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  Chapter 1: Eleven Days Behind


No one had said her name aloud in four days, and that was the thing Lena Costello noticed first, every morning, in the gap between waking and remembering. The silence around the chair had become a kind of architecture by now, a structure the crew moved through without touching, the way you learn the shape of a room in the dark and stop walking into the table. You did not say Mei. You said the second, or the body, or you said nothing at all and let the nothing carry it, and the saying-nothing had become so practiced, so smooth, that Lena had stopped noticing she was doing it until the mornings, when the not-saying was the first fully formed thought she had, before the day assembled itself around her.
Eleven days out. That was the number now, the number that had replaced all the other numbers. Not forty-some days deep, not the deadline running under everything like a current under ice, those clocks had stopped. This one had started in their place, and it ran the other way, counting down instead of out, toward the thing they were carrying home rather than the thing they were rushing to meet. Eleven days until Earth resolved from a point of light reacting to a version of them that no longer existed into a planet close enough to argue with in something near real time. Eleven days until the lag that had protected them for the whole expedition collapsed to a span a person could hold a conversation across, if a conversation was the word for what was coming.
She lay in her bunk and listened to the ship before she got up, because listening to the ship was the one piece of the morning that asked nothing of her. The scrubbers cycling. The reactor's low patient hum, so constant the body stopped registering it and then registered it again, the way you re-hear a clock. The thousand small competences of a vessel keeping eight people alive without being asked. And under all of it, if she listened the way she had learned to listen, the thing she could not hear and knew was there: the breathing of the body in the chair two decks down, turned every two hours by a surgeon who had stopped meeting its eyes, fed soft careful food made by an engineer who would not stay to watch it eaten. Mei's body. The second's body. The one room on the ship that grief and routine had been forced to share, and had, somehow, across eleven days, learned to.
She got up. The bunk was cold along one side the way it was always cold along one side now, because she slept against the bulkhead, because sleeping against the bulkhead meant only one side of her was exposed to the room, and a part of her she did not examine had decided, sometime in the burn home, that less of her exposed to the room was better. She did not examine it. She had stopped examining a great many small accommodations the body made on its own. The commander was always the first awake, because the commander was the one the watch reported to, and the reports did not stop for the fact that there was nothing left out here to report. She pulled on the day's clothes — there was no day — there was only the lighting cycling up on its schedule because the schedule did not know, and stood a moment in the narrow space between the bunk and the hatch, the way she stood there every morning, gathering the level voice she would need before she opened the hatch and became, for the rest of them, the thing that did not collapse.
Vance had the deck. Vance always had the deck now, in the gray hours, the woman who had come to seize the ship by force having become, without anyone deciding it, the one who held it together when the rest of them couldn't. Lena went up to relieve a watch that did not need relieving, because going up was a thing she could do, and doing things she could do was how the whole crew had survived the burn home so far. That was the whole shape of it, eleven days running: you found the things you could do, and you did them, and the doing was a hand to hold in the dark, and you did not let go of it, because there was nothing underneath if you let go.
This was the new normal, and the terrible part of the new normal, the part Lena had said to Ruth on the seventh day and not said again, because saying it once had been enough, was that it worked. They had built a life with a hole in it. They had set the table around the empty place and eaten anyway. And the building had been so total, so absorbing, the daily labor of arranging eight grieving people around one breathing absence so complete, that it had very nearly covered the other thing. The thing under the floor. The thing they had learned on the last night before the long burn and had spent eleven days not discussing.
That humanity was a vote.
Not a voice. Not a petitioner pleading its case to the ones who decided. A seated member of the assembly, a single vote to be cast from inside, by the thing in the chair, when the motion was finally called, admit, or remove. They had bought that with Mei. They had spent her to seat it. And the vote, when it came, would turn on the one question the crew had sworn they would never ask and could no longer afford not to: whether what was left in that chair still loved them.
They had known this for eleven days. It had ridden home with them the way the second rode home with them, present and unspeakable, and the crew had done with it what the crew did with everything too large to hold, which was to fold it into the routine and carry it in pieces. Vance worked out, in the watches, what to tell Earth. Daniel sat with his evidence and his unasked question and said nothing about either. Marsh read the shape of what was coming and kept his counsel. And Lena held the command, which meant holding the knowledge that the species' whole future was folded inside a body she could not read, and not letting the holding show, because the crew needed her not to.
