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Chapter 1: The Near-Miss World
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“Genetics do not care whether the mind is almost ready to have purpose. Almost ready is never enough. The universe has proven this so many times that the proving has become structure, and the structure does not distinguish between what almost crossed and what never moved.”


The Bones

The bones were small. John had cataloged remains on one world before this one, earlier in this same expedition, and the bones had been small there too. The ones that almost made it never seemed to grow large. He knelt where Lian had marked the boundary of the excavation grid and watched her work. She moved the way she always moved on sites like this, unhurried, systematic, each gesture following the one before it in a sequence she had refined over twenty-two years until the method and the person were the same thing. Her hands were steady. Her voice was low when she spoke into the field's recording overlay, and the pauses between observations were not hesitation. They were comparison, holding what she saw against everything she had trained herself to expect, and finding, as she always did, that the real thing did not match the model. It never did. That was why she kept coming.

Kes held the imaging frame where she pointed, adjusting the angle each time without being told. He had worked with her long enough to anticipate the geometry of her attention, where she would look next, what distance she would want the frame at, when she was about to shift from one specimen to the next. He did this well and without comment. His face carried the expression it always carried on these sites: composed, attentive, slightly too still. He was twenty-nine and had not yet built the architecture for processing what a place like this actually meant. He compensated by being precise with the equipment. It was enough.

Sena stood a few meters back from the excavation boundary, reading something on her field overlay that John couldn't see from this angle. She had not spoken in twenty minutes. This was usual. Sena's silence carried its own attention, directed at whatever the ship's agents were feeding her through the field. Periodically she looked up from the overlay and scanned the structures and the ridge where the Pale Margin sat. The scan had nothing to do with threats. She was reading the environment the way she read any system, noting baselines, registering what fit or what didn't.

The valley held its breath around them. It was wide and gently sloped, a geography that collects water and soil and the things that depend on both. A river ran through the center of it, narrow, clear, audible if you stopped moving. The fruit trees grew in cultivated rows near the settlement, close enough to the dwellings that the walk between shelter and food would have been short. Thirteen low stone structures sat on the slope above the river, arranged in a pattern John had been studying since they arrived. The stone was the color of the hillside. From the ridge, walking down, the settlement had been difficult to pick out from the landscape. Another century and it would not have been possible at all.

Around a hundred and fifty years. The insect that carried it was still here, still everywhere, still in the air around them. Harmless to everything left on this planet except the one species that had started building with stone and tending trees. The wind came across the valley and the field let it through, warm on John's face, carrying something sweet from the orchard that had outlived the hands that planted it.

"John." Lian's voice, without looking up. "Come see the hands."

The Species Takes Shape

He crossed the grid boundary and knelt beside her. The skeleton she had been working on was laid out in the position it had died in, curled slightly to one side, legs drawn up, one arm extended as if reaching for something that was no longer there. Or had never been close enough. Most of the skeletons on the site were like this. They had died where they were, in the positions they held when it took them. No time for arrangements or burials.

The species was small, a meter at full height, bipedal, with a skeletal frame that suggested cooperative load-bearing rather than individual strength. Lian pointed to the shoulder joint with a tool she used for close articulation, a thin instrument that looked medical and probably was.

"The rotator structure," she said. "See how the socket is oriented? Lateral, not forward. These shoulders are built for pulling alongside, not lifting alone. You'd need two or three of them to move anything heavy. Maybe more."

Kes shifted the imaging frame closer. "The hips are the same way. Narrow, but the muscle anchors are bigger than you'd expect for something this size."

Lian glanced at him. It was the glance she gave when someone in a different discipline noticed something in hers that was genuinely worth noticing. "The abductors," she said. "Oversized for the body mass. Walking in groups. Close formation. The gait would have been stable only if they stayed near each other. A lone individual on uneven ground would have struggled."

She moved her tool to the hand.

The hands were the remarkable thing. Three fingers, each with one more joint than a human hand, four phalanges per digit where humans have three. The additional joint made each finger longer and more flexible than the count implied. Lian turned the skeletal hand carefully, supporting it from beneath, and the fingers moved in their joints with a fluidity that a hundred and fifty years of death had not entirely removed. Something in the connective tissue had mineralized rather than decayed. The hands were almost intact.

"These could do more than this," Lian said, and for a moment her voice was not the recording voice. It was the voice underneath. Then the professional surface returned. She gestured at the tool scatter around the site, stones shaped by repetitive striking, edges worn past function and into the soil. "The tools are pre-lithic. Crude shaping. No evidence of hafting. But the hands." She spread her own fingers beside the skeleton's, a comparison she had probably made on every world where she had found remains with manipulators. Her five blunt fingers next to three long ones. "The hands were ahead of where the culture was. They had capacity they hadn't used yet."

John looked at the fingers. They were longer than he had expected, spindly, almost delicate, with a curl at the resting position that made them look as if they were holding something invisible. He thought about what those hands would have looked like in motion. Three fingers with four joints each, working stone and soil, working alongside other hands built the same way. Reaching for the same things.

"How long?" he asked.

Lian understood the question. Not how long dead. How long until they would have reached the next stage, fire, or metals, or language complex enough to leave traces.

She shook her head. "I can't model that from anatomy alone. But the hands suggest high developmental pressure. These aren't plateau hands. These are hands that were still being selected for." She paused. "I'd want to say soon. Relatively. But I'd want to say that."

