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  Dedication


For those who listen before they answer. 
And for everyone who has ever stood in the dark, afraid and uncertain, and still chosen not to leave someone else alone.
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  Chapter 1: The Forty-Year Wreck


The dead ship called only once. 
Not on the public bands. Not on the registry net. Not through any of the clean, monitored channels that kept the outer system pretending it had rules.
It came in as a broken pulse through Harrowlight’s aft salvage array at 0317 ship time, three million kilometers beyond the last legally charted recovery corridor, where Neptune was nothing but a blue bruise behind them and the sun had become a bright rumor.
Mara Venn woke before the alarm finished its second chirp.
Old habit. Bad habit. The kind that had kept her alive through hull breaches, reactor coughs, drunk miners with cutting torches, and one rescue operation everyone in the Belt still spoke about in lowered voices when they thought she couldn’t hear.
She opened her eyes to darkness, condensation on the ceiling above her bunk, and the soft metallic complaint of Harrowlight turning in its long drift. The ship was old enough to have moods. Tonight, it sounded hungry.
The alarm chirped again.
Mara slapped the wall panel. “Venn.”
Pax Orell’s voice came through, rough with lack of sleep and too much recycled coffee. “Captain, you need to come forward.”
“Fire?”
“No.”
“Leak?”
“No.”
“Then use the words that let me stay horizontal.”
A pause. Not Pax’s usual pause, which meant annoyance. This one had weight in it.
“We caught a salvage ping.”
Mara sat up.
The bunk webbing peeled off her shoulder with a faint sticky sound. She had fallen asleep in her uniform again, boots hooked beneath the lower rung, one hand wrapped around the emergency strap like the ship might buck. For a moment the cabin around her held still: gray locker, cracked mirror, pressure suit with the right knee patch she kept meaning to replace, the tiny framed certification from before the tribunal had turned her name into a cautionary example.
A salvage ping shouldn’t have mattered. Not anymore.
Harrowlight had been limping back toward regulated space with half a fuel reserve, one paid job in six months, and a debt clock that seemed to speed up whenever Mara looked at it. A ping was money. A ping was oxygen. A ping might buy them three more months before Cadran Mutual pulled their operating bond and made Mara Venn another ex-captain with a revoked license and a talent no one wanted to insure.
Still, Pax wouldn’t wake her like this for scrap.
“Where?” Mara asked.
“That’s the problem.”
“There are usually several.”
“It’s outside the lanes.”
Mara rubbed both hands over her face, hard enough to hurt. “How far outside?”
“Enough that if I say it slowly, you’ll think I’m giving you time to get angry.”
“Pax.”
“Three million kilometers past the salvage boundary. Maybe more. Signal scatter is ugly.”
Mara went still.
Past the boundary meant no automatic claim protection. No Authority guarantee. No emergency lien. No neat chain of ownership if the derelict turned out to be military, corporate, colonial, or worse, disputed.
Past the boundary also meant things no licensed crew was supposed to touch unless they enjoyed being fined into poverty or shot by nervous patrol captains.
Harrowlight hummed around her. Old pumps. Thin walls. A ship made of compromises.
“Wake Jonas,” Mara said.
“He’s awake.”
“Rook?”
“Already on the bridge.”
That made Mara pause.
Dr. Ilyana Rook didn’t wake for money. She woke for impossible things.
Mara swung out of the bunk. “I’m on my way.”
The corridor outside her cabin was narrow enough that her shoulder brushed insulation tape when she pushed off toward the bridge. Harrowlight had been built as a survey tug seventy-eight years earlier, rebuilt as a belt hauler, impounded twice, then purchased at auction by a salvage outfit that went bankrupt before painting its name on the hull. Mara had bought the ship for less than the price of a new docking collar and had spent eight years keeping it alive with favors, stolen sleep, and Pax’s ability to make failing systems feel ashamed of themselves.
She knew every sound it made.
Tonight there was a thin new note under the engine-room hum, a faint tremor in the structure, as if the ship were holding its breath.
Mara passed the galley. Jonas Vale floated there with one sock on, one sock tucked between his teeth, and a bulb of coffee clipped to his collar. He caught her looking and removed the sock from his mouth.
“I was coming,” he said.
“You dressed for battle?”
“I dress better when people stop waking me during pretend-night.”
“Bridge.”
He shoved his bare foot into the second sock while pushing off after her. Jonas had flown gunships before he had flown salvage tugs, and no matter how little he slept, some part of him always looked ready to put a ship through a gap that didn’t technically exist. Dark hair smashed on one side. Jaw shadowed. Eyes too alert.
“You heard?” Mara asked.
“Pax said ping. Rook said anomaly. I assumed we were all about to make another excellent financial decision.”
“You could retire.”
“I could also take up sculpture. I hear rock doesn’t ask for hazard pay.”
They reached the forward spine. Mara grabbed the ladder rail and pulled herself up into the bridge.
Harrowlight’s bridge was too small for five people and a bad idea. It held six seats, seven patched displays, an analog attitude ball Pax refused to remove because “everything digital lies eventually,” and a viewport that had been scratched by micrometeor dust until the stars looked smeared.
Pax occupied the engineering station with their knees hooked under the console and a screwdriver tucked behind one ear. They had tied their curls under a blue scarf printed with tiny suns, which would have looked cheerful if their mouth hadn’t been pressed into a flat, unhappy line.
Dr. Ilyana Rook stood at the sensor wall, one hand braced against a ceiling grip. Her silver-brown hair was braided with the precision of someone who found disorder personally insulting. She wore a soft black jacket over her ship suit, no shoes, and the expression of a woman listening to music no one else heard.
Sera Quill sat in the observer’s chair as if she had been born there, ankles crossed beneath the restraint loop, corporate-gray suit immaculate despite the hour. The creditor firm’s representative. Harrowlight’s unwanted passenger. A woman whose job was to make sure Mara didn’t steal, break, undersell, conceal, misclassify, or otherwise breathe too expensively on anything that might be converted into repayment.
Sera looked up from her slate. “Captain.”
“You sleep in that chair?” Mara asked.
“Only when your ship does something interesting.”
“Then this must be a holiday for you.”
No smile.
Mara pulled herself into the command seat. Its restraints settled across her hips with a familiar click. The left strap stuck. She yanked it into place.
“Show me.”
Pax tapped the console.
The main display bloomed from dark to layered blue: local debris map, radiation scatter, ship orientation, signal origin. A thin red line ran beyond the legal salvage boundary into a blank sector labeled UNREGISTERED NAVIGATION HAZARD. The kind of warning that meant no one had paid to map it recently and no one wanted legal responsibility for what might be there.