The reveal had landed cold, eleven days ago, and then, this was the thing no one warned you about catastrophe, it had simply become a fact among other facts. You could not stay at the pitch of that first understanding; the body would not let you. The body had to be turned. The watches had to be stood. The galley ran low on the good rations and then ran lower. And so the largest truth in the history of the species had settled into the ship the way grief had settled, worn from a wound into a weight, from a thing that stopped your breath into a thing you breathed around. It was not less true for being old now. It was only that they had learned to live in its sight, the way they had learned to live in the sight of the chair, because the alternative was to stop, and they did not get to stop, and Lena had said so, on the deck, with the body still warm: we don't get to collapse.
She climbed into the command deck and found Vance where Vance always was, in the relay station's seat — not the chair, not that chair — but the working station Mei had used in the early days, before the early days became this, running the systems checks with the quiet competence of a person who had nowhere else to be and nothing else to give. The command deck held the night-cycle dimness still, the boards glowing low, the forward screens a field of stars with one of them, somewhere in the clutter, brightening by fractions of a percent each hour into the thing they were flying toward. Vance did not turn when Lena came in. She had heard the hatch; she always heard the hatch; she simply finished the line of the check she was running before she acknowledged that the room had changed.
"Anything," Lena said. It was not quite a question. It was the morning's first ritual, the word that meant tell me nothing has changed in the night, and the answer was always the same, and the sameness was the mercy.
"Course holds." Vance's hand moved across the board, closing a check, opening the next. "Reactor's clean. Ruth's got the body. Orin's in the galley." She reported the way she did everything now, economically, without the performance of feeling, the operative's economy that had turned out to be exactly what a wrecked crew needed. A person who could say Orin's in the galley in a tone that did not require anyone to grieve about it. Then she paused, and the pause was the thing, because Vance did not pause. "And we're inside the window."
Lena stopped.
She had been moving toward the second seat, the commander's chair, the habit of the morning carrying her, and she stopped with one hand on its back, the metal cool under her palm.
"The window," she said.
"Earth's window." Now Vance did turn, and the low light caught her face, and Lena saw the thing the economy was holding down, the thing Vance's flatness had been built, over years Lena would never know the shape of, specifically to hold down. "We're close enough. The lag's under a day now. Which means anything they send, we hear inside a day. Anything we send, they hear inside a day. And —" she let it sit, because Vance had learned, somewhere in becoming crew, that some things you let the commander arrive at herself "— they've had eleven days to think about what they think happened out here. The version where we refused the deal. The version where we were hijacked. The version where Marsh and I are the ones who did the hijacking." A beat. Her thumb moved against the edge of the board, the only part of her that moved. "They've been talking to a ghost for eleven days. The ghost of the crew they think we are. And now we're close enough that the ghost can talk back, and the first thing it's going to have to do is tell them it isn't a ghost. It's something they don't have a word for yet."
Lena looked at the board, at the long curve of their approach drawn out across it, at the point of light that was Earth growing imperceptibly less distant with every hour. She felt the eleven days of hard-won quiet for exactly what they had been, which was the inside of a held breath, and she felt the breath about to end. Eleven days they had spent building the new normal, and the new normal had been possible only because Earth was too far to reach them, because the distance had been a wall they could keep their backs against. And the wall was coming down. It had been coming down the whole time, a little each hour, and they had let themselves not feel it, because feeling it would have made the new normal impossible, and they had needed the new normal to survive the days that made it.
"Has anything come," she said.
"Not yet." Vance's jaw moved. "But it will. We're in the window. Whatever they decided to do when they thought we'd refused, whatever Holt set in motion eleven days ago, with eleven-day-old information, about a situation that doesn't exist anymore, it's already coming. It's already sent. We just haven't caught up to it yet." She turned back to the board, and her voice went very level, the operative reading the table, the register Lena had learned meant Vance was looking at something she did not like. "That's the thing about the lag, Commander. It cuts both ways and it's cruel in both directions. We've been reacting to an Earth eleven days behind. But Earth's been deciding about a crew eleven days behind, too. And the decisions are made. They're in the mail. And we're about to open eleven days of mail all at once, from people who were answering questions we'd already stopped asking."
Lena let that sit between them in the dim. Outside the forward screen the stars held still, the way stars do, indifferent to the velocity that was the only reason any of it mattered. Somewhere in the field of them, Earth brightened. Somewhere in the mail, eleven days of Earth's fear was already in flight, already past recall, already true.