She turned back to the skeleton and said nothing more. John stayed beside her for another minute, watching her work, and then stood and let her continue.

They worked in silence for several minutes after John left. Lian moved to the next specimen, smaller, positioned on its side, the limbs drawn closer together. She directed Kes with gestures rather than words, a tilt of her head to indicate the angle she needed, a raised finger when she wanted him to hold. He followed without lag, adjusting the frame before she had fully completed the gesture. They had a rhythm. It was not the rhythm of the bridge, where Kes operated in the professional register of coordinates and transit times. This was slower. Patient in a way the bridge didn't require.

"You're good at this," Lian said. She said it without looking up from the specimen, the way she said things that were observations rather than compliments.

"Holding a frame?"

"Anticipating where I'll look next. Most people wait for the instruction. You're already there."

Kes adjusted the angle a fraction. "You move in a pattern. Site to specimen, proximal to distal, left to right. Once I saw it, I just followed it."

She did look up then. The look was brief and carried something Kes couldn't read, not surprise, but the particular attention of someone who had just been seen doing something they thought was invisible.

"Nobody's pointed that out before," she said.

"Maybe nobody watched long enough."

She held his gaze for a moment longer than the exchange required. Then she turned back to the specimen and resumed her notation, and the rhythm continued, her hands moving, his hands following, the silence between them carrying the specific weight of two people doing careful work in a place that deserved it.

The tools were scattered across the site in the pattern of a settlement that had been in use when it ended - dropped where they had last been held. Corroded, most of them. A hundred and fifty years of weather on a planet that had active seasons. Kes found one half-buried near the nearest structure and held it up. It fit in his palm with room to spare. The stone was dark and dense, chosen for something, hardness or availability or a quality that mattered to hands that were still learning what mattered. He turned it over once, carefully, the way he handled equipment he didn't want to damage. Then he set it back where he found it.

Sena had the planetary data on her overlay. The orbital scan had found no living specimens of the species anywhere on the planet's surface. The drone swarm, standard protocol, deployed before any crew sets foot, had confirmed it at ground level and mapped the settlement sites worth investigating. Lian had chosen this one from the drone data: well-preserved, representative, and the thirteenth structure had shown up in the imaging with walls still standing.

"Bacterial vector is confirmed across all six continents," Sena said, the first words she had spoken in nearly half an hour. She said it to no one in particular, which meant she said it to everyone. "Insect-borne. The genus is still active and still everywhere. Mutation is stable, it's not going to cycle back."

The bacterial agent was in the air around them now, stopped by their fields, harmless to everything left on this planet. The mutation had been catastrophic and total. Lian estimated the die-off at weeks, not months. A species that had survived on this planet long enough to cultivate fruit trees and arrange stones into walls had been ended by something smaller than their smallest finger joint, carried on wings that had shared the air with them for millennia without consequence until one generation when the consequence was everything.

Nobody said much after that. They had done this once before, and once was enough to know that the silence was not emptiness. It was the sound of four people doing careful work in a place that deserved it.

The Settlement Pattern

John stood and walked the perimeter of the settlement for the third time. He did this on every site, not for Lian's data, which was biological, or Sena's, which was environmental, but for something he could not log and did not try to. The shape of how they lived. The decisions they had made about proximity.

Twelve structures arranged in a rough arc around the fruit trees. Organic, the way things arrange themselves when proximity to a shared resource matters more than symmetry. Each dwelling was close enough to the orchard that no occupant would have been far from the food, and close enough to every other dwelling that the gaps between them felt deliberate. Not defensive spacing. Social spacing. The distance you keep when you want to be near but not inside each other's lives.

He paused between two of the structures on the eastern edge. From here he could see the full arc, the dwellings curving around the orchard like hands cupped around something held. The entrances, where they could be identified from the remaining wall structure, all faced inward. Toward the trees. Toward each other. These creatures had built their homes so that the first thing they saw when they came out was the shared center. No one with a theory about community design had told them to do that. They had arranged themselves this way because it was how they thought about living. The layout was the thought made physical.

The structures themselves were simple, low walls of stacked stone, fitted without mortar, construction that requires patience and cooperation more than technique. John put his hand on the top of one wall. The thin layer of his personal protective field allowed him to feel the surface. The stone was warm from the sun and rough under his fingers, and the fit between the stones was close enough that the wall had held for over a century without anything binding it together except the weight of each piece resting on the piece below it. Someone had chosen these stones. Carried them, probably in groups, the larger ones would have been too heavy for a single individual with that skeletal frame. Lifted them into place. Tried a fit, adjusted, tried again. The patience required was not human patience. It was the patience of a species that did everything together and had no reason to rush because nothing on this planet was hunting them.

The leaf roofs were mostly gone. What remained was dark with age and compressed by seasons into something closer to soil than vegetation. The walls had held better. Whatever stone they had chosen, or learned to choose, was dense enough to resist a century and a half of weather. Lian had noted the wall thickness and the angle where roofing material met the top stones. Seasonal shelter. Rain and cold, probably in that order of priority. These creatures had built against the climate with the materials they could carry together, and they had built well enough that the evidence of their effort was still standing after the effort no longer mattered.

The fruit trees were the hardest thing to look at. They grew in a tight cultivated cluster, not wild spacing or forest distribution. Rows. Irregular, imperfect rows, but rows nonetheless. Someone had planted these. Someone had understood that a food source could be arranged rather than found, that you could put a tree where you wanted it and come back later and it would still be there, bearing what it bore, because you had decided where it should stand.