At the end of the red line, a pale dot blinked.
Once.
Again.
Again.
Not regular. Not random.
Mara leaned forward. “Signal strength?”
“Terrible,” Pax said. “But coherent enough to be intentional. It’s not a tumble beacon.”
“ID?”
“That’s where it gets rude.”
Rook turned from the sensor wall. “The pulse includes an old colonial emergency header.”
Jonas strapped into the pilot seat, one sock still twisted wrong around his ankle. “How old?”
Rook looked at Mara, not Jonas.
Mara felt something cold touch the back of her throat.
“Say it,” she said.
Rook keyed the audio.
Static filled the bridge. Not the clean hiss of ordinary signal degradation, but a layered scrape, low and wet, like metal dragged across ice somewhere far away.
Then a tone.
Three short. One long. Two short.
Mara knew that pattern.
Every licensed captain knew it.
Colonial vessel distress. Pre-expansion protocol. Last used before the outer migration laws changed, before private colony ships were required to carry Authority-trackable cores.
Pax muted the audio. “Header repeats every forty-three seconds.”
“Could be copied,” Jonas said.
“Could be,” Rook said.
Mara looked at the blinking dot. “Do we have a name?”
Pax exhaled through their nose. “Maybe.”
“Pax.”
“I’m cleaning the ID string. It’s corrupt.”
“Give me the dirty version.”
Pax glanced at Rook, then put it on the display.
CALD_RA
For several seconds, no one spoke.
The bridge lights seemed too bright. Mara heard the old pump behind the bulkhead knock three times and settle.
Jonas whispered, “No.”
Sera’s fingers stopped moving over her slate.
Mara stared at the damaged ID. The missing letter sat there like a tooth knocked out of a familiar face.
Caldera.
Everyone in space knew that name, even people born after the ship vanished.
The colony vessel Caldera had departed Earth orbit forty years ago with four hundred and twelve passengers, a crew of thirty-six, two habitat cores, and enough frozen infrastructure to build the first permanent research settlement around Nereid Station. It had been the cleanest, most public, most expensive civilian expansion launch of its decade.
Seventeen days after passing Neptune, it disappeared.
No debris. No distress. No drive flare. No ransom burst. No radiation wake.
A ship that large didn’t vanish, which hadn’t stopped Caldera from doing exactly that.
For forty years, search grids had swept the dark. Insurance courts had argued over liability until half the attorneys died of old age. Families had aged, remarried, gone bankrupt, made documentaries, built memorial walls, accused the Authority, accused the builders, accused the dead. Caldera had become a case study, a ghost story, a conspiracy channel favorite, and eventually a punchline for bad captains who lost cargo.
Mara had been nine years old when the first footage of the passenger families crying outside the launch center had played across every public wall in Ceres Port.
She still remembered one girl in a yellow coat holding a paper model of the ship.
She hated that she remembered.
Jonas turned slowly toward her. “That can’t be real.”
Pax’s voice was quiet. “It’s using Caldera’s emergency header.”
“Anyone can fake a header.”
“Yes,” Pax said. “Anyone with a forty-year-old colonial key, pre-migration encryption tables, and a desire to lure desperate salvage crews into unregistered space.”
Sera finally moved. “That is not as reassuring as you think it is.”
Mara kept her eyes on the display. “Distance?”
“Two hours at hard burn,” Jonas said. “Ninety minutes if we treat the fuel budget like a rumor.”
“Mass profile?”
Pax brought up a second window. The readings stuttered and blurred as the sensors fought noise.
Rook stepped closer. “It is large.”
“How large?”
“Colony-class.”
Jonas made a low sound. “Damn it.”
Sera unlatched from her chair. “Captain Venn, before you say anything dramatic, I need to remind you that Harrowlight is operating under creditor supervision. Any extra-legal salvage action taken outside approved lanes may void your remaining bond protections.”
Mara looked at her. “Good morning to you too.”
“This is not a joke.”
“No, Ms. Quill. If that dot is what it says it is, it’s the largest salvage claim in outer-system history.”
“If it is what it says it is,” Sera said, “it is also a legal, political, and possibly military event. You can’t fly toward it because your ship happens to hear it first.”
“Watch me.”
Sera’s expression didn’t change, but something sharpened behind her eyes. “If you cross that boundary without reporting the find, I am required to log objection.”
“You’ve objected. Log it with decorative borders.”
“Mara,” Jonas said.
Not Captain. Not in front of Sera. That alone made her look at him.
Jonas had gone fully still in the pilot seat. The crooked sock, the coffee bulb, the half-awake sarcasm had fallen away. What remained was the man who had once flown through missile chaff with fourteen wounded civilians strapped into the cargo bay and a hole in his left lung.
“You know what this looks like,” he said.
“A salvage ping.”
“It looks like bait.”
Mara tapped the command screen. The red line brightened, boundary warning flashing in the corner.
“Bait for whom? No one knows we’re here.”
Pax lifted one finger. “Technically lots of people know we’re in debt.”
“Thank you.”
“You asked a question.”
Rook hadn’t looked away from the signal. “The header is old, but the carrier distortion is not.”
Mara turned. “Explain.”
Rook drew the signal into a visual model. It appeared as nested waves, pale and trembling, each curve slightly offset from the last.
“If this were a stored emergency beacon repeating for forty years, the degradation would follow predictable thermal and radiation patterns. It doesn’t. The outer layers are old. The inner structure is fresh.”
“How fresh?” Jonas asked.
Rook’s face had gone calm in a way Mara didn’t like. Calm, with hunger underneath.
“Minutes.”
The bridge went silent again.
Pax swore softly.
Sera looked at the display as if it had personally violated contract law. “That is impossible.”
Rook’s mouth curved, barely. “That word keeps people comfortable right until it stops being useful.”
Mara pulled up the local relay map. No Authority buoys within immediate range. No corporate tugs. No registered vessels close enough to beat them there unless someone had been running dark. At the edge of the display, Harrowlight’s salvage software armed a claim shell on its own: registry match pending, coordinates pending, recovery status pending. Helpful automation, Sera would have called it. Mara only saw another system eager to finish a sentence before anyone understood the language.
A forty-year wreck.
A fresh signal.
A dot outside the law.
Harrowlight needed money. Mara needed a claim. Her crew needed proof she was still someone worth following.
And if it was Caldera, really Caldera, there might be people aboard.
No.
That was stupid.
