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Reva Tern had eleven ration boxes and ten spoons. She had counted both twice because Emet had taken a spoon downstairs and sworn he had put it back. In the retired packet ship's galley there was nowhere for a spoon to go except into somebody's bed or under the heating plate. Reva wrote one missing beside the meal count and clipped the paper to the back of her lamp.

Emet came up through the service opening with the missing spoon in his teeth.

“Don't give it to me like that,” she said.

He took it out and wiped it on his sleeve. He was pushing the low parts trolley ahead of him. The rear wheels spun even after he stopped it. Someone had laid four reels of cable inside and tied their ends with thin white cord.

“Is Ash finished?” she asked.

“He and Soli are getting the old bed brackets down. Kade wants the trolley by the door before the launch comes.”

Reva clipped it to the door rail. They had worked in the yard all week and slept here because the contractor could give them a berth for less than a room on the inhabited side. The old Beryl had been a packet ship. Its mail bins still had letters stamped on the fronts. Reva had used one to hold a tin of tea until the cable job began and all the empty bins were claimed.

Emet tried the square panel beside the hatch. It flashed amber. He tried it again with the back of his badge held flat.

“Mine was working this morning.”

Reva gave him hers. The light came up the same color. In small letters along the bottom the panel showed their access had ended at the shift bell.

She went to the forward port. The launch was still beside the yard rail. Two white bands on its roof showed through the thin steam from a warm vent. She could see the driver leaning forward to take the departure sheet from the loader.

Reva pressed the call stud under the window. “Packet berth to launch. Eleven to come aboard.”

The driver raised his head as though he'd heard her. Another voice came through his microphone. The loader read a zero passenger count and asked for a departure time. The driver read the time back.

“Driver,” Reva said again.

The launch backed out. Its white bands dipped below the yard rail and were gone.

Behind her, Emet pulled his badge off its string. “He didn't hear you.”

“Somebody did.”

The local set rang. Reva caught it on the first note.

“I've had the access taken off your cards,” Oren Kade said. “You're due on the next shift's book.”

“You sent the launch away.”

“I'm clearing the berth now. Go out the yellow door.”

“What do we go out to?”

“A service platform. There'll be a driver there.”

She looked back at the port. The glass gave her the yard rail as far as the dark face of the neighboring hull. No driver had come around it.

“We haven't got eleven suits, Oren.”

“You won't need them. It's a covered platform. Emet has my trolley.”

Emet began pulling it loose. Reva put her foot under its brake bar and shook her head. He looked at her with the uncertain attention he gave a man calling for help through a wall. Then he let go of the clip.

“Tell your driver to open the yellow door from his side,” she said.

Kade made a sound like a tongue click. “I'll call him.”

Reva waited on the live line until she heard the little click that meant there was nobody listening. She took the lamp and went to the yellow door herself. The outside window was small and clouded at its corners. She brought the light up alongside it so she could see past the reflection.

The platform was gone. Through the glass she saw the bare mounting arms, and across both of them an iron pin thick enough to keep the door shut if anybody inside managed to turn the wheel.

Emet had followed her. “They've blocked it for the cut.”

They both looked aft. A part of the passage wall had once been a window. A steel plate covered it now, but there was a little inspection glass above the top hinge. Yellow light moved over its rim as something on the yard side came into line with the ship.

Reva called Ash. He answered on the third try and asked why the bracket had gone warm.

“Come up. Both of you.”

“We've got one bolt left.”

“Leave it in.”

She heard him set something down. Then Emet said her name and touched her shoulder. Through the little glass a white line appeared, bright enough to hurt. It ran over the far plates and vanished below the floor. Something inside the ship began to hum.

The ordinary call stud did nothing when she tried it again. Reva opened the small red flap below it and put her thumb on the service alarm. It was the sort that had to be held down to keep sending. She could feel the little striker move against the back of her thumb with every pulse.

Emet raised the set for the lower deck. Reva heard him ask for Ash twice. A reply came up with a scraping sound behind it. She didn't hear the words. She pushed harder against the alarm and looked at the paper on her lamp.

Eleven people. She had taken eleven clean boxes off a pallet that morning. She could still remember the heat of the last one through the thin cardboard.