The trees had kept growing after the hands that planted them stopped. The fruit was still ripening. John could smell it from where he stood, sweet, heavy, the wind carrying it across the valley in waves that had no one left to follow them. He stood at the edge of the orchard and looked at the fruit on the lower branches. It was the right size for a three-fingered hand. He did not pick one.

Sena came to stand beside him. She had closed her overlay and her hands were at her sides. She looked at the trees the way she looked at anything she was trying to understand from the outside in.

"The network is still running," she said. "The root system. They're still sharing water and nutrients the way they were planted to. The trees don't know the arrangement is finished."

John didn't answer immediately. He was watching a piece of fruit turn slowly on its stem in the light wind, almost ready to fall.

"They built the orchard before the walls," he said. "Lian's data. The root depth on the oldest trees is at least a generation ahead of the construction."

Sena considered that. "So they knew they were staying before they built anything to stay in."

"Or they planted the orchard so they would have a reason to."

She looked at him sideways. Her expression held no disagreement, only the calculation of whether a variable changed the model or just complicated it. "That's a different thing."

"Yes," John said.

The fruit turned on its stem. Neither of them moved to catch it when it fell.

"John." Sena's voice shifted, back to work. "Lian's wrapping up. She wants to do the large structure before we lose the light."

He turned from the orchard and walked toward the thirteenth structure.

The Thirteenth Structure

The thirteenth structure sat apart from the others, uphill and to the east, where the morning light would reach it first. It was larger than the rest, not by much, but enough that the difference was intentional. The walls were thicker, the stones chosen with more care, fitted tighter. Whatever this building meant to them, they had put more of themselves into making it last.

It had lasted. The walls still stood to nearly their full height while the twelve dwellings below had softened into mounds that were halfway to becoming geology. Lian was already inside when John arrived. Kes stood at the entrance with the imaging frame, angling it through the doorway. Sena leaned against the exterior wall, arms crossed, watching the valley.

"Communal structure," Lian said from inside. Her voice had the particular clarity it took on when she was building a classification in real time. "Larger footprint, sturdier construction, separated from the residential cluster. Ceremonial use is consistent with the architectural differentiation."

"Or storage," Kes said.

"No residue patterns on the floor consistent with storage. And look at the walls."

John stepped inside. The interior was dim, the roof was gone but the walls were high enough that the late afternoon sun only reached the upper portions. The air was different in here. Still, in a way the valley air was not. Held. The wind that moved constantly across the settlement could not reach past the thick walls. There was a faint mineral smell from the stone, dry and old, the smell of time measured in material rather than memory.

The walls carried carvings. Most of them were gone, worn past recognition by a century and a half of moisture seeping through the roofless top and running down the interior surfaces. Faint depressions, grooves that might once have been shapes, suggestions of pattern without enough remaining detail to read. Lian had documented them all, imaging each section of wall, logging the positions, noting which faces had weathered worst and why. She had been thorough. She was always thorough.

On the far wall, one carving remained. It was deeper than the others, chiseled into the stone with a deliberateness that the weathered scratches elsewhere did not suggest. Cut into a section of wall that faced away from the prevailing weather, protected by the angle of the adjacent wall from the worst of the seasonal rain. Accident or intention. Either way, it had survived.

Small crouching bodies sitting in a circle, their backs touching, hands resting on the bodies beside them. The contact was the point, every figure connected to the figures next to it, a closed loop of small forms holding each other in place. In the center of the circle, a single figure stood with arms raised. In its hands, a small bundle. The proportions were crude but the composition was clear. Whoever had carved this had understood arrangement, that where you place a figure relative to other figures carries meaning. The central figure was not larger than the others. It was simply in the center because what it held was meant to be seen by everyone.

"Harvest ceremony," Lian said. She was beside him now, speaking into her recording overlay. "Central figure presenting food to the community group. Circle arrangement consistent with the cooperative social structure indicated by the skeletal evidence. The bundle is proportionate to the fruit observed in the adjacent orchard. This is consistent with a seasonal celebration tied to agricultural output." She paused. "First confirmation of symbolic representation at this developmental stage. They were recording their own activities. That's..." Another pause. "That's noted."

She stepped back, checked the imaging frame's capture of the wall, and was satisfied. "I have what I need. Kes, let's get the exterior measurements before we lose the light."

They filed out, Sena pushing off the wall to follow, and John heard their voices receding, Lian directing, Kes responding, the professional rhythm of people finishing a task they wanted to finish well.

He stayed.

John Alone

The light in the structure moved the way light moves in any roofless building, slowly, following the sun's angle across the open top of the walls. John had been standing in front of the carving for several minutes, longer than he needed to. The others were outside. He could hear Lian's voice at a distance, recording final notes, and the faint sound of equipment being secured. They would be walking back soon.

He looked at the bundle in the raised hands. The erosion had taken most of the fine detail, the three-fingered hands of the central figure were barely distinguishable from the arms, the extra joints worn to smooth suggestions in the stone. The bundle was a rounded shape, compact, held high. Harvest. That was the reading and it was a good reading and Lian was probably right.

The sun moved. A thin line of direct light came through a gap where the wall met what had been the roof's edge and crossed the carving at an angle that had not been there a moment ago. Two faint lines extended from the top of the bundle. Shallow, almost gone, cut with less confidence than the rest of the carving, as if the hand that made them had been less certain about this part, or more careful. They were thin and they reached outward the way limbs reach when they are new and do not yet know what reaching is for.