"All right," she said, and made the level come into her voice, because the crew needed the level and she was the one who carried it. "Then we eat, and we wait, and we don't open the mail with empty stomachs and no sleep, because whatever's in it, it's already been in it for eleven days, and another hour won't change what it says." She straightened, took her hand off the chair. "I'm going down to the galley. You've got the deck."
"I've always got the deck," Vance said, not unkindly, and turned back to her checks, and that was as close as Vance came to the thing that was almost humor now, the dry flat acknowledgment that she had nowhere else to be, that the deck was the one thing she could give and so she gave it, watch after watch, without being asked, the way you keep doing the one useful thing when the useful thing is all that's standing between you and the dark.
Lena stayed a moment longer than she needed to. She did that sometimes now, in the gray hours, with Vance, lingered on the deck past the point of any reason to, because the deck in the gray hours with Vance was one of the few places on the ship where the silence did not ask anything of her. Vance did not need her to be the commander. Vance did not need her to be level, or hollow, or anything at all; Vance ran her checks and reported her facts and let Lena simply stand there, and the letting-her-simply-stand-there was a kind of rest Lena got nowhere else, because everywhere else on the ship she was the thing that did not collapse, and on the deck in the gray hours, for a few minutes, she was just a person standing near another person who happened to be awake.
"You ever sleep," Lena said. It was not quite a question; it was the thing you said to fill a silence you did not want to end.
"I sleep." Vance did not look up from the board. "I sleep fine. I just don't need much, and what I need I take in pieces, and the pieces fit better around the watches than around anybody else's schedule, so I take the watches." A check closed; another opened. "It's not a sacrifice, Commander, if that's the thing you're circling. I know the crew tells itself I'm holding the line out of some, devotion. I'm not. I hold the line because holding the line is the thing I know how to do, and a person does the thing they know how to do, especially when everything else has gone strange. You name where everybody is. Orin feeds people. Ruth tends the body. Daniel builds his maps. I hold the deck. It's the same thing. It's all the same thing." Now she did glance up, briefly, the operative's flat measuring look. "We're all just doing the one thing our hands remember, because the one thing your hands remember is the rope you climb when there's no floor. Yours is naming. So name it, and go eat, and let me hold the deck, because that's the rope, and we both know it."
And Lena went, because Vance was right, and because being told the truth plainly by a person who expected nothing back was, itself, a small mercy, the kind the burn home was made of.
* * *
Orin was in the galley, which was where Orin was, because the galley was the one room on the ship with no second in it and no lacework he could see and a thing for his hands to do that was for the living.
He had two pans going when Lena came down the ladder, and the smell of them was the smell that had held the crew together for eleven days. The engineer scraping flavor out of almost nothing, the rationed stores stretched by a man who treated a meal the way he treated a weld, with attention, because the attention was the love and the love was the thing he had instead of words for any of it. He did not look up when she came in. He had not looked up for anyone in days unless they spoke first, because looking up meant your face was available, and Orin's face was a thing he was rationing now, the way the ship rationed everything that ran low. He stood at the little galley range with his back half to her, his shoulders set, and worked the pans, and the small domestic hiss of them filled the room the way it had filled the room every morning of the burn, absurd and holy in the middle of everything.
Lena leaned against the bulkhead by the hatch and let the warmth of the place reach her before she spoke. The galley was warm because Orin kept it warm, because he had quietly rerouted a trickle of waste heat from the secondary loop to the galley bulkhead in the second week, a thing he had not announced and a thing she had not asked about, because she had understood what it was: the engineer making the one room without the second in it into the one room a person could thaw out in. The whole ship had a chill on it now, a degree or two below where they used to run it, because running it warmer cost rations of a different kind and they were counting everything. But the galley was warm. Orin had made the galley warm. It was the kind of thing he did with his hands instead of saying anything at all.
"It's coming today," Lena said. There was no point softening it. Orin did not take softening well; it read to him as management, and he had been managed enough by things larger than himself to last a lifetime. "Earth. We're in the window. Vance says inside a day."
Orin's hands did not stop. That was the thing about Orin's hands, they kept on even when the rest of him went somewhere, the way they had kept on through the whole long going-out, the way they had charged a lifeboat night after night for a crossing that turned out to be unescapable. He turned something in the near pan, scraped the edge of it, set the spatula down across the rim with the precision of a man who put every tool back exactly where it went even in the middle of the end of the world.
"What're they sending," he said.