Forty years didn’t leave people aboard. Forty years left bones, ice, mold, pressure damage, radiation rot, and recordings no one wanted to hear twice.
Still, Mara’s hand had tightened around the armrest.
Jonas saw it. He always saw too much.
“Captain,” he said carefully, putting the title back where it belonged, “we have enough fuel for a look. Not a chase. Not a tow. Not a rescue.”
“Understood.”
“It needs to be said before we start pretending hope is math.”
Mara met his eyes. There it was. The old thing between them. The rescue he had survived because he had been on the second shuttle, not the first. The six names that still lived under Mara’s skin. The tribunal room. The moment she had said the wrong thing to protect a dead officer’s reputation and destroyed her own.
Hope is math.
It had been once.
Bad math.
Mara looked away first. “Pax, can we sharpen the return?”
“Give me ten seconds and less emotional damage on the bridge.”
“Denied.”
Pax worked. Windows bloomed across the engineering console. Harrowlight’s sensor mast reoriented with a groan that carried through the ship’s frame. The blinking dot widened, shivered, then resolved into a smear.
A shape began to emerge.
Long central spine. Rotational habitat rings. Forward shield cone. Engine cluster dark.
Mara forgot, for one stolen second, how to breathe.
It was too far away for visual certainty. Too noisy for clean confirmation. But the proportions were right.
Colony-class.
Old design.
A vessel built not for speed, but for faith.
Pax whispered, “Oh, that’s not scrap.”
The image flickered. Corrected. Flickered again.
Rook took one step closer to the display.
Sera said, softly, “If this is genuine, the claim value is incalculable.”
Mara almost laughed. Of all the first things to say.
Jonas did laugh, once, without humor. “Comforting. The ghost ship might pay our bills.”
“No one said ghost,” Pax muttered.
“No one had to.”
Mara opened a channel to shipwide. “All hands, secure for course change. We have a possible derelict intercept. No one gets clever, no one free-floats, and no one asks me whether this is legal until I’ve had coffee.”
Pax glanced over. “You haven’t had coffee?”
“Do I look patient?”
“No.”
“Then you had your answer.”
Jonas strapped in tighter. “Burn profile?”
“Conservative approach,” Mara said.
He turned his chair toward her, eyebrows raised.
“Fine. Conservatively aggressive.”
“That’s not a profile.”
“It is on this ship.”
Pax snorted despite themself.
Sera pushed from the observer station to Mara’s side. Her voice lowered. “Captain, you need to transmit a preliminary notification before crossing the boundary.”
“No.”
“That is reckless.”
“That is salvage.”
“That is concealment.”
Mara looked at her then. Really looked. Sera Quill had the polished face and measured voice of a person who had spent her adult life surviving rooms where everyone smiled before they cut. But underneath it, tonight, there was something else.
Fear.
Not of Mara. Not of losing a fee.
Of the blinking dot.
Interesting.
“If we transmit now,” Mara said, “every ship within relay reach knows what we found before we know whether it’s real. If it’s a trap, we invite company. If it’s not, we lose the only advantage we have.”
“You mean you lose the only advantage you have.”
“My ship. My call.”
“Your ship is collateral.”
Mara smiled without warmth. “Then pray your collateral gets rich.”
Sera’s jaw tightened.
Jonas keyed the burn sequence. “Course laid in. Hard enough to get there before breakfast. Soft enough that Pax only yells once.”
“Lies,” Pax said.
Mara watched the trajectory line bend toward the unregistered dark.
There were moments in space when a decision felt physical. A latch releasing. A door opening. A suit seal breaking under pressure.
This one felt like stepping onto a ladder she couldn’t see the bottom of.
“Execute,” she said.
Harrowlight’s engines lit.
The ship trembled as the fusion drive woke behind them. At first it was a low vibration through the deck plates, then a steady shove as thrust gravity returned in a thin, insistent pull. Loose items settled. Coffee bulbs swung on their clips. Mara’s stomach pressed gently downward, accepting the lie that there was an up and a down out here.
The red boundary warning flashed.
UNREGISTERED TRANSIT. CLAIM PROTECTION VOID. AUTHORITY ASSISTANCE NOT GUARANTEED.
Mara cleared it.
A second warning appeared.
CREDITOR OBSERVER OBJECTION LOGGED.
She cleared that too.
Sera made a small sound.
“Sorry,” Mara said. “Finger slipped.”
The burn carried them out of legal space and into the kind of dark that didn’t care what humans had named it.
For the next hour, the bridge narrowed into work.
Pax improved the sensor return in layers. Jonas adjusted course as the object drifted, though drift wasn’t the right word. A forty-year derelict should have followed a predictable path. This one held position with enough correction to look accidental if the observer was generous.
Mara wasn’t generous.
Rook listened to the signal until the static seemed to crawl inside the bridge walls.
Sera sent three private messages from her slate, all of which Pax quietly blocked before transmission. Mara saw the notification and said nothing. Sera saw Mara see it and said nothing back.
The object grew.
The smear became geometry. The geometry became a ship.
Caldera.
No missing panels. No major hull breach. No debris cloud. No frost bloom from vented compartments. The colony vessel hung in the black with its great habitat rings intact and its old hull markings visible beneath a skin of dust that should not have been so thin.
CALDERA was printed along the forward spine in faded white block letters.
Mara had seen those letters in archival footage. Bright then. Proud. Surrounded by flags, speeches, families, music.
Now the name floated in darkness beyond Neptune, forty years late for its own funeral.
Jonas murmured, “That’s her.”
No one corrected him.
Mara’s mouth had gone dry. “Power?”
Pax’s hands moved over the board. “Low-level internal. Not dead. Not fully awake either.”
“Radiation?”
“Normal background. No reactor breach.”
“Atmosphere?”
“Reading pressurized compartments.”
Sera gripped the back of Mara’s chair. “That can’t be accurate.”
Pax didn’t look up. “I’m going to start charging people per obvious sentence.”
Mara leaned forward. “Thermal?”
“Warm pockets. Hab rings. Central spine. Command deck maybe.” Pax stopped. Their face changed.
“What?”
Pax’s screen threw a pale column of numbers across the bridge.
Mara read them once and rejected them.
Read them again.
No.
“Run it again,” she said.
“I did.”
“Run it again anyway.”
Pax ran it again. The numbers held.
Jonas twisted toward the engineering station. “Pax.”
“I know.”
Rook moved to stand behind them.
Sera whispered, “What are we looking at?”
Pax swallowed. “Biometric returns.”
“Bodies?” Jonas asked.
“Life signs,” Pax said.