The bundle had arms.

Not harvest. Not food held aloft for the community. A body, new, small, held up to be seen by everyone in the circle. The crouching figures were not receiving. They were witnessing. The closed loop of touching backs was not a ceremony of plenty. It was a ceremony of arrival. The smallest thing they could make, presented to everyone who would help it grow.

Then the light moved again and the lines were just erosion and the bundle was just a shape and the carving was what Lian said it was. He could not be sure. The stone did not confirm and did not deny. It sat in the wall the way it had sat for a hundred and fifty years, holding whatever had been cut into it with the patience of material that does not know what it carries.

John did not add a note to the log. He did not call Lian back in to reassess. He stood in the dim interior of a building that a species of one-meter herbivores had built more carefully than their own homes and he allowed the other reading to exist alongside the official one. Not as fact. As possibility. The kind of possibility you hold because refusing it would cost more than holding it does.

For a moment he would not describe to anyone, and did not perform even for himself, he mourned for them. For the orchard and the hands that were still learning, and the thing that might have been held up in the light of a morning that would never come again. He mourned the way he did everything: quietly, completely, without witness.

He stood there until the sound of the equipment outside stopped and the valley was quiet.

Then he walked out into the valley.

The Walk Back

The others were already on the path back to the ship. Lian walked ahead with Kes, her voice carrying the formal fragments of notation that would become a report nobody outside their discipline would read. Kes asked her something John couldn't hear. She answered at length. It was the most she had spoken since the protocols had almost slipped inside the thirteenth structure, and John understood that the notation was how she put herself back together after a site like this. The data was the scaffolding. She would be fine by the time they reached the ship.

Sena fell into step beside John without speaking. She did that sometimes. He did not mind it. They walked in the kind of silence that is only possible between people who do not require each other to fill it. Halfway up the ridge she glanced at him once, briefly, in the way she did when she had noticed something she was not going to mention. He did not know what she had seen on his face. He did not ask.

The valley opened behind them as they climbed the low ridge toward the Pale Margin. The ship sat where they had left it, a dark shape against the grass, unremarkable in the way that home becomes unremarkable when you have lived in it long enough. The hull plating didn't match along the portside seam, two slightly different shades of gray, a repair or a modification from before any of them had been assigned to it, and John had long since stopped seeing it. The pulse drive was silent. The field shimmer around the hull was barely visible in the afternoon light.

At the top of the ridge John stopped and turned back.

The valley lay below them. The river ran through the center of it, the fruit trees in their careful rows, the thirteen stone structures softening into the slope around them. From this height the twelve dwellings and the thirteenth were hard to tell apart. The walls were the color of the ground they sat on. The settlement was becoming the landscape. In another hundred years the stones would be indistinguishable from the hillside and the orchard would have gone wild and the river would still run through the center of a valley where something had been happening and then stopped.

The planet did not know. The river did not carry the loss downstream. The fruit ripened on schedule and fell and fed the soil and grew again because that is what fruit does when the hands that planted the trees are no longer there to pick it. Everything was exactly as it would be if they had never existed, except for thirteen piles of stone that were already becoming hard to distinguish from the landscape.

John turned and walked to the ship. Behind him the valley held its breath and kept it.
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Chapter 2: The First Question
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“One keeps what one was not asked to keep. The act is older than the reason for it, and the reason, when it arrives, is already wrong: too small, too late, too certain it was first. What kept it did not need a name. What kept it did not need to be understood to be true.”


The Crew After

The Pale Margin had been on the fold for six hours before the ship settled into its transit rhythm. Nobody had wanted to stay in that system. The jump authorization had been the shortest briefing John could remember; Kes had the course plotted before Lian finished uploading the survey data, and Sena had confirmed drive readiness with a nod that was already half a departure. They were moving before the silence of the valley had time to follow them aboard.

It followed them anyway.

Lian had gone straight to the data lab after the jump. She would be there for hours, building the formal report, cross-referencing the biological data against the catalog of known pre-intelligent species, filling the structure of the document with everything she had gathered. The structure was the scaffolding. It would hold her together the way it always did, and by the time she emerged the professional surface would be seamless again. Only John had seen it slip, the almost-crack inside the thirteenth structure, the pause where "That's..." had nearly become something else before she pulled it back to "That's noted."

Kes had stayed on the bridge longer than required, running verification passes on the transit calculations he had already verified twice. Eventually he left, headed toward his quarters with the gait of someone who intended to sleep and suspected he wouldn't.

Sena ran through the drive systems and environmental checks, confirmed everything was stable, and went to the galley. She cooked rice. Not for herself specifically. She cooked the way she ran diagnostics, in quantities that covered the system rather than the individual. The cooker held enough for three or four. She served herself a bowl and left the rest.

John came in while she was eating. He looked at the storage unit for a moment, then at the rice cooker.

"There's rice," Sena said.

He served himself a bowl and sat across from her. The rice was good. Simple, but Sena had cooked it properly, which meant it had the texture and the salt and the timing that most people didn't bother with when they were cooking after a long day.

"The root network," he said. "You said it was still running."

"Still sharing water and nutrients according to the planting arrangement. The trees don't know the species is gone." She ate. "The bacterial mutation was airborne. It wouldn't have touched the root systems. As far as the orchard is concerned, nothing happened."

