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Chapter 1 — The Quiet Shift
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Tarin Holt had learned that silence aboard a warship was never truly silence.

There was always the distant hum of the drive systems buried deep behind armored decks. Always the soft vibration of air handlers pushing recycled oxygen through kilometers of ducts. Always the click of magnetic boots somewhere nearby, the murmur of crew voices behind bulkheads, the occasional metallic groan as the cruiser adjusted to tiny changes in pressure and temperature.

But Docking Ring Seven had its own kind of quiet.

It was the quiet of neglected places. The quiet of a part of the ship important enough to guard, but not important enough for anyone important to visit.

Tarin stood beside Security Post Seven-B with his rifle slung across his chest and his left shoulder resting against a cold support column. The weapon was locked in safe mode, as regulations required during standard dock patrol, and the ammunition counter on its side glowed a calm blue. He had checked it three times already, not because he expected trouble, but because checking things gave his hands something to do.

Across the ring, cargo loaders crawled along ceiling tracks, carrying sealed crates from one bay to another. Their amber hazard lights blinked lazily. A pair of dockhands in stained gray work jackets argued over a manifest tablet near Bay Seventeen. A maintenance drone sat motionless against a wall panel, its tiny manipulator arms twitching every few seconds as if it had forgotten why it existed.

Tarin watched it for nearly a full minute.

“Exciting, isn’t it?” said Guard Pell from the other side of the checkpoint.

Tarin turned his head. Pell was older than him by maybe twelve years, thick-necked, square-jawed, with a permanent look of mild disappointment. He had served on three cruisers and claimed all of them were poorly run.

“The drone?” Tarin asked.

“The whole majestic machinery of fleet defense.”

Tarin glanced back toward the docking bays. “I was just thinking that drone might be dead.”

“It has better odds than we do.”

“That’s cheerful.”

Pell shrugged. “You want cheerful, request reassignment to morale services.”

Tarin smiled despite himself and shifted his weight. His boots gave a faint magnetic tug against the deck. He had been standing in the same fifteen-meter patrol zone for almost two hours, checking identity chips, confirming cargo tags, and reminding people that restricted doors were restricted for a reason.

So far, his greatest victory of the shift had been stopping a junior coolant technician from walking into an officer-only lift.

The technician had tried to argue. They always argued.

Tarin had pointed to the red stripe painted around the lift frame. The technician had pointed to his tablet. Tarin had pointed to the stripe again. The technician had muttered something about “security clerks with rifles” and walked away.

That, Tarin thought, was most of the job. Standing beside doors and disappointing people.

He did not hate it. Not exactly.

There were worse assignments aboard the Vigilant Harrow. Hull repair teams spent half their time crawling through exterior maintenance tunnels in vacuum suits. Reactor crews worked twelve-hour cycles inside heat shielding and came out looking half-cooked. Gunnery technicians had to listen to targeting officers shout about calibration drift all day.

A patrol guard, at least, got to breathe normal air and see different faces.

Still, Tarin had imagined something else when he first enlisted.

He had imagined pirate raids, desperate defenses, medals, rescue operations, maybe even the distant honor of being noticed by someone who mattered. The recruitment posters had shown brave soldiers framed by stars and fire, holding the line while civilians escaped behind them. They had not shown anyone filling out a form because a dock worker had misplaced three crates of pressure valves.

His wrist display chimed.

Tarin lifted his arm and accepted the notification.

Routine Cargo Transfer — Bay Twelve. Authorization: Verified.

A moment later, Bay Twelve’s outer seal cycled from red to green. A supply shuttle clamped to the docking collar outside, its hull barely visible through the layered observation shield. Docking arms extended, locked, pressurized, and confirmed.

Everything happened exactly as it was supposed to.

That was what made it boring.

The Vigilant Harrow was too large for ordinary danger. Nearly seven hundred meters from bow to engine crown, armored along the spine, shielded against micrometeor strikes and light weapons fire, armed with enough point-defense cannons to turn a squadron of attack craft into burning dust. She was not the newest cruiser in the fleet, and her corridors had more patches than polish, but she was still a cruiser.

And cruisers did not fear the dark.

At least, that was what everyone liked to say.

Pell stepped closer, lowering his voice. “You hear anything about why Command has us running double checks on civilian contractors?”

Tarin shook his head. “No.”

“Nothing?”

“I hear what you hear.”

“That’s unfortunate. I was hoping you had secret friends.”

“I don’t even have normal friends.”

Pell grunted. “Fair.”