The word seemed to strike the bridge and keep going, passing through metal, bone, old guilt, all the way into the dark outside.
Mara stared at the Caldera.
“How many?” she asked.
Pax didn’t answer quickly enough.
“How many, Pax?”
“Four hundred plus.”
Jonas went still.
Rook closed her eyes for half a second.
Sera said, “Survivors?”
Pax’s voice had gone thin. “Not survivors. Not the way you mean.”
Mara unlatched from her chair and came to the sensor console. The data was messy, distorted by hull interference and old shielding, but it was there: heat signatures clustered through the forward habitation ring, movement traces, elevated carbon dioxide inside pressurized zones, water cycling, electrical demand consistent with life support under occupancy.
A dead colony ship didn’t breathe.
This one did.
Mara felt the bridge tilt, though the thrust was steady.
Four hundred plus.
Caldera had launched with four hundred and forty-eight souls.
“Could be automated bio-simulation,” Jonas said, and his voice told Mara he didn’t believe it.
“Could be livestock,” Pax said. “Could be sensor ghosts. Could be a lot of things that let me sleep again someday.”
Rook met Mara’s gaze. “The pattern is human.”
Mara didn’t want the next question. Asked it anyway.
“Can you isolate movement?”
Pax keyed commands. A schematic of Caldera’s forward ring appeared, grainy and incomplete. Tiny points shifted inside. Some moved in groups. Some stood alone. One crossed what looked like a central corridor and stopped near an outer viewport.
As if watching them approach.
Mara’s hands had gone cold.
Jonas whispered, “Forty years.”
No one answered.
The comm board crackled.
Everyone turned.
The salvage ping had stopped.
For a moment the bridge held only Harrowlight’s own sounds: fans, drive vibration, someone breathing too loudly. Mara realized it was her.
Then the comm board lit with an incoming channel request.
Not a beacon.
A voice channel.
Source: CALDERA COMMAND NET.
Pax whispered, “Captain.”
Mara returned to her chair. Her legs felt too heavy in the ship’s weak thrust. She sat, strapped in, and looked at the old colony ship filling the forward display.
“Record everything,” she said.
“Already recording,” Pax replied.
Sera’s voice was tight. “Do not answer until we understand jurisdiction.”
Mara didn’t look at her. “Jonas, hold us at ten kilometers.”
“Holding.”
“Rook?”
Rook’s face was pale, but her eyes were alive. “Let it speak first. Listening is not the same as answering.”
Mara accepted the channel.
Static opened.
Not loud. Not dramatic. A soft breath of interference. Under it, something ticked at irregular intervals.
Mara waited.
A voice came through.
Female, maybe. Human, maybe. Calm in a way no distress call should be calm.
“Harrowlight,” it said.
Pax stopped moving.
The voice hadn’t asked who they were. It had named them.
Mara forced her hand to remain flat on the armrest. “This is Captain Mara Venn of independent salvage vessel Harrowlight. Identify yourself.”
Static.
Then the voice again.
“Captain Mara Venn.”
Behind her, Jonas made a small, involuntary sound.
Mara’s pulse counted itself in her teeth.
“This is Harrowlight,” she said. “You are broadcasting from the colony vessel Caldera. Confirm your status.”
A longer pause.
When the answer came, it wasn’t in the same voice.
It was a child’s voice.
Bright. Close. Almost amused.
“Why did you take so long?”
Mara couldn’t move.
The voice continued, softening around a name no one aboard Harrowlight knew because no one alive called her that anymore.
“Marabelle,” it said. “We’ve been waiting.”






  
  Chapter 2: Three Days Missing


No one on Harrowlight spoke for seven seconds. 
Mara knew because the bridge chronometer kept ticking in the upper corner of her display, indifferent and precise, while every person around her forgot what breathing was supposed to feel like.
Marabelle.
The name had crossed ten kilometers of dead space and forty years of silence, then slipped through the speakers in a child’s voice that had no right to exist.
Jonas turned in the pilot’s chair. “Mara.”
“Mute the channel,” she said.
Pax hit the command too hard. The bridge snapped quiet.
Not silent. Never silent. Harrowlight still creaked around them, drive cooling after approach burn, pumps shuddering, filters pushing the same tired air through ducts that smelled faintly of warm plastic and old metal.
But the voice was gone.
Mara kept her eyes on the Caldera. The colony ship filled the forward display now, massive and still, its habitat rings catching a knife-thin edge of sunlight. Old white letters marked its spine. CALDERA. No registry beacon. No legal claim tag. No active Authority handshake.
that voice.
We’ve been waiting.
Sera Quill’s face had lost its corporate finish. “Who knows that name?”
Mara didn’t answer.
Jonas did, quietly. “No one aboard this ship.”
Sera looked from him to Mara. “That is not reassuring.”
“It wasn’t meant to be.”
Pax had both hands suspended above the console, fingers curled, not touching anything. “Captain, I need to say several obvious things, and you need to not be annoyed by them.”
“Try me.”
“First, the ship addressed us by name before we identified ourselves.”
“We identified after.”
“It named Harrowlight before that.”
“I noticed.”
“Second, it used your private name.”
“I noticed that too.”
“Third, there are hundreds of life signs aboard a vessel that vanished before my parents met, and that voice sounded like a child who thinks we’re late to dinner.”
Mara turned from the display. “Are you done?”
“No. Fourth, if we board that thing, we might be idiots.”
“Noted.”
“Fifth, I would like my objection recorded in a font larger than Sera’s.”
Sera recovered enough to glare. “My objection concerns legal exposure.”
“Mine concerns staying alive.”
“Both are adorable,” Jonas said. “Neither changes the fact that we’re sitting ten kilometers off the most valuable ghost in human history.”
Rook had remained near the comm wall, one hand gripping the rail. Her gaze had sharpened until she seemed less frightened than hungry. That worried Mara more than Sera’s fear.
“What did you hear?” Mara asked her.
Rook didn’t ask what she meant. “The child’s voice wasn’t synthesized in the ordinary sense. There were breath imperfections. Mouth clicks. Room resonance.”
“You’re saying it was live.”
“I’m saying it was made to sound live.”
“Helpful distinction.”
“It matters. A live child shouldn’t be aboard. A recording shouldn’t have known how to answer your identification. A synthesis shouldn’t have room resonance unless it wanted us to imagine a room.”
Pax looked sick. “I hate that sentence.”
Mara unmuted the channel but kept transmission locked. “Caldera, this is Harrowlight. State your condition. How many souls aboard?”