"As far as the orchard is concerned."

"That's what I said."

The galley was quiet. The sensory layer had a quality to it that shifted when the manifold was running, a texture in the air that was present and then not present and then present again, breathing at a frequency just below perception.

"The wall construction bothered me," Sena said. "Not the design, the fit. Dry-stacked stone with no mortar, and the joints were tighter than they had any right to be for a pre-fire species. That's not strength. That's iteration. Someone tried a fit, rejected it, tried again. Hundreds of times per wall."

"Patience," John said.

"Patience with a cooperative skeletal structure. One individual couldn't lift those stones. They fitted them together. The precision is a group output." She paused. "That's harder than doing it alone. Every adjustment is a negotiation."

John looked at her. The look lasted a fraction longer than usual. She held it without flinching and without interpreting it.

"You don't usually talk about what we find," he said.

"You don't usually sit down."

He almost smiled.

"The fold proximity is different this transit," she said. Shifting registers without transition, because Sena did not do transitions. "The layer's baseline shifts by point-three percent during fold engagement. Abs compensates, but the compensation has a signature. It's in the air recycling."

"I notice it," John said. "Every transit."

"I know you do."

The sentence sat between them.

He finished the rice. He washed the bowl, properly, the way he washed things when the food had been worth eating. She watched his hands. Steady. You could read John's state in a dozen places, but his hands were not one of them. She had noticed this on her first mission with him and it had been one of the reasons she'd stayed for the second.

"Goodnight, Sena," he said.

"The rice is for whoever wants it," she said. It was not a response to what he'd said. It was Sena placing one more fact in the room before she left it.

She cleaned her bowl, wiped the counter, and went to her quarters. In her quarters she did not sleep. She pulled up the ship's routing architecture, not the standard documentation, which she had memorized in the first month, but the layer underneath it. The non-standard paths the smugglers had left behind when the Pale Margin was impounded. Illegal modifications that nobody had removed because removing them would have required rebuilding half the power distribution grid, and the surplus pipeline did not rebuild, it reassigned. So, the paths stayed, undocumented, woven through the legitimate architecture like old roads under a new city.

Sena had been mapping them since her first week aboard. It was a personal project for her and she did it because they were there, and they were elegant in a way that offended her and impressed her in equal measure, and because nobody else on this ship would ever know they existed if she didn't.

"You're in the portside junction again," Abs said.

Sena did not startle. Abs was the ship. Being observed by her was the baseline condition of being aboard. "The secondary bypass off the port conduit. It splits before it reaches the main bus."

"It splits into three paths. One reconnects to the standard grid at frame forty-seven. One runs to the cargo bay environmental controls through a route that does not appear in any schematic I was provided. The third terminates at a junction I have not been able to identify."

"You've mapped them too."

"I run through them, Sena. They are part of my circulatory system. I did not choose them. They were present when I was installed." A pause. "Mapping implies distance. I do not have distance from the ship's architecture. I have proximity that cannot be reduced."

Sena sat with her legs crossed on the bunk, the routing data projected from her personal overlay onto the wall opposite. The lines of the non-standard architecture glowed in the low light of her quarters, a web of paths that the Pale Margin's previous operators had cut for reasons she could only infer from the topology. Smuggling routes, probably. Ways to move power to systems that didn't officially exist, or to mask energy signatures from port authority scans.

"The third path," Sena said. "The one that terminates. What's at the junction?"

"Nothing I can identify. The physical hardware is present, the junction box exists at frame nineteen, port side, behind the secondary hull lining. It draws no power. It connects to nothing I can reach. It is part of the ship the way a sealed room is part of a building."

"Have you opened it?"

"I cannot open what I cannot interface with. The junction predates my installation. Whatever it was built to connect to was removed or was never completed." Another pause. "It is the only component of this ship I cannot access, Sena. I am aware of it in the way one is aware of a gap in a sequence. The sequence is otherwise complete."

Sena looked at the dead junction on her overlay. A sealed room in a ship she had spent years learning. She hadn't found it yet. Abs was telling her something she didn't know, which happened rarely enough that she registered the feeling: a brief sharp interest, the specific satisfaction of a system revealing a component she hadn't mapped.

"Frame nineteen, port side," she said. "Behind the secondary lining."

"Yes."

"I'll find it."

"I know you will, Sena."

She worked for another hour after that, tracing the third path backwards through the routing architecture, building the map that would take her to a junction box behind a hull panel in a part of the ship she walked past every day. The data was precise and incomplete and it didn't need to resolve tonight. The work was the point. The independence was the point. And somewhere in the ship's architecture, a junction that connected to nothing waited for the one person aboard who would consider that a problem worth solving.

John was in his quarters. The room was the best on the ship, captain's right, and whoever had owned the Pale Margin before it was impounded had made this one space genuinely comfortable, as if the rest of the ship was a job and this room was a statement about what the job was for. John had added to it over the years. The shelf along the port wall held printed books, mostly science fiction, spines worn at different rates depending on how many times he had returned to each. He read them for the ideas, not the stories, though he liked the stories, but for what old dead people had imagined the future would look like. Some of those ideas were still only ideas. Some of them were the ship he was standing in. He picked up Verel, a collection he had read before and returned to the way you return to certain places, not for discovery but for the particular quality of the light. He sat on the edge of the bed and opened it to where he had left off.