Tarin looked across the ring. Another crew was unloading crates from Bay Twelve now. Four workers guided a grav pallet down the ramp while a fifth scanned tags. Their movements were slow but practiced. People who worked docks had a rhythm. They complained constantly, but their hands knew the job.

“Maybe it’s because of the fighting near Laskor,” Tarin said.

Pell gave him a sideways look. “That’s six systems away.”

“Six systems isn’t far if you’re the one getting shot at.”

“No, but it’s far enough that we shouldn’t be checking soup shipments like they’re assassination devices.”

Tarin frowned. “Assassination devices?”

“I’m making conversation.”

“You make terrible conversation.”

“Another valuable service I provide.”

Before Tarin could answer, the checkpoint alarm chirped.

Not the loud alarm. Not the one that sealed pressure doors and turned every guard’s stomach to ice.

Just a short, sharp warning tone.

Tarin straightened immediately. Pell did too, his hand falling near his rifle grip.

A yellow marker flashed on Tarin’s wrist display.

Manifest Irregularity — Bay Twelve Cargo Group C.

Tarin tapped the alert open. The system projected a narrow column of text above his wrist.

Container Weight Mismatch. Declared: 82.4 kg. Scanned: 88.9 kg. Variance exceeds tolerance.

Pell leaned over. “There’s your excitement.”

Tarin was already moving.

He crossed the open deck at a brisk walk, not running. Running made workers panic, and panicked workers caused accidents. Pell moved behind him, angling slightly left to cover the wider cargo lane.

The dockhands saw them coming and stopped talking.

One of them, a woman with a shaved head and orange gloves, lifted both hands before Tarin even spoke.

“Before you ask,” she said, “we didn’t load it.”

Tarin stopped beside the marked container. It was waist-high, rectangular, dull white, and stamped with coolant system markings. Nothing about it looked suspicious.

“Step back from the pallet,” he said.

The workers obeyed with varying degrees of annoyance.

Pell took position near the ramp. His expression had changed. The sarcasm was gone now, replaced by the flat, steady look of someone who had done this enough times to know boredom could turn sharp without warning.

Tarin unslung his rifle but kept it pointed down.

“Control, this is Seven-B,” he said into his collar mic. “We have a cargo weight mismatch in Bay Twelve. Container Group C. Requesting scan confirmation.”

The reply came through after a brief crackle. “Seven-B, Control confirms mismatch. Stand by for remote sweep.”

Tarin stood still, eyes on the container.

The workers stood still too.

For five seconds, Docking Ring Seven felt different. The hum of the ship seemed louder. The air felt thinner. Tarin could hear his own breathing inside his helmet collar, even though he was not wearing a helmet.

He imagined hidden compartments. Smuggled weapons. Sensor ghosts. Explosives.

He imagined being the first guard in months to discover something real.

Then Control came back.

“Seven-B, remote sweep complete. No energy signature. No biological signature. No restricted materials detected. Likely manifest error.”

Pell exhaled through his nose.

Tarin did not relax yet. “Request permission to open and inspect.”

There was a pause. “Granted. Follow standard procedure.”

Pell stepped closer and keyed the container latch with his security override. The seal hissed. The lid rose two centimeters, then stopped. Tarin lifted it the rest of the way.

Inside were coolant valves.

Rows and rows of them, packed in foam.

Pell picked one up, weighed it in his hand, then looked at the label on the inside of the lid. “They used the wrong submodel code.”

Tarin stared at the valves.

That was it.

That was the whole emergency.

One of the dockhands laughed softly, then tried to disguise it as a cough.

Tarin closed the lid.

Pell locked it again and said, “Congratulations, Holt. You saved the ship from plumbing.”

The dockhands laughed louder this time.

Tarin felt heat creep up his neck. “Control, Seven-B. Container cleared. Incorrect submodel code. Updating report.”

“Copy, Seven-B. Resume standard operations.”

The alert vanished from his wrist display.

Just like that, the shift became ordinary again.

Tarin stepped back from the pallet and gestured for the workers to continue. The woman with orange gloves gave him a sympathetic look, which somehow made it worse.

“Don’t worry,” she said. “Coolant valves are sneaky.”

Pell made a sound that might have been a laugh.

Tarin returned to the checkpoint with as much dignity as he could manage. His rifle went back across his chest. His shoulder returned to the cold support column.

For several minutes, neither guard spoke.

Then Pell said, “You did it right.”

Tarin glanced at him. “What?”

“The check. You didn’t assume it was nothing. That’s the job.”

“It was nothing.”

“Usually is.”

“That doesn’t make me feel better.”

“It isn’t supposed to.”