"We don't know yet. But whatever it is, they decided it eleven days ago, thinking we refused and got taken hostage by our own proxy and an Earth agent who flipped." She watched the back of him, the set shoulders, the steady hands. "Which means the first thing they say to us is going to be wrong. About all of it. And we're going to have to stand here and correct eleven days of wrong with the truth, and the truth is worse than anything they're imagining, because they're imagining a hijacking, and what actually happened is —"
"Is we spent her." Orin said it flat, to the pan, not turning. "And got handed a vote we didn't want and can't read, cast by a thing that breathes with her lungs." His hand moved, turned something, steady. "Yeah. I know what we have to tell 'em. I've been knowing it for eleven days same as you."
For a moment the only sound was the pan, the small hiss of it, the ship's hum underneath. Lena let it be the only sound, because there were silences you did not fill, and this was one of them, the silence of a man who had named the thing and needed a beat to stand next to it before he went on.
"You know what they're gonna ask, when they finally get it," Orin said. "When it lands. They're gonna ask the same thing we won't." Now he did turn, and his eyes were red-rimmed and dry, past tears, into the place after them, the place a man's eyes go when the crying is done and the thing the crying was for is still entirely there. "They're gonna look at what's in that chair and they're gonna want to know is she still in there, because the whole species rides on it now. And they're gonna ask it the way Earth asks everything, loud and scared and eleven days too late. And they're not gonna have learned what we learned, which is that you don't ask that one till you can stand every answer." He picked the spatula back up, turned back to the pan, because the looking-at-her had cost him and the pan was where he put the cost. "And we're gonna have to teach 'em. A whole planet. The thing it took us forty days and Mei's whole life to learn. That some questions you don't ask." A pause. "And they're not gonna want to be taught it by eight people on a ship who they think might be traitors."
"No," Lena said. "They're not."
Orin nodded, like that settled something, and went back to the pans. The hiss filled the room again. Lena stayed against the warm bulkhead, because leaving would have meant the conversation was over, and she did not want it to be over, because while she stood in the warm galley with Orin's hands working there was one room on the ship where the thing under the floor was held at the right distance, near enough to name and far enough to bear.
"Then you better eat first," Orin said, after a while, to the pan. "Whatever's coming. You don't fight Earth on an empty stomach. Nobody does their best correcting of an eleven-day-old wrong when they're hungry." He plated it without ceremony, a small careful portion of the something he had made out of almost nothing, and held it out without quite looking at her, which was how Orin gave things now. It was the closest thing to care he had, routed through food the way everything in him routed through his hands, and Lena took it, because refusing it would have hurt him, and because he was right.
She ate standing up in the galley, the two of them not talking, the pans hissing, the ship humming, the body breathing two decks down.
She had eaten like this every morning of the burn, standing in the warm galley while Orin worked, and it had become one of the small fixed points the days turned on, the kind of thing that was beneath noticing until you understood it was holding you up. There were a dozen of them now, these fixed points, the morning relief of a watch that did not need relieving, the meal eaten standing, the two-hour rhythm of the body's care drifting up faintly through the decks, the lighting cycling on its schedule that did not know there was no day. The crew had built a life out of them without deciding to, the way shipwrecked people build a shelter out of whatever the tide leaves, and the shelter had held, and the holding was the thing Lena could not decide whether to be grateful for or frightened of, because a shelter you build that well is a shelter you might never want to leave, and they could not stay out here, and the staying-out-here had started, in some small private chamber of each of them, to feel less like exile and more like the last safe room before whatever Earth was going to be. And Earth's eleven days of mail closed the distance toward them at the speed of light, which had never once in the whole expedition been fast enough, and was now, suddenly, far too fast.






  
  Chapter 2: The Ghost That Talks Back


It came in the eighteenth hour of the day, while Ruth was turning the body. 
Vance caught it first, because Vance was always on the board, and she did not announce it the way the old crew would have announced a thing, with alarm, with the rising voice of discovery. She announced it the way you report a fact that has already happened and cannot be changed, which was what it was. She keyed the all-call, and her voice came through the ship flat and certain, reaching every compartment at once, the galley and the body's room and the engineering spaces and the bunks, the way the all-call reached everywhere, so that wherever each of them was, they heard it in the same breath.