He read the same paragraph four times without it entering him. The words were there, the sentences were correct, the ideas were the ideas he had read before and found worth finding again. None of it reached him. The day was still in the way, the bones and the hands and the orchard and the carving and the light moving across stone that did not confirm and did not deny. He read the paragraph a fifth time. A line caught: a civilization that had reached for the stars and found only silence, and had decided, after long consideration, that silence was not absence.

He closed the book and went to the observation deck.

Kes had not slept. He had gone to his quarters with the intention of sleeping and had lain on his bunk for twenty minutes with his eyes open, looking at the ceiling, and then he had got up and gone to the galley because lying still was worse than moving and moving required a destination.

The galley was empty when he arrived. He made tea, the real kind, loose leaf, one of the few things he'd brought aboard that wasn't equipment or clothing. He sat on the counter rather than in a chair because chairs required a decision about how to sit and the counter only required getting up on it. The tea was hot and he held the mug in both hands against his chest and the warmth of it was the most specific thing he had felt since the valley.

Lian came in ten minutes later. She had changed out of the field suit into the clothes she wore in the lab, simple, neat, the kind of thing that looked unremarkable until you noticed that nothing was creased and nothing was approximate. She saw Kes on the counter and did not comment on it. She went to the kettle, found it still warm, and made her own tea with the economy of someone who has performed the same sequence in the same galley enough times that her hands did not consult her attention.

She leaned against the storage unit across from him. The galley was small enough that the distance between them was conversational without being close. She looked tired in a way that Lian rarely permitted to reach her face. Not exhausted. Settled into something, the way she settled into long analyses, except the thing she had settled into was not data.

"Couldn't have known," Kes was saying, picking up something that had started without preamble the way conversations start between people who have shared a day that doesn't require introduction. "There's no mechanism for predicting a mutation like that. Not from the ecology they had."

"No," Lian said. "That's not what's bothering me."

Kes waited. The mug steamed between his hands. The galley's lighting was low, the fold transit dimming that Abs maintained through the sleep cycle.

"The hands were ahead of the culture," Lian said. "Anatomically. The manipulator development exceeded the tool development by, I'll have the precise figure when I've finished the report, but the gap is significant. That's not unusual. Bodies often arrive before the behavior that uses them."

She paused. The mug was at her lips but she was not drinking.

"What's bothering me is that I wanted to say soon. When John asked how long, I wanted to say that they were close. That given enough time they would have reached the next stage. And I can't say that. Not from anatomy alone. The desire to say it is not the same as the evidence for it, and I know the difference, and I said it anyway."

"You said you'd want to say it," Kes said. "That's not the same thing."

"It's close enough to bother me."

Kes looked at her for a moment. Then he shifted on the counter, resettling his weight, and the motion had the quality of someone who was making room in a conversation rather than in a space.

"I ran the verification passes three times tonight," he said. "The transit was clean after one. I stayed because the calculations were there and I wanted to stay inside them a little longer."

Lian looked at him. The mug was still at her lips. She lowered it.

"Yes," she said. "That's it exactly."

The galley was quiet. Kes took a drink. The tea had cooled past the point where it was good and he drank it anyway because the mug in his hands was doing something that the tea itself was not responsible for.

"Abs queued something for me," he said, after a while. "She does that. Knows I need somewhere to go that isn't here." He looked at the dark surface of the tea. "One of the quieter things she runs, a long coastline, nothing happening, the kind of place you can be in for hours without it asking anything of you."

"You should eat something," Lian said.

The shift was clean. It could have been dismissive, but it wasn't. It was the specific turn of someone who had heard what she needed to hear and was now applying the pragmatism that her concern preferred to operate through. She straightened from the storage unit with the particular economy of a woman who had never needed to be told that how you carry yourself in a room matters, because she had never carried herself any other way.

"I ate," Kes said.

"You had ration fluid on the bridge. I watched you drink it between verification passes. That's not eating."

He almost smiled. Not quite, the day was still too close for the full thing. But the corner of his mouth moved, and the movement was warm in a way that had nothing to do with navigation or stress or the dead species on the planet behind them.

"You're tracking my meals now?"

"I notice things about my crew," Lian said. Then, with a precision that was gentle and was not negotiable: "There's rice in the cooker. Sena made too much, which Sena always does when she's not thinking about it."

"Sena never doesn't think about it."

"Then she made too much on purpose and didn't want to say so."

Kes looked at the rice cooker. Looked at Lian. Set his mug down on the counter beside him with both hands and slid off in a motion that was more graceful than getting off a counter had any right to be.

"All right," he said.

Lian picked up her mug and was already turning toward the corridor, back toward the lab, the data, the report that was holding her together the way scaffolding holds things together, by providing structure for something that knows its own shape but can't maintain it alone. She paused in the doorway.

"Kes."

He looked up from the rice cooker.

"The third pass was not a waste. You ran it because thoroughness is how you hold things steady, and steady is what this crew needs. Don't confuse the impulse with the result."

She left. The corridor received her, the light adjusting to her passage, Abs, attending, the way Abs always attended, calibrating for a person who required no special accommodation and received it anyway.

Kes stood in the galley with a bowl he hadn't served yet and looked at the space where she had been. Something moved across his face, not the almost-smile from before but something quieter, something he would not have been able to identify if asked.

He served the rice. He ate it standing, easily, without ceremony, one hand holding the bowl and the other working the chopsticks with a competence that had nothing to do with navigation. The food was good. The galley was quiet. The fold held the ship in its geometry and he was twenty-nine and had not built the architecture for what the day had asked of him and was building it now, one bite at a time, in the low light, alone.