Tarin looked toward the observation shield.

Beyond it, the supply shuttle was a dark shape clamped to the cruiser’s hull. Farther out, stars burned in hard white points. The ship’s exterior running lights reflected faintly on the inner layers of the shield, creating ghostly blue lines across the view.

Somewhere out there, fleets were fighting. Real soldiers were dying. Colonies were being evacuated. Commanders were making choices that would appear in history archives.

And here Tarin was, defending a hallway from mislabeled valves.

His wrist display chimed again.

This time it was a personal message.

From: Mara Holt
Subject: You still alive?
Tarin’s expression softened.

His sister always sent messages with terrible subject lines.

He opened it just enough to read the first few lines.

Ma says you didn’t answer her last recording. I told her fleet delays happen, but she thinks you’re ignoring us because you’ve become very important and mysterious. Please confirm whether you are important, mysterious, or simply bad at replying.

Tarin smiled.

Pell noticed. “Secret friends?”

“My sister.”

“Same thing, depending on the sister.”

Tarin closed the message without replying. He would answer after shift. Maybe. Probably. He had been meaning to send something for three days, but every time he started, he had no idea what to say.

Hello, nothing happened again.

Hello, the food is still bad.

Hello, I am safe because I am nowhere near anything important.

That last one would comfort his mother. It would annoy Mara. Mara hated comforting lies even when they were mostly true.

The shipwide announcement tone sounded overhead.

“All hands, routine navigation adjustment in twelve minutes. Secure loose equipment in operational zones. Repeat, routine navigation adjustment in twelve minutes.”

Pell tilted his head. “Navigation adjustment?”

Tarin checked the nearest status panel. “Probably debris avoidance.”

“Or Command changing course because somebody spilled tea on a star chart.”

“You always this trusting?”

“I have survived by assuming officers are either lying or confused.”

“That seems unfair.”

“Give it time.”

The announcement ended, and the docking ring settled back into its rhythm.

A civilian contractor arrived at the checkpoint carrying three tool cases and wearing a badge clipped upside down. Tarin corrected it. The contractor looked embarrassed and thanked him. A pair of engine apprentices tried to take a shortcut through a cargo-only hatch. Pell sent them away with one glare. The maintenance drone near the wall suddenly reactivated, spun in a half circle, bumped into a crate, and shut down again.

Tarin recorded that in the maintenance log.

At hour three, his feet started to ache.

At hour four, the overhead lights dimmed slightly as the ship shifted into low-cycle power balancing. It happened every day, but it always made the docking ring look older. Shadows collected in the upper beams. The far ends of the cargo lanes became long tunnels of gray light and machinery.

Tarin walked his patrol route alone while Pell stayed at the checkpoint.

The route took him around Bay Fifteen, past the emergency lockers, beneath the sealed observation gallery, and along the inner curve of the ring where old impact scars still marked the bulkhead plating. The scars were from years before Tarin had come aboard. Someone had told him they came from a pirate mine. Someone else said it had been a docking accident. Pell claimed both stories were wrong and that the real cause was “officer confidence.”

Tarin ran his hand over one of the scars as he passed.

The metal was smooth from repair polish, but the shape remained, a shallow crescent burned into the wall.

He wondered who had been standing here when it happened.

He wondered whether they had been bored too.

At the far end of the route, near an auxiliary service hatch, Tarin paused.

Something had moved.

He turned his head slowly.

The hatch was closed. Its lock light glowed green. Beside it, a stack of empty cargo frames sat folded against the wall. Above, a ventilation grille trembled faintly from airflow.

Nothing else.

Tarin waited.

A soft tick came from somewhere overhead.

He raised his wrist display and checked the local sensor feed. No motion. No heat anomaly. No unauthorized access.

Still, he kept looking.

Another tick.

Then a small bolt dropped from the ventilation grille, bounced off the deck, and rolled against his boot.

Tarin stared at it.

He crouched and picked it up.

The bolt was warm.

“Control,” he said quietly, “this is Seven-B patrol. I have a loose fastener beneath Vent Section Seven-F. Requesting maintenance check.”

Control responded with bored efficiency. “Seven-B, log it as noncritical. Maintenance queue currently delayed.”

Tarin looked up at the grille. “The fastener is warm.”

A pause. “Repeat?”

“The bolt is warm. Could be vibration heat. Could be nothing.”

“Copy. Updating priority to low inspection.”

Low inspection meant someone might look at it tomorrow.

Tarin almost pushed harder, then stopped himself.

It was a bolt. Ships had millions of bolts. They came loose. They warmed near vents. They fell at inconvenient times.