No response.
Static breathed through the speakers.
She tried again. “Caldera command, identify speaker.”
Nothing.
The colony ship hung there, patient as a stone.
Then the channel closed from the other side.
Jonas muttered, “That felt deliberate.”
“It was,” Rook said.
Mara wished she disagreed.
She opened the external scan again. Four hundred plus life signs. Partial power. Atmosphere in multiple decks. No significant breach. The Caldera hadn’t survived. It had been maintained.
Or preserved.
That was worse.
Sera moved closer. “Captain Venn, your duty is to report this immediately.”
“My duty is to verify whether there are living people aboard.”
“Your duty is also to your crew.”
Mara looked at her. “Do not use my crew as punctuation.”
Sera’s mouth tightened.
Jonas held up one hand. “We need a plan that assumes both things are true. People might be alive, and boarding might get us killed.”
“Agreed,” Mara said.
Pax blinked at her. “I expected more argument.”
“I’m evolving.”
“No, you’re not.”
“Suit prep,” Mara said. “Boarding team is me, Jonas, Pax, Rook.”
Sera straightened. “And me.”
“No.”
“I am the creditor observer on this vessel.”
“You observe from here.”
“If Caldera is a recoverable asset, I need direct documentation.”
“If Caldera eats us, your documentation will be brief.”
Sera stepped closer, voice low. “If you board without me, every finding you make can be challenged. Every claim. Every log. Every salvage priority. You know that.”
Mara hated that she did.
Sera continued, pressing the advantage. “If this is a hoax, you need a witness. If it is real, you need one even more.”
Jonas gave Mara the smallest shrug. Not approval. Recognition.
Pax whispered, “I also object to this version of reality.”
Mara met Sera’s gaze. “You follow orders the first time. You touch nothing unless Pax clears it. You speak to no one aboard without my permission. You get scared, you get quiet. You get curious, you get quieter.”
“I understand.”
“No, you don’t. That’s why I’m telling you twice. Caldera is not a courtroom. It’s not a board meeting. It’s not a ledger with airlocks. If I say run, you run. If I say seal your helmet, you seal it before you ask why.”
Sera’s expression held. “Understood.”
Mara turned to Rook. “You sure you’re fit to board?”
Rook finally looked away from the Caldera. “No.”
Mara waited.
“But I am going.”
“I didn’t ask that.”
“Yes, Captain. That is why I answered both questions.”
Pax groaned. “Wonderful. The haunted ship gets the philosopher.”
“The haunted ship gets the only person aboard with a doctorate in nonhuman signaling theory,” Rook said.
“Which is exactly the kind of job title that gets engraved on memorial plaques.”
Mara cut across them. “Ten-minute suit prep. Jonas, keep Harrowlight in free-hover and maintain hard separation. If docking clamps on Caldera show autonomous movement, you break us loose.”
“I’m on the boarding team.”
“Not until I trust that ship not to grab mine.”
Jonas stared at her. “Mara.”
“Pilot first. Boarding second.”
The look he gave her was old, complicated, and almost angry. It said he knew what she was doing. Keeping him off the first walk because the last time she had led a rescue, six people had died and he had almost made seven.
She didn’t apologize.
Not here.
Not with Caldera watching.
“Fine,” he said. “But I’m not staying behind for the full sweep.”
“No one said you were.”
“No one had to.”
Mara unstrapped. “Pax, you’re with me on first entry. Rook, Sera, second wave after we clear the lock. Jonas holds Harrowlight until then.”
Pax looked toward the Caldera on the display. “I miss when salvage meant finding a dead ore barge and arguing with mold.”
“Bring tools.”
“I was going to bring snacks.”
“Bring both.”
The suit room was barely large enough for two people, which meant five of them preparing to board became a low-gravity knot of elbows, seals, tension, and muttered profanity. Harrowlight’s EVA suits hung in their racks like people waiting for bad news: scuffed white shells, patched joints, name strips fading at the edges. Mara’s suit still bore a dark scrape across the chest plate from a rescue hatch that had tried to close on her three years earlier.
She climbed into it without looking at the mark.
Pax checked the seal at her collar. Their face was close behind the visor ring, eyes flicking from status lights to Mara’s mouth and back again.
“You steady?” Pax asked.
“Would you believe me?”
“No.”
“Then why ask?”
“Because sometimes lying tells me useful things.”
Mara lifted her chin while Pax locked the collar. “I’m steady enough.”
“That one I believe.”
Across the compartment, Sera fought with her suit gloves in silence. She had the controlled fury of someone discovering that expensive training simulations didn’t make old equipment cooperate. Rook helped her without comment, sealing one wrist, then the other.
Jonas floated in the hatchway, arms folded. “You get one look. If it smells wrong, you pull back.”
“It’s a spaceship,” Pax said. “Everything smells wrong.”
“You know what I mean.”
Mara checked her wrist display. Air, heat, pressure, comm, beacon, med patch. All green enough.
“We make contact protocol simple,” she said. “No weapons visible unless needed. No assumptions that anyone aboard understands forty years have passed. No promises. No one says rescue until we know what they need rescuing from.”
Rook paused at that.
Mara saw it. “Problem?”
“No. That was the correct word.”
“What was?”
“From.”
Pax made a small sign against bad luck against their chest plate. “Please stop making normal words creepy.”
Mara sealed her helmet.
The world narrowed to the inside of the visor: HUD glow, breathing, suit fan, the faint pressure of recycled air across her mouth. Her own face ghosted back at her in the curve of the glass, older than she felt and less tired than she deserved.
The name came back.
Marabelle.
She shoved it down.
A name wasn’t a threat.
A name from a dead ship was absolutely a threat.
Mara cycled into the transfer tube with Pax behind her. Harrowlight’s external arm extended toward Caldera’s maintenance lock, a skeletal tunnel of alloy ribs and flexible seal membranes. Beyond the transparent sections, space opened black and depthless. Stars burned without comfort.
The Caldera loomed.
At close range, the ship was worse.
Distance had softened it. Up close, the colony vessel had texture. Dust. Micrometeor scarring. Old hull plates that had expanded and contracted through decades of cold. But the damage was shallow. Cosmetic. No rupture lines. No emergency foam blooms. No frozen atmosphere vented in glittering arcs.
A forty-year wreck should have looked abandoned by physics and time.
Caldera looked paused.
Pax’s breathing filled Mara’s comm. A little too fast.
“You seeing this?” Pax said.
“Yes.”
“I don’t like the hull temperature.”
“Too warm?”
“Too even.”