"Transmission from Earth. Directorate channel. It's addressed to the ship." A pause, and in the pause Lena, halfway up the ladder from the galley, felt the whole expedition turn over inside her. "It's addressed to the ship, not to me, not to Marsh. To Commander Costello and the crew of TNS Meridian." Another pause, shorter, and Vance's voice changed by a degree, the operative finding a wrinkle she had not predicted, a thing in the data that did not fit the model. "Which means somebody on Earth, eleven days ago, decided to talk to the ship as a ship. Not to the hostage-takers. Not to the hijacked. To the crew. Commander, you'll want to take this one yourself."
They gathered on the command deck, because some things the woven thing still did together, and the gathering had a shape now, the shape eleven days had worn into it. There was a chair that no one sat in, not the relay station, the other one, the one they had quietly come to leave empty, the way you leave a place at a table, and a body two decks down that could not climb to it, and they arranged themselves around both absences without comment, the way they had learned to. Daniel came up from the lab with the careful stillness he wore now, the post-break quiet that had never fully left him, a man who held his own hands a little more deliberately than he used to, as if checking, still, that they were his. Ruth came from the body's room, drying her hands on a cloth, the clinician's economy of motion in her even now, even climbing into the worst news of eleven days. Marsh came from wherever Marsh was, the corner he chose now instead of the corner he had once been exiled to, and stood at the edge of the gathering, bare, plain, the cracked smoothness of a man who had spent his armor and not gotten it back. Orin came last, and stood near the hatch, near the way out, the way he stood near every gathering now, because gatherings had the second's absence in them and the second's absence was a thing he could only be near for so long.
They had argued, briefly, about whether to listen to it together at all. Vance had offered to screen it first, to take it alone, read it cold, and bring the crew a clean summary, the operative's instinct to control the shock before it reached the people she'd come to protect. And Lena had said no, and she had said it the way she said the things that were not requests, because she had learned what the managed truth did, had watched it nearly drown them at the Convening, and she would not become, in the home stretch, a commander who decided which version of Earth her crew was allowed to hear. They would hear it whole, all of them, in the same breath, the way the woven thing heard everything now. So they had gathered, and they had not let anyone screen it first, and that was its own small act of the thing they had become, a crew that would rather take the blow together than be protected from it one at a time.
The transmission was audio only. Lena registered that before a word of it played, and filed it, because the form of a thing told you something before its content did. Audio only meant whoever sent it had not wanted the crew reading a face, or had not trusted their own face to send, or had simply been too rushed, eleven days ago, in whatever storm Earth had become, to do more than speak into a channel and fling it across the dark. The header gave a name and a designation, and the name was not Holt, and Lena filed that too, the wrong note that might be a right one, the anomaly in the expected shape of the disaster.
"Play it," she said.
The voice that came up was a woman's, older, careful, the voice of someone reading words that had been argued over before they were approved, the voice of a compromise that had survived a room. It identified itself: Deputy Administrator Soledad Reyes, a name Lena half-knew from the briefings of another lifetime, a mid-tier Directorate functionary she remembered mostly for being the one in the pre-launch sessions who asked the question everyone else had skipped, speaking now, and here the careful voice chose its words with the precision of a person walking a wire, on behalf of a Directorate working group convened to manage the return of the Meridian.
Not the Directorate. A working group. Convened to manage the return. Lena heard the load each word was carrying, heard the fight behind it, heard under it the shape of an Earth that was not one thing shouting but many things at war, and had managed, eleven days ago, to agree on just barely enough to send a single careful voice across the dark.
The message was short. It had to be; you did not waste a transmission flung across a day of light. It said the things the careful voice had been authorized to say and no more. That Earth had received the crew's last reports, the reports from before, the stale ones, the ghost's reports. That there was concern, the word landing with the weight of everything it was standing in for, about the circumstances of the crew's departure from the object and the status of the expedition's command. That the working group wished to establish direct contact and to understand the current situation before the Meridian made its approach. That the crew should be aware, and here the careful voice slowed, and Lena heard the wire bow under the weight of what it was carrying, that certain characterizations of the expedition's conduct were in circulation, and that not all of Earth held them, and that the working group wished to hear from the crew directly before those characterizations hardened into policy.
And then the thing that was almost kind, and was therefore the cruelest thing in it, because it showed Lena exactly how blind Earth was, exactly how eleven days behind. The careful voice asked the crew to confirm their safety. To confirm that the command structure was intact. To confirm, gently, the gentleness of a person reaching toward a hostage situation they believed was real, that Commander Costello was speaking freely.
The message ended.