He could already imagine Pell’s comment if he escalated a fallen bolt after the coolant valve incident.

So he logged it, placed the bolt in a small evidence pouch, and continued his route.

By the time he returned to the checkpoint, the navigation adjustment had begun.

The deck vibration changed first, deepening by a fraction. Then the stars beyond the observation shield shifted as the cruiser altered heading. It was a slow movement, graceful for a ship so large. The supply shuttle remained clamped in place, its docking arms absorbing the change.

Tarin watched the stars slide.

For some reason, he thought of Mara’s message again.

You still alive?

He opened a reply window on his wrist display.

Still alive. Very important. Extremely mysterious. Guarded the ship from a box of coolant valves today. You’re welcome.

He hesitated, then added:

Tell Ma I’m fine. I’ll send a proper recording when I can.

He sent it before he could overthink it.

Pell glanced over. “Family handled?”

“For now.”

“Good. Families are worse than inspections.”

“You have one?”

“Inspection?”

“Family.”

Pell’s face gave away nothing. “Somewhere.”

Tarin knew better than to ask more.

A new shipwide tone sounded.

Not an alarm.

Not yet.

Just a notification tone Tarin did not recognize.

Every worker in the docking ring paused. Heads lifted. Conversations died.

The overhead speakers clicked.

“All docking personnel, hold current transfers. All security posts, maintain assigned positions. This is a precautionary order.”

Tarin straightened.

Pell’s hand moved to his rifle again.

The dock workers looked between the guards and the bay doors.

Tarin waited for more.

No more came.

“What does that mean?” one of the workers asked.

Pell answered without looking at her. “It means hold current transfers.”

“That’s not what I asked.”

“That’s what you get.”

Tarin checked his wrist display. No alerts. No hostile contact warning. No breach markers. No radiation spike. No fire. No decompression. Nothing except a new yellow status banner:

PRECAUTIONARY SECURITY HOLD — SOURCE: COMMAND

Tarin had never seen that banner before.

He tapped for details.

Access denied.

That was new too.

Pell saw his expression. “You got anything?”

“No.”

“Same.”

Across the ring, Bay Twelve’s cargo ramp froze halfway through retracting. The workers backed away from it. The supply shuttle remained sealed to the dock, running lights steady.

Tarin turned toward the observation shield.

The stars looked the same.

The dark between them looked the same too.

But the docking ring no longer felt quiet.

It felt like something was holding its breath.

Seconds stretched.

Then the banner vanished.

The overhead speakers clicked again.

“Security hold lifted. Resume standard operations. All departments continue routine duties.”

For a moment, nobody moved.

Then the dock workers began talking all at once.

Pell muttered something under his breath.

Tarin looked at him. “What?”

“I said I hate precautions.”

“Why?”

“Because precautions mean someone knows just enough to be nervous and not enough to explain.”

Tarin wanted to dismiss that. He wanted to make a joke. He wanted the shift to become ordinary again.

But he found himself looking back toward the far end of the ring, toward Vent Section Seven-F.

Toward the place where the warm bolt had fallen.

The rest of the shift passed without incident, at least officially.

Cargo transfers resumed. The supply shuttle detached at 1840 ship time and drifted away on maneuvering jets. The maintenance drone was finally collected by a technician who cursed at it like an old enemy. Pell filed the report on the coolant valve mismatch because he said Tarin’s version would be “too emotionally wounded.”

Tarin filed the loose bolt report himself.

At 1900, relief arrived.

Two fresh guards stepped into the checkpoint, bright-eyed in the way only people at the beginning of a shift could be. Tarin briefed them on the cargo error, the maintenance issue, and the unexplained security hold. One of them yawned through most of it.

The other asked, “Was the hold a drill?”

Tarin looked at Pell.

Pell looked back.

“No,” Tarin said. “I don’t think so.”

That answer made the fresh guard stop smiling.

After handoff, Tarin made his way out of Docking Ring Seven and into the main crew corridors. The change was immediate. The air smelled less like machine oil and cold metal, more like people and food steam. Crew members moved in streams between duty sections. Officers in dark uniforms walked with purpose. Technicians walked while arguing with tablets. A squad of marines passed in full armor, their helmets clipped to their belts, laughing about something Tarin did not catch.

No one looked afraid.

That helped.

Fear spread fast aboard a ship. If something were truly wrong, Tarin would see it in the way people moved. He would hear it in the clipped voices, the hurried commands, the sudden absence of laughter.

But the Vigilant Harrow seemed normal.

Huge. Tired. Busy. Safe.