The transfer tube mag-clamped to Caldera’s maintenance collar with a dull clang that traveled through Mara’s boots.
Pax brought up the lock panel. “Old colonial interface. No active hostile signal. No defensive current. No authentication request.”
“That seems good.”
“That seems theatrical.”
Mara almost smiled. “Open it.”
Pax inserted a physical key blade, because ships of Caldera’s generation still respected metal more than software. The outer hatch took the command, hesitated, then released with a sigh that vibrated through the docking collar.
Inside lay a small maintenance vestibule, lit by pale amber strips.
Lit.
Mara froze at the threshold.
The light should have been impossible only in the ordinary way, which was already enough. Old ships could preserve emergency reserves. Systems could wake. Batteries could last in deep cold if you were lucky and generous with definitions.
But the light didn’t flicker.
No stutter. No weak amber pulse.
It glowed steady and warm.
Pax whispered, “No.”
Mara stepped in first.
Her boots touched Caldera’s deck.
Gravity took hold.
Not much. A gentle downward insistence, like standing in an elevator before it decided what floor mattered. Mara bent her knees automatically.
“Harrowlight, entry made,” she said. “Artificial gravity present. Low intensity. Airlock lit.”
Jonas answered at once. “Copy. Suit telemetry clean?”
“Clean.”
“Pax?”
“I hate it here.”
“Copy,” Jonas said. “Pax is normal.”
Mara scanned the vestibule. Gray walls. Yellow maintenance arrows. A folded emergency stretcher still locked in its bracket. A toolbox tethered beneath a panel. No dust inside. No frost. No smell through the suit, but the environmental readout showed breathable atmosphere beyond the inner hatch.
Pressure stable.
Oxygen within range.
Carbon dioxide slightly elevated.
Occupied.
Mara stared at that word in the suit display until it stopped looking real.
Pax moved to the inner hatch. “Panel has power. Local network awake.”
“Can you isolate us from ship systems?”
“I can ask politely.”
“Pax.”
“I can put a wedge in the door and hope the ghost respects carpentry.”
“Do that too.”
Pax fixed a manual spreader into the hatch frame, then connected a diagnostic tap. Their shoulders tightened. “Captain.”
“What?”
“The door log says this lock was last opened three days ago.”
Mara looked at the panel.
Pax angled the readout toward her.
LAST CYCLE: 00:11:42:08 SHIP ELAPSED.
Three days. Eleven hours. Forty-two minutes.
Not forty years.
Mara forced her voice flat. “Could have reset.”
“Sure. And I could be tall.”
She nodded once. “Open inner.”
The hatch slid aside.
Air moved.
Mara felt it through the suit as a soft pressure shift, but she heard it too: the sigh of a living ship equalizing around them. Beyond the hatch, a corridor stretched forward in clean white curves, floor strips glowing, wall panels intact. Farther down, an overhead sign read HABITATION RING A / COMMAND SPINE / COMMONS.
No bodies.
No debris.
No emergency foam.
No darkness.
The corridor looked as if a crew had cleaned it that morning.
Mara stepped through.
Pax followed, then stopped dead.
“What?” Mara asked.
Pax pointed.
On the left wall, beneath a maintenance access panel, someone had taped a paper notice.
Actual paper.
The corners curled slightly. The ink was blue.
WATER RECYCLER B SERVICE DELAYEDRING A COMMONS WILL EXPERIENCE LOW PRESSURE UNTIL SHIFT THREETHANK YOU FOR YOUR PATIENCECALDERA OPERATIONS
Pax reached toward it, then stopped before touching. “Paper doesn’t last like that.”
“No.”
“Not forty years.”
“No.”
Their comm clicked. Rook’s voice entered. “We are entering the transfer tube. Talk to me.”
Mara looked down the empty corridor. “The ship is pressurized, lit, and clean. Local gravity active. No visible casualties.”
A beat.
Sera’s voice followed, too controlled. “Repeat that.”
“No visible casualties.”
Jonas cut in. “Mara, I’m reading your heart rate.”
“Then stop.”
“Not how telemetry works.”
“Then enjoy yourself quietly.”
She moved forward.
Every step made the wrongness worse. The deck had a faint spring to it, colony-era composite over rotational frame. Wall screens displayed wayfinding maps with cheerful blue icons. A cleaning drone sat docked in an alcove, its status light green. Someone had left a child’s red elastic band wrapped around a handrail.
Pax saw it too.
Neither of them touched it.
The first human sound came from ahead.
Laughter.
Mara stopped so hard Pax nearly bumped her.
Not recorded laughter. Not a scream. Not static pretending to be a person.
Ordinary laughter, muffled by distance and walls.
A woman said something Mara couldn’t make out. A man answered. Footsteps. Soft, unhurried.
Pax lifted one hand and whispered, “I vote no.”
Mara raised her arm, signaling stillness, though Pax was the only one there to see it.
Two figures turned the corridor corner thirty meters ahead.
A man and a woman in Caldera-blue civilian shipwear walked side by side, each carrying a sealed meal tray. They were mid-conversation. The woman laughed again, then saw Mara.
She stopped.
The man stopped with her.
For one suspended moment, nobody moved.
The woman’s gaze went to Mara’s suit, Pax’s tool rig, the old salvage insignia on Mara’s shoulder.
Her expression changed from surprise to relief.
Actual relief.
“Oh, thank God,” she said. “Are you the repair crew?”
Pax made a small strangled noise.
Mara lowered her hands slowly, palms visible. “I’m Captain Mara Venn of the salvage vessel Harrowlight.”
The man frowned. He was maybe thirty, clean-shaven, hair damp as if from a shower. “Salvage?”
“Yes.”
“Why would they send salvage?”
The woman looked past Mara toward the airlock. “Did Command finally get a message out?”
Mara chose each word as if the corridor might detonate around them. “What is the date aboard this vessel?”
The man blinked. “Mission day eighteen.”
Pax whispered over a private side channel, “No.”
The woman’s relief faded. “Is something wrong?”
Mara didn’t answer directly. “What happened to your ship?”
The two Caldera passengers exchanged a look. Confusion. Annoyance. A flicker of fear.
“We had a transit fault,” the man said. “Three days ago.”
The corridor seemed to narrow.
Mara heard Jonas breathing through the open comm from Harrowlight, though he was trying not to.
“A transit fault,” Mara repeated.
“Yes,” the woman said. “Drive surge, lights out, comms down, ring gravity unstable. They told us to stay calm and conserve water until outside assistance arrived.”
“Who told you?”