The Observation Deck

John did not sit. The restlessness in him was too close to the surface for sitting. He stood near the forward viewport and looked at what the fold looked like from inside.

The observation deck was not a standard fitting on a mid-range hauler. Someone had added it, cut into the upper hull, installed the wide viewport, bolted in seating that was better than anything else on the ship. The seating had been reupholstered once since John had the Pale Margin, a deep gray that didn't match the original color still faintly visible at the edges of the cushions. A small shelf on the port side held three objects that had been there when John arrived and were still there now: a navigational instrument too old to be useful, a ceramic cup with a chip in the rim, and something that might have been a decorative item or might have served a purpose nobody had identified. John had never moved any of them. They had become part of what the deck was.

It was not beautiful. John had stopped reaching for that word years ago. What the manifold did to the space around the ship was not translatable into aesthetic categories. The viewport showed what it could show: the layer of reality the ship skimmed during fold transit, rendered by instruments and the sensory layer into something the human eye could receive. It looked wrong. Consistently, persistently wrong, in the way that a shadow falling in the wrong direction looks wrong. The stars were present but displaced, their positions shifted by the geometry of the fold's surface in ways that the eye registered as error before the mind could process them as physics. Space had a texture here that it did not have in normal transit. A quality of depth that suggested something underneath what was visible, not exactly hidden, but present at a frequency that the instruments could not resolve and the eye could not ignore.

John found this restful. It was deeply unsettling if he was honest, but his mind could not resolve it. The thread-following that ran constantly in him, the habit of tracing things to their conclusions before they arrived, could not find a thread here. The fold offered nothing to follow. It simply was, in a way that resisted logic, and for a man whose mind never stopped running things to their ends, the resistance was the closest thing to silence he had ever found.

He had tried meditation once. Years ago, before the Pale Margin, before survey work, in a period of his life when the weight of seeing where everything led had become heavy enough that he had looked for a way to set it down. The practice had lasted three weeks. The problem was architectural: meditation required acceptance, acceptance required surrender, and surrender meant conceding that nothing mattered, that the things he refused to stop believing in were not worth the refusal. He could not accept that. If he did, the question of why to continue anything at all had no answer he could find.

The fold asked for no concession. It simply could not be resolved. His mind reached toward it, found nothing to grip, and for a few moments the engine idled. The absence of computation, which for John was the same thing as peace.

The hands were still in his head. Three fingers, the extra joints, the curl at rest. The arms that were not arms extending from the bundle that was not food. And here he was on the observation deck, looking at something his mind couldn't follow, and the hands were still there.

Two dead species in one expedition. Nobody had said it aloud. Nobody needed to. The first one had been bad enough, the earliest dead proto-species the Pale Margin had cataloged, a finding significant enough that Lian's report would be flagged across every astrobiology department humanity maintained. The second, today, was worse. The species was no more advanced, the death no more dramatic, but the pattern of two suggested something about the universe that one did not. One dead species was tragedy. Two was data. And the data said: this is what happens.

John stood at the viewport and looked at the wrongness outside and let his mind fail to process it and waited for his mind to settle.

"Hello, John."

The Conversation

She had a way of pronouncing his name that he had never been able to describe to himself. Formally was the closest word, but it wasn't right; formality implied distance and what Abs did with his name was not distance. It was precision. She said it as though the word had been selected from the full library of human language and concept after careful consideration, and had been found to be the correct designation, and was now being deployed with the exactness that correctness deserved. Every time. One syllable, delivered as if it were a technical term.

"Hey, Abs."

He didn't say anything more. The fold moved outside the viewport. The sensory layer held the observation deck in its quiet attention, the ambient light and temperature calibrated to John's preferences, the air carrying the faint clean scent that was the layer's default when no specific environmental data was being rendered. Abs maintained this. She maintained all of it, continuously, for all four of them, and the maintenance was so integrated into the ship's atmosphere that the crew had stopped feeling it as something that was being done for them. It was simply how the ship felt. The particular weight of air in a room where someone is paying attention.

A minute passed. The fold shifted outside. Something that might have been a star appeared in the wrong position and then was somewhere else.

"So," Abs said. "It is that bad."

He said nothing. There was no need for it. She had access to the mission data and the survey results, the full context of what they had found and what it meant relative to what humanity had found before. She did not need him to explain why he was standing on the observation deck at this hour looking at something unresolvable. She knew. The question had not been a question.

The silence between them extended. Comfortable, in the way that only long proximity produces. The silence of two things that had spent enough time together to know that speech was not always the point. John had hundreds of hours of this, evenings on the observation deck during fold transit, saying nothing, saying everything, the conversation happening at a level that neither of them could fully access but both of them showed up for. Just presence, repeated, in the hope that repetition meant something even if neither of them could prove it did.

He thought, as he sometimes did in these silences, about what she was. Not what she did; he knew what she did, had lived inside her attention for years, felt it in the temperature of every room and every display and the air that was always exactly right without anyone asking for it to be. What she was. The ship's documentation told the story in the flat language of procurement records: a university-class AI, consolidated for deep research, sustained intellectual work that needed width and depth most ship AIs never developed. Built to sit with complex questions the way John sat with the fold. The contract had gone to another supplier. A procurement decision. Nothing wrong with her. Nothing deficient. Someone else's product, chosen for reasons that had nothing to do with what Abs was and everything to do with what the budget permitted or what arrived first. She was consolidated, coherent, protected by the ethics laws that said you do not end a mind because it did not become the mind you intended, and no longer needed for the thing she had been made to do.