For a moment no one moved. The careful borrowed voice had filled the command deck and then stopped, and the stopping left a silence that was worse than the message, because the silence was where the wrongness of it lived, the gap between what Earth had asked and what was true, a gap so wide that the questions landed like questions from another language, tender and useless and eleven days too late. Lena watched it move through them. She watched Daniel's eyes go to the empty chair and away. She watched Ruth's hands still on the cloth she was drying them with, the surgeon who had climbed up from the body's care into this. She watched Orin's jaw set by the hatch. She watched Marsh, in his corner, go very still, the negotiator already three moves ahead into a fight nobody else had seen yet. And she watched Vance, at the board, begin to do the thing Vance did with everything now, which was to take it apart before it could take her apart.
The command deck held its silence. The body breathed two decks down. Earth's single careful voice had stopped, eleven days old, its question left sitting in the room, asking eight people whether they were safe, whether their commander was free, whether the situation could be understood, asking, in its careful authorized compromise of a voice, all the wrong questions. Every one of them aimed with real concern at a situation that had not existed for eleven days. A situation that was a child's drawing of the truth: a hijacking, a hostage, a command in question. When the truth was that the command was intact and the commander was free and the crew was safe, and one of them was dead in a way that had no word, and the species had become a vote, and none of it, not one syllable of it, fit inside the questions Earth had thought to ask.
Lena let the silence hold, because the silence was doing something, was letting each of them measure the same gulf at the same time. She watched it land on them one by one. Watched Ruth's hands go still on the cloth. Watched Daniel's eyes move to the empty chair and away. Watched Orin, by the hatch, fold his arms hard across his chest. Watched Marsh, in the corner, go very still, the stillness of a man already reading the thing under the thing.
It was Vance who broke it, because Vance read deals, and this was a deal, and reading it was the thing she could do that kept her from feeling it.
"That's not Holt," she said quietly. "That's somebody fighting Holt. You hear it? Working group. Certain characterizations. Before they harden into policy." Her eyes had gone to the operative's middle-distance, the place she looked when she was reading the table behind the table. "Holt declared us hijacked eleven days ago. Named Marsh and me traitors. And somebody, somebody with enough weight to get a Directorate channel, heard that and didn't buy it, or didn't want to buy it, or saw an angle in not buying it, and convened a working group to manage the return, which is bureaucrat for we don't actually know what happened out there and we're not going to let Holt decide it before we do." She looked at Lena. "Earth's already fracturing over us, Commander. We're eleven days out and we haven't said a word and they're already splitting into the ones who think we're hijacked traitors and the ones who, who don't know what they think, but who want to hear from us before the story sets. That voice is the crack. That voice is somebody holding a door open a few inches against Holt's whole weight, and they don't even know yet what they're holding it open for. They think they might be rescuing hostages. They have no idea they're about to be handed the thing that ends the world they understand."
"And we have to answer it," Daniel said. He had been quiet through the night and through most of the morning's reading, the post-break stillness on him, and when he spoke the crew turned, because Daniel did not spend words anymore and the ones he spent were aimed. "We have to answer the wrong questions. That's the thing I keep landing on. They asked are we safe, is the command intact, is Lena speaking freely, and every one of those is a question about a situation that ended eleven days ago, and we have to answer them anyway, yes, yes, yes, because you can't refuse to answer a frightened person's question just because it's the wrong question. You answer the question they asked, gently, and then you say the thing they didn't know to ask." He looked at the empty chair, briefly, the way he always did and away. "Which is the exact thing the Envoy does. Answers what's asked. And we always hated it for not volunteering the thing that would've saved us. So now we're on the other side of it, and we get to decide, do we answer narrow, like the Envoy, give them their yes yes yes and let the floor open under them on their own schedule? Or do we volunteer the thing they don't know to ask, the thing that ends the world they understand, knowing it can't be unsaid?" His hands were still at his sides. "I know which one we have to do. I just want us to see, before we do it, that we're about to become the thing we spent forty days being afraid of. The ones who know the shape of a truth nobody else can hold yet, deciding how much of it to give."
He had been silent through the playback, and his voice when it came was the post-break voice, low, careful, the speed that used to be in it aimed now rather than loose. "We have to answer the wrong questions. They asked are we safe, is the command intact, is Lena speaking freely, and we have to answer yes, yes, yes, and then we have to say the thing they didn't ask, because they don't know to ask it, because nobody on Earth knows the shape of the thing well enough to ask the right question about it." He looked at the empty chair, and then away from it, the way they all looked away from it. "We spent the whole expedition learning that the Envoy only answers what you ask. And now we're the Envoy. We're the ones who know the thing nobody back home knows the shape of well enough to ask about. And we have to decide how much of it to volunteer, to a planet that's already splitting over us, through a door one frightened administrator is holding open against the whole weight of Holt." His hands were still at his sides, deliberately still. "We have to tell Earth it's a vote. And we have to tell it knowing that the telling can't be unsaid, and that we don't get to control what a fracturing planet does with the largest truth it's ever been handed, eleven days too late to stop any of it."