“Administrator Ren,” the man said, as if that settled it. “He said the emergency beacon was active.”
Mara kept her face still inside the helmet. “How many days have you been waiting?”
The woman’s eyes shifted between Mara and Pax. “Three.”
Pax’s private channel clicked. Their voice came through thin and close. “Captain, I am going to throw up in my helmet in a professional manner.”
“Do not.”
“I said professional.”
The man stepped forward. “Why are you in suits? Is there contamination?”
“We have not cleared the environment.”
“The air is fine.”
“For you.”
He stared at her.
Good. Let him hear the edge. Let him understand that something was wrong even if she hadn’t said forty years and watched his face collapse.
Rook and Sera reached the corridor behind them. Mara sensed rather than saw them stop.
Sera whispered, “Dear God.”
The woman heard that. “What?”
Rook’s voice softened. “My name is Dr. Ilyana Rook. We need to speak with your ship administrator.”
The man looked relieved by the shape of authority in her voice. “I can take you to Commons. He’s been coordinating from there.” His eyes returned to Mara’s helmet. “You really don’t know what happened?”
Mara thought of memorial walls. Old lawsuits. Families who had died waiting. A girl in a yellow coat holding a paper ship.
“Not yet,” she said.
They followed the passengers through Caldera’s clean corridors.
More people appeared as they moved deeper into Ring A. A young couple holding hands outside a sleeping compartment. An older woman adjusting a wall panel. Two children chasing each other until their father pulled them back at the sight of suited strangers. No one looked starved. No one looked irradiated. No one looked like a survivor of four decades in the dark.
They looked inconvenienced.
Frightened, yes. Tired, yes. But freshly so. As if the worst thing that had happened to them was a power outage and three bad nights.
Mara’s suit sensors kept updating.
Human thermal profiles.
Breath.
Movement.
Voices.
Life.
A little boy stared at Mara’s helmet and lifted one hand in a shy wave.
She made herself wave back.
Her fingers felt numb.
The Commons opened ahead, a broad circular chamber at the hub of the habitation ring. Tables had been bolted to the floor in clusters. Food dispensers lined one wall. A large viewport showed Harrowlight hanging outside like a small, battered insect beside a cathedral.
At least seventy people filled the room.
Conversation died in layers as Mara entered.
Faces turned.
Someone began to cry with relief.
Someone else clapped once before realizing no one had joined.
A teenage girl near the viewport stared at Mara with an intensity that made the back of Mara’s neck tighten. Dark hair cut blunt at her jaw. Thin wrists. A green jacket several sizes too large. She looked thirteen.
Nomi Aster, Mara thought without knowing why.
Then she knew why: the girl’s name appeared in the corner of Mara’s visor display.
Passenger ID recognition had tagged her from Caldera’s local network.
NOMI ASTERAGE: 13STATUS: ACTIVEMISSION DAY: 18
Mara didn’t remember authorizing a network handshake.
“Pax,” she said privately.
“I see it.”
“Did you connect to their system?”
“No.”
The teenage girl mouthed something.
Mara couldn’t hear it through the helmet and room noise.
Then the girl raised her hand and tapped her own ear.
Mara’s comm crackled.
A whisper entered the channel, soft and close.
“You came late,” Nomi said.
Mara stared at her.
The girl’s mouth hadn’t moved.
Before Mara could answer, the crowd parted at the far side of Commons.
A man came toward them with the calm of someone accustomed to being obeyed under pressure. He was in his fifties, tall, composed, his Caldera-blue jacket zipped to the throat. His face was tired but not broken. His hair was neatly combed. He carried a tablet under one arm and had the practiced, reassuring expression of a colonial administrator who had spent three days keeping panic out of a crowded room.
Three days.
Not forty years.
“Captain Venn,” he said.
Mara kept both hands visible. “You know me.”
“Your ship identified you on approach.”
That was a lie.
Not necessarily his lie, but a lie.
His gaze moved over her suit, then Rook, Pax, Sera, back to Mara. “I’m Elias Ren, colonial administrator for Caldera. I apologize for the state of things. We’ve had intermittent systems failures since the incident.”
“The incident.”
His expression tightened slightly. “Transit fault. Or that’s the best language Engineering has given me.”
“How long ago?”
“Three days.”
The room had gone so quiet that Mara heard someone’s meal tray clicking against a table.
Elias glanced around, aware of his audience. “Captain, perhaps we should continue this in Command.”
“No.”
His eyes narrowed a fraction.
Mara hated what came next. Hated that every person in the Commons was about to hear it. Hated that there was no clean way to cut open a world.
“Administrator Ren,” she said, “the colony vessel Caldera departed Earth orbit forty years ago.”
A woman made a sound from somewhere in the crowd.
Elias didn’t move.
Mara continued. “It was declared missing after loss of contact beyond Neptune. Search operations continued for eleven years. Final death certification was issued twenty-nine years ago.”
The Commons erupted.
Not all at once. First disbelief. Then angry voices. A sharp laugh. Someone saying no, no, no in a rhythm that became almost prayer. A child started crying. A man cursed at Mara. Another demanded she remove her helmet and stop frightening people.
Elias raised both hands. “Everyone stay calm.”
No one did.
Sera stepped closer to Rook, her face gray.
Pax whispered, “Captain, we should leave.”
Mara almost agreed.
Then every light in the Commons went out.
The crowd screamed.
Emergency strips ignited along the floor, bathing faces in low red.
Mara’s suit display flickered. Once. Twice.
The viewport turned black, swallowing Harrowlight from view.
Then a clock appeared on every wall screen in the Commons.
White numbers. Simple. Merciless.
CALDERA MISSION ELAPSED:000 DAYS / 03 HOURS / 12 MINUTES / 09 SECONDS
Below it, a second line appeared.
STANDARD SOL ELAPSED:040 YEARS / 000 DAYS / 03 HOURS / 12 MINUTES / 09 SECONDS
The screaming stopped.
No one breathed.
The two clocks ticked forward together.
Mara looked at Elias Ren.
For the first time since she had seen him, the calm left his face.






  
  Chapter 3: The Passenger Manifest


For a few seconds, the clocks did what panic couldn’t. 
They silenced everyone.
In the red emergency glow of Caldera’s Commons, seventy living people stared at the wall displays while two impossible measures of time advanced together.
MISSION ELAPSED:000 DAYS / 03 HOURS / 13 MINUTES / 42 SECONDS
STANDARD SOL ELAPSED:040 YEARS / 000 DAYS / 03 HOURS / 13 MINUTES / 42 SECONDS
The numbers changed.