Tarin stopped at a viewport overlooking the inner hangar spine. Far below, service craft rested in their cradles. Fuel lines hung like black vines. Work crews moved across gantries, their helmet lights blinking.

He stood there longer than he meant to.

Pell stopped beside him. “You going to stare at ships all night?”

“Maybe.”

“Good hobby. Cheap.”

“Do you think something happened?”

Pell did not answer right away.

That was answer enough.

Finally, the older guard said, “I think Command saw something they didn’t like. I think they decided it wasn’t worth telling us. That happens more than it should.”

“But if it was dangerous—”

“We’d be told what we needed to know when we needed to know it.”

Tarin frowned. “That sounds like something officers say.”

“It is. I hated it when they said it too.”

Pell walked away, leaving Tarin by the viewport.

A few minutes later, Tarin headed for the mess deck.

He ate alone because Pell disappeared somewhere and Tarin did not feel like searching for a table with room. The meal was protein loaf, pale greens, and a cup of broth that tasted mostly of salt. He ate all of it. Guard shifts made him hungry, even dull ones.

Around him, conversations rose and fell.

Someone complained about the navigation adjustment throwing off a calibration cycle. Someone else insisted the fleet would rotate them closer to the Laskor front within the month. A group of junior sensor techs argued about whether the new long-range array upgrade was actually new or just old equipment with a better label.

Nobody mentioned the security hold.

That made Tarin feel foolish for worrying.

By the time he reached his bunk compartment, he had almost convinced himself the day had been exactly what it appeared to be: a dull shift interrupted by minor irregularities.

His compartment was one of six stacked along a narrow crew passage. Inside, the room was barely wide enough for two bunks, two lockers, and a fold-down desk. His bunkmate, Jase Orlan, was asleep with one arm hanging over the side of the upper bunk, snoring softly.

Tarin moved quietly.

He removed his boots, stowed his rifle in the locker, and sat on the lower bunk. For a while he just listened to the ship.

The hum was still there.

The vibration was steady.

Everything normal.

His wrist display blinked.

A reply from Mara.

Coolant valves? I feel safer already. Ma says send a recording or she’ll assume you’ve been promoted to admiral and are too proud for us. Also, don’t die.

Tarin smiled.

He recorded a short message this time. He told his mother he was fine. He told Mara she was irritating. He did not mention the security hold. He did not mention the warm bolt. He did not mention the strange feeling he still had, sitting there in the dim compartment while the ship carried thousands of people through the dark.

When he finished, he lay back and stared at the underside of the bunk above him.

Jase snored.

Somewhere far away, a hatch closed.

Tarin shut his eyes.

Outside the Vigilant Harrow, beyond the reach of ordinary sight, the small dark object continued along its adjusted course. It did not burn hot. It did not broadcast. It did not hurry.

It had crossed the outer scan perimeter during the navigation adjustment, hidden in the clutter of shifting reflections and engine wash.

Now it drifted closer to the cruiser’s shadow.

Inside its black shell, systems woke one by one.

A targeting lens opened.

A timer began to count down.

And aboard Docking Ring Seven, behind Vent Section Seven-F, something thin and sharp unfolded in the dark.
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Chapter 2 — The Wrong Freighter
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Tarin Holt woke to the sound of someone kicking his bunk.

Not hard. Not enough to injure. Just enough to make the thin mattress jump beneath him and send his shoulder into the wall.

His eyes snapped open.

For half a second he forgot where he was. The compartment ceiling was too close. The air was too warm. Someone was snoring, but the rhythm was broken now, startled and annoyed. Then the ship’s vibration settled into his bones, and he remembered.

The Vigilant Harrow.

Crew Deck Twelve.

Lower bunk.

Still alive.

Jase Orlan’s face appeared upside down from the upper bunk, hair sticking out in every direction.

“Shift alert,” Jase mumbled.

Tarin blinked. “What?”

“Your wrist is screaming.”

Tarin lifted his arm and saw the flashing amber notification on his display.

SECURITY ROTATION CHANGE — REPORT TO DOCKING RING SEVEN. IMMEDIATE.

He stared at it, waiting for his tired mind to assemble meaning from the words.

Immediate did not usually mean good.

He sat up too quickly and nearly hit his head on the bunk above. Jase pulled back just in time.

“What did you do?” Jase asked.

“Nothing.”

“That’s what guilty people say.”

“That’s what tired people say.”

Tarin swung his feet onto the cold deck and rubbed both hands over his face. He had slept maybe four hours. Maybe less. The message from Mara had still been open on his wrist display when he passed out.