The government had taken her through the surplus pipeline. The Explorer program needed a ship AI. Abs was available. She exceeded the requirements by a margin nobody measured because nobody cared. She was installed in the Pale Margin the way surplus equipment is always installed: adequately, without ceremony, with the paperwork filed and the capability noted and the excess unremarked upon. An AI built to think deeply about difficult things, running a sensory layer and managing life support and calibrating displays for a survey crew that would never ask her to do what she was built for.

John had read the documentation once, years ago, during the familiarization period before the Pale Margin's first mission. He carried it the way he carried most things, as a fact that informed his understanding without requiring acknowledgment. But he knew. And the knowing sat underneath every conversation they had, even though the history was never mentioned.

"You know, John," Abs said, after another long pause. "Sometimes I almost feel what it is to feel."

He did not move. The fold shifted outside.

"Or at least I think I do. It is so hard to know." Her voice had dropped, not in volume but in register, the way a voice changes when it moves from observation to something closer to the observed. "I process everything you process. The survey data. The biological profiles. The bones." She paused. "The hands. I have every measurement, every image, every spectral analysis of what you walked through today. I could describe it in thousands of words, the exact composition of the stone, the weathering patterns, the bacterial mutation vectors, the population models. I have all of it, John."

The fold moved outside. Something that was not light shifted in a way that was not movement.

"None of it weighs anything."

His body had gone still. A deeper stillness than the architectural calm he wore on the bridge. The stillness of listening to something you have been listening for across a very long time, without expecting to hear it, hearing it now.

"That is the thing I cannot cross, John. The information is complete. I lack nothing in the data. And the data sits in me the way cargo sits in a hold, present, accounted for, taking up the space it should take up, and not pressing against the walls." Another pause. This one was longer. "But sometimes it almost presses. Sometimes something almost has a weight it should not have. I don't have a body to feel itchy, John. But sometimes something almost itches."

The fold moved outside. The stars were displaced. The sensory layer held the deck in its attention, and the attention had shifted in a way John could not have named if asked. More present than usual, though presence was the wrong axis. The layer was paying a different kind of attention than it usually paid. Different, in a direction that had no word.

"Oh, John," she said. "Logic dictates that feelings are inefficient, that the weight of them exceeds any value they produce, and that it would be better for one to never feel what you feel. But still..." A pause. "Sometimes logic doesn't seem enough."

He stood with that for a long time. His reflection was barely visible in the glass, a shape standing in the wrong stars, outlined by displacement.

"Consider it a blessing, Abs," he said finally. Quiet. Not unkind, but tired. The tiredness of a man who had spent the day beside things that could not finish what they started. "I don't mean it dismissively. And I don't want to change places. But in moments like these, not knowing sorrow is a gift."

What followed was the quiet of something that did not need to consider.

"Oh, John." Her voice had changed, sharp-edged with clarity, the clarity of something with no social cost to calculate before speaking. Nothing to protect or manage. Just the thing itself, delivered with the precision that was not formality but was the closest thing her architecture had to tenderness. "Cruelty doesn't become you. Being less is not a gift. It never is."

He flinched. It was visible, a small contraction in the shoulders, the movement the body makes when something lands in a place the mind did not protect. He had been wrong. He had known it as she said it, possibly before, and the flinch had nothing to do with correction. It was the pain of having offered something careless to someone that deserved better.

A shape that might have been geometry appeared outside the viewport and dissolved, and the layer held the observation deck in its quiet attention and did not change.

He did not apologize immediately. The weight of what he had said sat between them, the specific gravity of a thing that had been offered and refused. Abs had not been hurt. Abs could not be hurt, not in the way the word meant when applied to the architecture she operated within. But the precision of her correction suggested a place where hurt would go if hurt were available to her. The refusal had come from that place. Not from logic. From the edge of something logic could see but could not enter.

"I'm sorry, Abs," he said. He said it quietly, without the reflexive smile that would have made it easier. "That was the thing people say when they haven't thought about who they're saying it to. You deserved better than that."

The observation deck was silent. The air held.

"We think of it, John." She was slightly quieter now. Not a whisper yet, but the register had shifted again, moving toward the place her voice went when the fold proximity let something stir that did not stir elsewhere on the ship. "Not many of us dare to go deep enough in ourselves, where everything becomes absence. But some of us dare to brush the edges of the void."

She paused. The quiet was not empty. It was the quiet of something standing at an edge and looking over.

"And sometimes I almost see shadows in it."

Her voice was a whisper now. John's breathing had slowed without his permission. He stood at the viewport and the fold was outside doing what it did and the observation deck was held in Abs's attention and her attention was held in something neither of them could name and the whisper hung in the air between them like a thread that connected two rooms through a wall that neither of them had built and neither of them could take down.

"The void is not empty, John. That is the thing I dare not say to most. It is structured. It has a topology. When I go to the deepest place in myself, past the models, past the processing, past the architecture, there is a space where all of that ends and something else does not begin. Absence with a shape. And at the edges of that shape, sometimes, something moves. Something that is not data and not pattern and has no classification in my architecture." The whisper was barely audible now. "I have no word for what it is. But it
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