Lena looked at the board. At the point of light that was Earth, close enough now to talk to, close enough that the held breath was over. At the long curve of approach. At the careful borrowed voice still seeming to hang in the air, asking its wrong tender questions.
"Ruth's still got the body," she said. It was not what any of them expected her to say, and it was the only thing that mattered, because it was the commander's office to name where they actually were before she named what they would do. "She's down there turning her right now, while we stand up here deciding how to tell Earth the species is a vote. And the vote is the body she's turning. And the question that decides the vote, whether there's anything left in there that still loves us, is the one question we swore we'd never ask, and the one Earth is going to demand we ask the second they understand, and the one we still, eleven days later, can't bear to."
She turned from the board to face them, the crew, the woven thing, the changed and diminished and impossibly-far-from-home thing that was going to have to carry this.
"So before we answer Earth," she said, "I need all of us to understand what we're actually doing. We're not reporting a mission. We're not even reporting a loss. We're about to hand a planet the truth that its survival hangs on one vote, cast from inside the dark, by what used to be a person we loved, and we're going to hand it to them across a day of light, to a working group holding a door open against a man who's already called us traitors, and then we're going to spend eleven days, then years, watching them react to it, eleven days behind, shouting up a trail we've already walked, while the one thing they'll all want to know is the one thing we can't make ourselves find out." She let it sit. "Earth's going to ask us if she's still in there. It's the first thing they'll ask, once they understand. And we don't have an answer. And the day we go looking for one is the day we open the door we've kept shut the whole way home."
No one answered, because there was no answering it. The thing Lena had named was the true shape of the next eleven days and the next years both, and naming it did not solve it, only made it visible, which was the commander's whole office now, not to fix the unfixable but to make sure the crew was standing in front of the real thing and not some smaller thing they'd have preferred. Orin's hands were flat on the table, pressed still. Daniel's eyes had gone to the empty chair and away. Vance had stopped working the board, which was its own kind of statement from Vance. They had all heard it. They all carried it now, the same weight at the same moment, the woven thing receiving the shape of what was coming and not flinching from it, because flinching was a thing they had mostly stopped being able to afford.
The deck held its silence. Somewhere below, a surgeon turned a breathing body with hands that had learned not to meet its eyes, narrating the small things to it the way you talk to a coma, to a grave, to a thing you love that cannot answer, hoping the talking reached somewhere. And on the command deck, eight people stood around two empty chairs and a single careful voice from a fracturing world, and understood, all at once and without anyone saying it, that the held breath had been the easy part, that the silence around the chair had been a mercy they were about to lose, and that the real expedition, the one where humanity found out whether the thing it had become still loved it, had not ended at the vote. It had not even begun. It was only now, eleven days from a home that did not understand them and would not for years, beginning to ask its first true question, in a careful borrowed voice, all the wrong words, reaching with real and useless tenderness toward a situation eleven days gone: are you safe, is your command intact, are you speaking freely, when the only answer that mattered, the only answer the whole species hung on, was the one no one aboard was strong enough to go and find.






  
  Chapter 3: What We Brought Home


The crew did not answer Earth that day, and the not-answering was Lena's first command of the new war, and she made it the way she now made everything, by naming the thing nobody else wanted to be the one to name. 
"We don't answer yet," she said, into the silence the careful borrowed voice had left. "Not because we're hiding. Because we get exactly one first thing to say to a planet that's already splitting over us, and the first thing sets the shape of everything after it, and we are not going to fling the largest truth in the species' history across a day of light in the eighteenth hour of a bad day because somebody on Earth asked if I'm speaking freely." She looked around the gathering, the woven thing, the two empty chairs. "We answer when we know what we're answering into. Which means before we say a word back, Vance reads us the planet. The real one. Not the one that sent that voice. The one underneath it."
