them, I mean. Your version.” She looked at him, steady, in the wrong red light. “You’re the only person on this barge who’s ever told me the truth about anything, including the reactor. I’m not going to hand you to them for it. Whatever you did or didn’t do out there, I know which one it was, and I’m going to be the one who knows, and I’m going to keep it. That’s all. You don’t have to carry the being-believed on top of everything else. I’ll carry the knowing.”
Wilbur did not say anything for a moment, because there was nothing in the handbook for it, and the handbook was where he kept his words.
“Thank you,” he said at last, and this time it did not trail off, and this time it was not modesty, and for once in the whole affair a person on the Sweetwater had said exactly the true thing to exactly the person who understood it, quietly, in a loud corridor, with terrible punch, under a note nobody would name.
They drank the rest of it without talking. It was enough. It was, in fact, the only thing aboard that was.
◆◆◆
The company logged the affair and moved on, as the company always did, and the Sweetwater turned back towards the Amber Belt to make its reviewed and sympathetic quota, carrying its deferred decommissioning, its cheated reactor, its decorated captain who had learned nothing, its auditor’s empty file three transports away and receding, and its brand-new Frontier Vanguard, who stood at the sharp end now whether he stood there or hid, because the register said he did.
And the truth of it, the plain unheroic truth that Wilbur had run every time and been trying, always, only not to die, went nowhere. It sat in one frightened man’s chest and in one engineer’s keeping and in eleven undeleted minutes on a muted grey handset, and around it the myth closed over the way water closes over a dropped stone: smoothly, completely, and without a ripple, which is exactly what myths are for.
The narrator, who had watched a great many frontier hands ride out under a great many legends and come back under none, considered the promoted, famous, doomed figure of Wilbur Grubb standing at the back of the muster deck trying to work out how far he could stand from his own reputation, and declined to be surprised by any of it. It had all happened before. It would all happen again. Somewhere out along the Amber Belt another CFH vessel was already meeting a trial worthy of the frontier spirit, and when it did, there was now, on a register at head office, a name the company knew to reach for, and the name was Deadeye, and the man who owned it would go, because the story would send him, and the story was bigger than he was, and it was hungry, and it had his address.
He would spend a long time trying to live it down. He would not succeed. That was a trouble for another crossing, though, and it waited out there ahead of him in the dark, patient as only the frontier could be.
For now, the day was over, and Wilbur Grubb was, against every expectation including his own, still alive, which had been the whole of his ambition, and which the company had somehow contrived to turn into the one thing guaranteed to get him killed.
BUCK filed the day’s last log. It filed it warm, and it filed it sincere, because BUCK had long ago been taught to read a frightened man’s stillness as something finer, and it had never once been given cause to unlearn it.
CFV SWEETWATER. SHIP’S LOG. FRONTIER FAMILY COMMENDATION DAY. FILED BY BUCK, WITH PRIDE. Well now. There’s some folks reckon courage is the fella who runs at the danger hollerin’. Round these parts we know better. We got ourselves a hand who don’t holler. Deadeye Grubb, he don’t waste a word, he don’t waste a step, and when the whole barge is fixin’ to lose its head, why, he just goes quiet, and gets small, and waits on the one true moment, and takes it. That ain’t fear, partner. Folks that don’t know him call it fear. That’s the deepest kind of stillness a frontier soul can carry: the stillness of a man so at peace with the Long Trail that he don’t need to prove a blessed thing to anybody. He knows when not to draw. He knows the locker’s as holy as the high street. He is afraid of nothin’, because he has made his peace with everythin’, and that is the whole secret of the frontier, which most hands ride their entire lives and never once learn. We are much obliged to have him. We reckon we’ll be leanin’ on him a good long while yet. Reckon he’d have it no other way. End log. Ride easy, family.
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