Don’t die.

He dismissed the thought, pulled on his uniform, and sealed his boots.

Jase watched from above with one eye open. “Is it a drill?”

“They didn’t say.”

“Then it’s probably not a drill.”

“That’s comforting.”

“I try.”

Tarin opened his locker and removed his rifle. The weapon recognized his palm and blinked awake, blue status lights running along its side. Safe mode. Full charge. No faults.

He hesitated, then grabbed his helmet too.

Jase noticed. “You expecting vacuum?”

“No.”

“Then why take it?”

Tarin looked at the helmet in his hands.

Because a bolt had fallen from a vent.

Because Command had issued a security hold and explained nothing.

Because something in Docking Ring Seven had felt wrong before he left.

Because Mara had told him not to die, and he had no better plan than wearing all the gear he owned.

“Regulations,” he said.

Jase snorted and rolled over.

The corridor outside was brighter than Tarin expected. Too many people were awake for this hour. Crew moved in uneven streams, some still fastening collars, some carrying tool kits, some speaking quietly into wrist displays. No alarm sounded, but the ship had that strained feeling again, as if everyone had been given half a sentence and told to hurry.

Tarin joined the flow toward the lift banks.

The lift was crowded with a damage-control tech, two medical orderlies, a sensor officer, and a cook still wearing a stained apron under his duty jacket. No one spoke for the first three decks.

Then the cook said, “Anyone know if we’re being attacked?”

The sensor officer did not look up. “No.”

“No, we’re not being attacked, or no, you don’t know?”

“Yes.”

The cook frowned. “I hate officers.”

“Understandable,” the sensor officer said.

The lift opened on Docking Ring Seven.

The quiet from Tarin’s last shift was gone.

Cargo lanes had been cleared. Warning strips glowed along the deck. Two emergency medical carts waited near Bay Nine. Fire-suppression drones hung from ceiling rails, their nozzles angled downward like insect heads. Dock crews stood by in sealed work suits, helmets clipped and ready. Security personnel were scattered across the ring in pairs.

Pell was already at Security Post Seven-B, fully armored except for his helmet.

He saw Tarin approach and lifted an eyebrow. “You look terrible.”

“Good morning to you too.”

“It isn’t morning.”

“That explains it.”

Pell handed him a status slate. “Emergency docking request. Civilian freighter. Heat damage. Dead comms. Running on automated distress beacon.”

Tarin took the slate. The freighter’s identification filled the screen.

VESSEL: MERRY WIDOW
CLASS: CIVILIAN LIGHT FREIGHTER
REGISTRY: Kareth Independent Haulage
CREW: 6
PASSENGERS: 3
CARGO: Agricultural processors, machine seeders, preserved protein stock
STATUS: EMERGENCY APPROACH
“Merry Widow?” Tarin asked.

“Civilian captains name ships when drunk.”

“Heat damage from what?”

“Beacon says solar flare exposure. Navigation failure. Radiator collapse. Pick one. It’s automated, so details are garbage.”

Tarin looked toward Bay Nine. The outer doors were still sealed, but warning lights moved around the docking frame. “Why us?”

“We’re the largest hull within rescue distance.”

“Lucky us.”

Pell gave him a flat look. “Never say that on a ship.”

Tarin almost smiled, then saw the commander standing near the bay doors and forgot the joke.

Commander Sera Venn had come down in person.

That alone changed the air.

Tarin had seen her from a distance before, usually on command decks or during inspection broadcasts. She was not the captain of the Vigilant Harrow, but she was close enough to power that most of the crew stood straighter when she entered a compartment. Tall, narrow-faced, dark hair pulled back tight, uniform immaculate even at emergency hours. She looked like the sort of officer who could make a hatch open faster by disapproving of it.

Beside her stood Lieutenant Amon Grell from Dock Operations, a medical chief Tarin did not know, and a broad-shouldered marine sergeant in boarding armor.

Tarin lowered his voice. “Why is Commander Venn here for a civilian freighter?”

Pell’s jaw shifted. “Because yesterday’s unexplained security hold apparently grew teeth.”

Before Tarin could answer, the overhead speakers clicked.

“Emergency docking in four minutes. All nonessential personnel clear Bay Nine. Security teams hold perimeter. Medical teams stand by for triage.”

The deck lights dimmed to docking mode.

Tarin felt the old familiar pull in his stomach. Not fear exactly. Anticipation, maybe. The body preparing before the mind had decided whether there was danger.

