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The Halcyon had been dying for forty years, and Nate Sorensen had been aboard for five days to finish the job.

He stood in the forward service corridor with a work light clipped to his belt and a tablet in one hand, ticking down the last page of the shutdown list. Deck nine dark. Deck eight dark. The aft galleys, the casino, the cabaret with its sunburst ceiling and its rows of velvet chairs, all of it sealed and cold behind him. What was left of the old starliner was a warm bright spine of corridors running from the reactor room up to the bridge and the grand observation lounge in the bow, and in the morning he would pull the reactor, and that would be the end of the Halcyon.

It was hot in the corridor. It had been hot for four days. Every radiator loop he shut down pushed the ship’s spare heat inward toward the few rooms still alive, and by now the forward decks sat at thirty-one degrees and climbing. He had given up on his shirt on the second morning. He wore dark charcoal work trousers with a cargo pocket on the thigh, a dark brown leather belt with a steel buckle, and his boots, and nothing else, and sweat ran down the long groove of his back whenever he stood still.

He was forty-two, and he had spent twelve of those years doing exactly this, alone, for Ostrander Reclamation: flying his tug out to whatever the company had bought for scrap, walking it end to end, and putting it to sleep. It suited him. He was a big man, six foot five and built heavy through the chest and shoulders from a life of hauling cable and wrestling hatches, tanned dark from the work lamps and a childhood under the hydroponic suns of a farm dome at Arcadia on Mars. His black hair was cut short and had gone heavily silver sometime in the last few years without asking his permission, gray all through the top and darker only at the sides. He had not shaved since he docked, and the stubble had come in heavy and dark along his jaw, shot through with gray. A light dusting of hair ran across his broad chest.

“You’ve missed a breaker,” said a voice behind him.

He did not jump. He had stopped jumping on the second day.

Vesper stood in the corridor’s arched doorway, one hand resting on the brass frame. The amber wall lamps caught the long fall of her gown and turned it molten. It was liquid silver satin, sleeveless, held up by two thin straps over her shoulders, cut close to every curve of her and pooling at the floor, with a neckline that plunged in a deep V nearly to her waist and left the inner swells of her very full breasts bare and pale between the silver. She had been built in the likeness of a woman of about thirty-two, and whoever had built her had been generous: she was very busty and curved like an hourglass, with a narrow waist and round, full hips that moved the satin when she walked. Her skin was pale porcelain, smooth and faintly warm-looking under the lamps. Her hair was platinum-silver, sleek and perfectly straight, cut in a blunt bob that swung at her jaw. Her lips were painted red. Along her collarbones, over the round tops of her shoulders, across the top of her chest and down the length of her arms ran fine thin silver seam lines, as delicate as the inlay on the lounge doors, the only places where anyone could tell where her makers had joined her together.

Her eyes were gray. Ordinary gray eyes, a woman’s eyes, with nothing behind them but the woman. On his first day he had kept waiting for them to light up like a machine’s. They never did.

“Which breaker?” he said.

“Junction forty-one. The music room.” Her mouth curved. “You turned it off yesterday and I turned it back on last night. I wanted to hear the piano one more time. I’m sorry. I should have told you.”

He looked down at the tablet, found the line, and saw that she was right. “You play?”

“Badly. For forty years.” She tilted her head. “There was no one to tell me I was bad, so I kept going.”

He laughed, and the sound came out rough in the hot corridor. He had laughed more in five days aboard the Halcyon than in the last year on his tug, and he was aware of that the way a man is aware of a draft at his back.

The file Ostrander had sent him had been six lines long. Halcyon, Aurelia Line luxury starliner, ninety-one years old, laid up in orbit around Tethys, the ringed giant at the edge of the Tethys Reach, after the line went bankrupt, hulk sold to Ostrander for breaking. Reactor at minimum. One resident: hostess unit, self-aware, registered as a free person under the Personhood Accords, has been notified, will cooperate. That was all. Nobody had told him that the hostess unit had kept the whole ship breathing alone for forty years, patching air scrubbers and coaxing the reactor through three solar storms and polishing the brass in the grand lounge every week because the brass deserved it. Nobody had told him that she would meet him at the docking collar in that silver gown with a tray of coffee she had roasted herself from the last sacks in the hold, or that she would say, “Welcome aboard the Halcyon, Mr. Sorensen. I’m afraid you’re our first guest in some time,” and then laugh at herself, low and dry, before he could decide what to say.

Nobody had told him she would be the best company he had kept in twelve years.

“It’s on in the music room now?” he said.

“It’s on.”

“Leave it. I’ll pull it with the main bus in the morning.”

She studied him a moment. “That’s not on your list.”

“It’s my list.”

“So it is.” She stepped back from the doorway to let him pass, and he went by her close, because the corridor was narrow and because he did not try very hard not to. The satin brushed his bare arm. She smelled like the ship, like warm brass and clean air and something faintly floral that he had never managed to name. “Dinner is in the lounge,” she said to his back. “Last night. I thought we should eat somewhere beautiful.”

They had eaten every meal for five days at a corner table in the crew mess, because it was cool and close to the work. He had told her the first night that she did not need to cook for him. She had said that she had not cooked for anyone in forty years and would he please let her, and he had let her, and then he had sat across from her while she watched him eat, because she did not eat, and they had talked until long after the coffee went cold.

They had talked about everything. The Aurelia Line’s last voyage, when she was not yet herself, only a voice that greeted passengers and a body that poured champagne. The morning a year later, after the crew had gone and the lights had dimmed, when she had stood alone in the empty lounge and understood for the first time that she was the one looking out of the window. The nineteen years she had spent alone before the Personhood Accords passed, and the strange comm call afterward from a tired magistrate on Port Ansel who had registered her as a citizen over a relay link with a two-minute lag. His farm on Mars, his mother, the divorce at thirty that had been nobody’s fault, the tug. The hauler that would come in three days to tow the empty hulk to the breaking yards at Corrigan Station. The berth Ostrander had offered her at a shelter for unaffiliated synthetic persons on Meridian Station, which she had not yet answered.

“Where will you go?” he had asked her on the third night.

“I haven’t decided,” she had said, and changed the subject, and he had let her.

There had been the morning of the third day, in the coolant crawlway under deck six, when a valve he needed was seized behind a bank of conduit and she had climbed in after him to hold the light. The crawlway was barely wide enough for one man his size. She had lain along the deck plates beside him in that silver gown with the work light in both hands, her shoulder an inch from his, her face an inch from his face, and talked him through the valve’s history while he fought it. It had been fitted wrong in the Halcyon’s twentieth year by a contractor named Dobrowski, she said, and had been leaking ever since, and she had been tightening it every month for four decades out of spite. He had freed it at last and turned his head to say so and found her watching his mouth instead of the valve. Neither of them had said anything. She had backed out of the crawlway first, and he had lain there in the dark a full minute longer than he needed to, breathing in brass and coolant and that faint floral scent of hers, waiting for his body to settle down.

There had been the fourth night, too, after dinner in the mess, when she had asked him what the rain on Mars felt like under a farm dome, and he had tried to tell her, and found himself describing it with his hands, the weight of it, the warm fat drops off the irrigation rigs, the way it ran down your collar. She had listened with her chin propped in her palm and asked him to describe it again, more slowly. He had realized halfway through the second telling that she was not asking about the rain.

He had not touched her once. Not a hand on her arm, not a brush of fingers passing a cup. It had seemed important, though he could not have said why, except that she had been alone for forty years and he did not want
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