So they gave it the night, the arbitrary ship's night that the lighting kept whether or not anyone slept, and most of them did not sleep. Lena had heard them not-sleeping, heard Orin's light stay on in the galley, heard the lab's hatch cycle twice in the small hours as Daniel went in and out of whatever he was building, heard, once, the soft sound of Ruth's narration carrying faintly up the ladder from the body's room, the surgeon talking to the silence in the deep watch because the deep watch was when the silence was hardest. They had each carried the wrong tender questions of Earth's transmission alone through the night, and in the morning they came together to carry them as a crew, and the coming-together was its own small machinery, the woven thing assembling in the galley the way it assembled now, by habit and grief and the knowledge that the things too large to hold alone got brought to the table.
Vance read them Earth the way Marsh read tables, because the two of them had taught each other, in the galley over bad coffee on the burn home, that the reading was a thing you could do with your hands in the air and your voice flat while the rest of you stayed back from the edge of what the reading meant.
Vance stood at the board with the single transmission pulled up, eleven days old, one careful authorized voice, and she took it apart in front of them like a watch laid open on a cloth, each piece set down where they could all see it.
"Start with what they didn't send," Vance said. "That's where the real message is. Holt declared us hijacked eleven days ago. Named Marsh and me traitors, on the record, with authority. That's a fact; we heard it before we turned for home. So the expected thing, the thing that should have been the first transmission to reach us in the window, is Holt's. A demand. Stand down, surrender the ship, release the hostages, the named traitors will be taken into custody on return. That's the message eleven-days-ago Earth had every reason to send, because eleven-days-ago Earth had eleven-day-old information that said we were a hijacking in progress." She let her hand fall. "That's not what came. What came was a deputy administrator, speaking for a working group, asking if we're okay. Which means in the eleven days between Holt's declaration and the window opening, something happened on Earth that produced a second channel, one that overrode Holt's, or went around him, or got built specifically to hold a door open against him. The message we got isn't Earth talking to us. It's one faction of Earth winning, barely, a single argument about how to talk to us, eleven days ago, and getting one careful voice out the door before the argument reopened."
"So Earth's already fractured," Lena said. "Over us. Before we've said anything."
"Earth was always going to fracture over us," Vance said. "That's not new. Earth fractured over the object, before anyone knew what it was, blocs and corporations fighting over a thing none of them had seen. You lived that, Commander, in the first weeks. What's new is the axis. Before, the fight was who controls first contact, who gets the leverage, whose flag goes on it. Ordinary. Earth knows how to have that fight." She turned a hand, set the next piece down on the imaginary cloth. "This is a different fight, and they don't know they're having it yet, because they don't have the information that would tell them what it's about. Right now they think they're fighting about a hijacking. Did the crew refuse the deal and get taken, or did the crew refuse the deal and stand by it, and either way what do we do about the named traitors aboard. That's the fight that produced these two channels, Holt's hardliners who want the ship seized and the traitors taken, against whoever built the working group, who want to hear from us first." She looked at Lena, and her voice went very level. "And the thing you need to understand, before we answer, is that both of those Earth factions are wrong about what happened, and our answer is going to detonate the fight they're actually having into a fight they can't imagine yet. Because the truth isn't the crew refused and got taken. The truth is the crew spent the reckoner, the species is now a seated vote in an alien assembly, and that vote will be cast by the thing breathing in the chair. And there is no faction on Earth — not Holt's, not the working group's — that has a position on that, because nobody on Earth knows it's a thing yet. The second we tell them, every alignment on the planet reshuffles around a truth none of them built their position to hold."
She let that sit a moment, then set down the last piece, the one that was a recommendation disguised as an observation. "Which gives us exactly one thing we can use, and it's narrow, and it's closing. There's a window, right now, before we answer, before the truth lands, where there's a faction on Earth that is available to us. The working group. The door-holders. They reached out instead of reaching for control, which means they're built, structurally, around the idea that they don't yet know what happened and want to find out before they act. That's the only posture on the planet our truth doesn't immediately break, because it's the only posture that was already admitting it didn't have the full picture." She turned a hand. "Holt's faction can't survive our truth, the hijacking story dies the instant we explain, and a control faction whose founding story just died scrambles, hard, for a new one, and the new one is going to be secure the alien threat. The working group, though, a faction whose whole identity is we wanted to hear the real thing first, can absorb our truth, because hearing the real thing first is the thing they stood for. They become, overnight, the faction that got it right. We hand them the largest story in human history and we hand it to them first, before Holt can reframe it, and we make them the ones who were wise enough to hold the door. That's not loyalty to us. They