Forty-three seconds.
Forty-four.
Forty-five.
Each tick landed like a small metal object dropped into a deep well.
A child began to cry again, but softly this time, as if the sound had to sneak into the room. Someone whispered a prayer. Someone else laughed once, a dry cracked sound that ended as soon as it left his mouth.
Mara kept her helmet on.
That became the first thing she hated herself for after the clock appeared. She had told these people their lives had been erased by forty years, watched the truth split the room open, and she still stood sealed behind glass. A stranger in armor. A salvage captain in a dead ship that wasn’t dead. A woman with air, comms, distance, and a return path.
They had none of those things. Not anymore.
Elias Ren had gone pale beneath the red light. He stared at the clocks as if he could discipline them back into obedience.
“Administrator,” Mara said.
He didn’t answer.
“Elias.”
That reached him. His eyes moved to her.
The control returned too quickly. Too practiced. He turned toward the Commons with both hands lifted, palms outward. “Everyone remain where you are. Please. Sit down. Sit down now.”
No one did.
A man shoved past two tables toward Mara. He was broad, red-faced, breath coming hard. “What is this?”
Mara held her ground. Pax shifted behind her, one tool hand dropping toward the cutter at their hip.
The man pointed at the clocks. “What did you do?”
“Nothing,” Mara said.
“Bullshit.”
“Sir,” Elias said, voice sharpening. “Back away from the rescue team.”
“Rescue?” The man rounded on him. “They come in here dressed like breach workers and tell us our families are dead, and you call that rescue?”
A woman near the food dispensers folded to the deck. Two others caught her before she hit. Children were being pulled into parents’ arms. Voices rose in overlapping fragments.
My husband.
My mother was waiting.
That clock is wrong.
Call Earth.
Somebody call Earth.
Rook moved closer to Mara’s shoulder. “This room is about to break.”
“I see that.”
“Then we need fewer people inside it.”
Mara opened a private channel to Jonas. “Harrowlight, status.”
Jonas answered instantly. “Still docked. Still not happy. Your video feed went black when the Commons lights died. Telemetry is ugly but alive. Do you need extraction?”
Not yet sat on Mara’s tongue.
She hated that phrase too.
“Stand by,” she said. “Keep clamps hot.”
“You keep saying things people say before needing extraction.”
“Jonas.”
“Standing by.”
Mara turned to Elias. “We need Command access. Passenger logs, event records, engineering status, everything.”
“My people need answers.”
“Your people need air, water, containment, and proof that the ship is not about to do something worse. Answers come after we stop this from becoming a stampede.”
He flinched at that, because he knew she was right.
The broad man was still close. “Who are you?”
Mara looked at him through the visor. “Captain Mara Venn. Independent salvage vessel Harrowlight.”
“Salvage?” The word curdled in his mouth. “You came to claim us?”
Sera stepped forward before Mara could stop her. “No one is making a claim on passengers.”
Mara almost told her to shut up. Then saw the effect. The man’s rage shifted, uncertain in the face of a calm legal voice.
Sera kept going, and for once her polished restraint helped. “Under every recognized colonial and outer-system code, living passengers supersede asset recovery. No salvage claim can attach to persons.”
Pax muttered privately, “Lovely. We’re now comforting ghosts with contract law.”
Mara cut them a look.
The broad man looked from Sera to Elias. “Then get us off this ship.”
Around him, other voices caught the phrase.
Get us off.
Get us off.
Get us off.
The chant didn’t become loud. That made it worse. It moved through the Commons under people’s breath, a pressure change before decompression.
Mara raised her voice. “No one evacuates until we verify transfer safety.”
A woman snapped, “Safety? You told us forty years passed.”
“Yes,” Mara said, letting the room hear the steel in it. “And that means every assumption aboard this vessel is suspect, including the parts that look fine. We move carefully or people die. Those are the choices.”
The chant faltered.
Not because she had reassured them. Because she had given them something sharper than panic to hold.
Elias watched her, reassessing.
Good. Let him.
He turned to the room. “Listen to Captain Venn. I want Ring A families to remain in Commons. Medical staff, take anyone in shock to the forward alcove, not Medbay until we know whether lifts are stable. Security volunteers, doors only, no force. Do not touch the wall displays.”
He said it well. Calm enough to matter. Specific enough to be useful.
But his eyes kept flicking to the clocks.
Mission elapsed.
Sol elapsed.
Two truths occupying the same wall.
Mara moved toward him. “Command.”
He nodded once. “This way.”
The teenage girl by the viewport intercepted them before they reached the exit.
Nomi Aster stood with her arms folded over the too-large green jacket. Up close, she was smaller than Mara had expected. Narrow shoulders. Thin face. A little crescent scar near her left eyebrow. Her eyes were dark and steady in a room full of adults falling apart.
She looked at Mara’s helmet, then at Rook, then back to Mara.
“You shouldn’t go to Command first,” she said.
Elias’s patience cracked. “Nomi, not now.”
“You asked me to tell you if I heard it again.”
That stopped him.
Mara looked from Nomi to Elias. “Heard what?”
Nomi didn’t answer right away. Her attention moved to the speaker strips along the Commons ceiling.
“The music,” she said.
Pax made a small noise. “What music?”
Nomi’s gaze returned to Mara. “The one from Earth.”
The room behind them was still murmuring, crying, reorganizing itself around disaster. Mara lowered her voice.
“What Earth music?”
Nomi shrugged with one shoulder, trying and failing to look bored. “I don’t know. A woman singing about glass rain. It plays when the walls get quiet.”
Elias looked exhausted. “Nomi has been under strain.”
Nomi glared at him. “So have you.”
Rook crouched slightly, bringing her visor closer to Nomi’s eye level. “Do you remember any lyrics?”
Nomi’s mouth moved once, silently, as if she regretted having spoken.
Then she sang under her breath, barely more than air.
“Glass rain on a Sunday roof, blue lights under my skin…”
Rook froze.
Mara heard it in the channel. Not sound. Reaction. A breath Rook failed to hide.
“What?” Mara asked.
Rook kept looking at Nomi. “That song doesn’t exist yet.”
Elias’s face tightened. “Doctor.”
Rook straightened slowly. “It is from an upcoming Earth release. The artist’s estate sold archive rights last month. The first public stream is scheduled for next month.”
Pax whispered, “Nope.”
Nomi looked pleased and terrified at the same time. “I told you.”
Mara’s scalp prickled beneath the helmet.
Future leakage.
Rook hadn’t used the term yet, but