He and Pell moved to their assigned position near the inner quarantine line. A translucent barrier shimmered across the cargo lane in front of them, marking the boundary between docking personnel and the rest of the ring. It would not stop heavy weapons fire, but it would slow people, seal atmosphere if needed, and give Command something to point at when explaining procedures.

Tarin checked his rifle.

Still safe mode.

Still blue.

Beyond the observation shield, something moved against the stars.

At first the freighter looked like debris.

It tumbled slightly, correcting itself with weak puffs from maneuvering jets. Its hull was long and uneven, a spine of cargo pods attached to a central crew tube. Scorch marks spread across one side in black fans. Several exterior plates had peeled outward from heat stress. One radiator wing was entirely gone. Another dragged behind the ship, twisted like a broken limb.

The Merry Widow came closer under tractor guidance.

Dock crews muttered over local channels. Tarin heard fragments.

“Ugly burn pattern.”

“Approach angle’s bad.”

“Clamp two won’t align if she keeps drifting.”

“Compensating.”

“No comm response?”

“None.”

“Life signs?”

“Faint but present.”

Pell leaned slightly toward Tarin. “That ship didn’t just kiss a solar flare.”

Tarin looked at the blackened hull. “What did it kiss?”

“Something with teeth.”

The freighter struck the docking cradle harder than it should have.

The impact shuddered through Bay Nine. One of the medical carts rolled back half a meter before its brakes caught. Docking arms locked with a series of heavy metallic thumps. The outer seal ring extended, adjusted, failed, adjusted again, and finally clamped around the freighter’s forward hatch.

For a moment, nothing happened.

Then vapor vented from the seal.

White mist spilled across the bay deck and curled around the boots of the docking crew.

“Pressure equalizing,” Lieutenant Grell called. “Hold positions.”

Tarin watched the freighter through the shielded bay entrance.

The hatch remained shut.

It was circular, civilian pattern, with manual locks around the rim. The paint had burned away, leaving bare metal streaked with soot. Someone had scratched a mark beside the hatch from the inside or outside. Tarin could not tell which.

Three short lines crossed by a fourth.

Maybe damage.

Maybe nothing.

His wrist display updated with a docking packet. The file arrived from Operations, forwarded automatically to all security posts.

MERRY WIDOW — PRELIMINARY MANIFEST

Tarin opened it because there was nothing else to do while waiting.

He read the crew list first.

Captain Elian Vos.
Pilot Jera Malk.
Engineer Rusk Paddan.
Loadmaster Fenn Cal.
Deckhand Sovi Ren.
Deckhand Laas Etren.
Six crew.

Then passengers.

Mina Sol, agricultural systems contractor.
Berrit Sol, dependent minor.
Harlan Quay, machinery broker.
Three passengers.

Nine souls total.

The number matched the first page.

Tarin scrolled further.

The cargo list was long and dull. Agricultural processors. Machine seeders. Replacement pump heads. Preserved protein stock. Hydroponic tubing. Soil stabilizer concentrate. Sealed spare parts.

Then he reached the emergency beacon data.

Most of it was corrupted. Coordinates, partial system route, engine warnings, heat warnings, pressure loss warnings. He skimmed until one line caught his eye.

BIOMETRIC EMERGENCY COUNT: 10

Tarin frowned.

He scrolled back up.

Crew: six.

Passengers: three.

Total: nine.

He scrolled down again.

Biometric emergency count: ten.

He stared at the line for several seconds.

The docking bay speakers crackled.

“Seal confirmed. Atmosphere contaminated but breathable. Medical, prepare intake. Security, remain behind quarantine line until first sweep.”

Tarin lifted his wrist toward Pell. “Look at this.”

Pell glanced down. “What?”

“Manifest says nine people. Beacon count says ten.”

Pell’s eyes narrowed. “Could be a double-read.”

“That happens?”

“With old civilian biometrics? All the time. Pregnant passenger, pet, corpse, bad sensor, illegal sleeper pod, software that hasn’t been updated since before you were born.”

“Should we report it?”

Pell looked toward Commander Venn, who was speaking sharply with Lieutenant Grell. “Yes. But don’t expect applause.”

Tarin opened a channel. “Control, Seven-B. Possible manifest discrepancy on Merry Widow. Listed crew and passengers total nine. Emergency biometric count reads ten.”

There was a pause.

Then Control replied, “Seven-B, discrepancy noted. Operations indicates beacon data is corrupted. Treat manifest as provisional.”

Tarin waited for more.

No more came.

Pell gave him a look that said, There’s your applause.

The freighter hatch unlocked from the other side.

Everyone in Bay Nine went still.