“Tell somebody,” she said into the dead call stud. Then she waited for a light to tell her somebody had heard.
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The Hull That Answers

Bren had brought his own ink because the pen at the Grist Yard receiving desk only wrote when it felt like it. Iona set the pump receipt on the bench between them. At the far end of the bench, a cargo arm held the boxed pump just off the deck while a loader cleared its packing straps.

“You've written seven twice,” she said.

“That first one's a one.”

“I can see that now. I can't see it on the pump.”

Bren looked through the opening in the crate. There was a scratch across the serial plate from the first digit to the fourth. The old blue paint had lifted in a strip. He had known Iona long enough to understand that she would stand there until he found her a better number.

“Take the end board off,” he told the loader.

Pell reached for the handgrip before the loader did. The board was thin but long, and if it caught on the nail heads the force would go straight into his right wrist. Iona put her hand on the other end.

“We've hired somebody with a cargo arm.”

Pell let the board go. He held up his hand while the loader loosened the stops. The black support was off for ordinary work now, although he still carried it. The wrist didn't look any different from the other one unless he turned it farther than he should.

“It'll pull toward you on the last pin,” he told the loader. “Keep your knees out from under it.”

The arm took the board away. There was a second stamp on the side of the pump that had been against the crate. Bren braced a knee in the work rail and read the numbers out. Iona checked them against the receipt. Seven, one, six. Pell put his good thumb against a small dent beside the inlet.

“This one will do. Leave the caps on.”

Across the glass the yard was bringing another hull into the light. Its side was painted a dull green. One end had been picked almost bare already. The broken edge of a metal letter showed through an area where somebody had scraped the paint off for testing.

The loader followed her eye. “Beryl. Fast little boat in its day.”

“How long since it flew?” Iona asked.

“Two winters. It still had a heating circuit last week.”

Bren passed the receipt back. “That's what keeps a yard going. There's always some part of a dead thing that still works.”

The dock lights dimmed enough for the glass to show their reflections. Iona made out the forward hauling sled where it held Beryl's bow to the left rail. The other sled was down at the stern. Between them the long hull looked slender enough to bend. Outside the far side, a curved cutter track climbed from the belly to a point above the ship's faded window line.

“Is that the first cut?” Pell asked.

The loader set the end board back against the crate. “They score it underneath and then run through on the marks. It comes apart clean when the tugs pick the ends off.”

Iona watched a flat block ride down the cutter track. From this side the wheel itself was hidden behind the block. She could see its yellow hood and the finger of light it drew out as it touched. The light crawled down the green paint and left a clear edge behind it.

Something clicked twice in her ear.

Dev called from Mercy. “Have you got your portable set on the yard band?”

“I do.”

“Take the volume down on the foreman. Can you hear the beat underneath?”

The loader kept talking. She turned the yard feed down and heard a short strike, a second strike and a longer gap. Each pair was just far enough apart for her to wonder if the next one would come.

“What is it?”

“Old service alarm. They've got a line of them on the board but that one keeps coming back weak. I want you to look from the receiving glass.”

She leaned as far toward the glass as her rail clip let her. A service plate on the retired ship winked amber near the front. It was small enough to be hidden every time the dock arm's chain passed through her view.

“Beryl's forward service plate,” she said. “Twice while I watched it.”

“Same timing here.”

Pell let the crate go. “Are you sure it's a hand alarm? They do a check before they start a cut.”

Dev waited for the next pair. There was a tiny tremor in the second pulse. “A check would be clean. Somebody's holding this.”

Iona reached past the dock microphone to the yard set. A sheet above it gave the cutter dispatch number. She read it aloud to Dev and called the desk.

“Grist cutting. Dass.”

“This is Captain Rusk at receiving. There's a manual service alarm on Beryl.”

“Berth twelve is clear.”

“Can you see its forward plate?”

“I've got a green release and a crew count of zero.”

“I've got an amber service plate pulsing now. Can you stop the cut while you check?”

On the other side of the glass the yellow hood passed behind the rim of the ship. White sparks shot outward in a curve and struck the far shield. Iona counted three pulses from the amber plate before Dass answered.

“I'll get the track operator. Stay off the cutter channel.”

“Give me Beryl's local voice frequency first.”

There was a pause while he read something. He gave her a number that ended in a six. Dev keyed it before she could write it down. The first call had no answer. He moved Mercy's antenna off the receiving desk and asked Iona which way Beryl's service plate was facing. She put a finger against the glass and sighted past it.

“It's high. By the empty launch rail.”

A weak voice came through the set
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