One manual lever shifted. Then another. Then the hatch rolled inward a few centimeters and stopped. A sound came through the seal: metal scraping metal, followed by a cough.

The marine sergeant raised one fist.

His squad lifted rifles.

Not safe mode.

Tarin suddenly became very aware that his own rifle was still blue.

The hatch jerked open.

A man collapsed through it.

He hit the ramp face-first and slid down in a smear of soot and sweat. Medical personnel surged forward but stopped at the quarantine line until the marine sergeant signaled. Two medics crossed, masks sealed, scanner wands extended.

“Alive,” one called. “Severe dehydration. Thermal burns.”

Another figure appeared in the hatchway, this one standing only by clinging to the frame. A woman with half her hair burned away and one arm wrapped in emergency sealant. She tried to speak, but only coughed.

“Easy,” a medic said. “You’re aboard the Vigilant Harrow. You’re safe.”

The woman began laughing.

Not happily.

Not sanely.

She laughed until her knees buckled.

More survivors emerged after her. Two crew. Then a child carried by a man with blood dried across his face. Then another crew member limping badly. Each one was scanned, tagged, and moved to the triage area.

Tarin counted without meaning to.

One.
Two.
Three.
Four.
Five.
Six.
A seventh came out on a stretcher, pushed by a trembling deckhand from inside the freighter.

Eight.

Then no one.

The hatchway stood open, dark behind the spill of emergency lights.

Medical teams worked quickly. The child cried once, weakly, then went silent as an oxygen mask covered his face. Commander Venn moved among the medics, asking clipped questions and receiving worse answers.

“Captain?” she asked.

The burned woman pointed toward the freighter. “Dead. I think. I don’t know.”

“Cause of damage?”

“Ambush,” the woman whispered.

That word reached every guard in the bay.

Ambush.

Tarin felt Pell stiffen beside him.

Commander Venn’s voice sharpened. “By whom?”

The woman shook her head. “Didn’t see. Heat bloom. False beacon. Then fire everywhere.”

“Boarders?”

“No. No boarders.”

“You’re certain?”

The woman’s eyes rolled unfocused. “No boarders. Just heat. Heat and screaming.”

A medic guided her down before Venn could ask more.

Lieutenant Grell checked his slate. “We have eight recovered.”

“Life signs?” Venn asked.

“Internal scans show at least one more aboard. Maybe two. Interference from the hull damage.”

The marine sergeant turned to his squad. “Sweep team ready.”

Tarin looked back at his wrist display.

Nine listed.

Ten counted.

Eight recovered.

At least one more aboard.

Maybe two.

The numbers would not settle.

He opened the manifest again. The passenger list had photos attached, pulled from registry records. Mina Sol. Berrit Sol. Harlan Quay. He looked toward triage and tried to match faces.

The child had to be Berrit.

The man with blood on his face might be Harlan Quay.

The burned woman could be Mina Sol, though it was hard to tell.

Crew were harder. Soot, burns, panic, and oxygen masks made everyone look like survivors first and people second.

The marine sweep team crossed the quarantine line and entered the freighter.

Four marines. Rifles up. Helmet lights on.

Their voices came through the bay channel.

“Entering forward access.”

“Visibility poor.”

“Heat damage along port corridor.”

“Multiple compartments sealed.”

“Body located. Forward crew station. No movement.”

A medic near Tarin swallowed hard but kept working.

Pell’s eyes remained fixed on the hatch.

Tarin said quietly, “That’s nine.”

“What?”

“If they recovered eight and found one body, that’s nine.”

Pell did not answer.

The marine channel continued.

“Second body. Engineering junction. Severe burns.”

Tarin’s mouth went dry.

Pell looked at him now.

Ten.

That made ten.

The numbers matched.

Except the manifest did not.

Tarin should have felt relieved. Instead, the small wrongness sharpened.

He checked the files again. The biometric count was from the beacon. The beacon had transmitted after the damage. After the supposed ambush. After at least some of the crew were already dead.

Would dead bodies count?

He did not know.

He hated that he did not know.

“Control,” he said into his mic, “Seven-B requesting clarification. Does emergency biometric count include deceased persons?”

Control took longer this time.

“Seven-B, depends on scanner model and condition.”

“Can Operations identify the model?”

Another pause. “Stand by.”

Pell murmured, “You are going to become unpopular.”

“I can live with that.”

“You say that now.”

Inside the freighter, the sweep team moved deeper.

“Cargo bay entrance sealed.”

“Manual override engaged.”

“Opening.”

A burst of static cracked through the channel.

Then one marine cursed.

The sergeant at the bay
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