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  Relay Nine Goes Dark
The Relay War
Book One
Garran Holtwick
Iron Meridian Press
For those who kept a place aboard for someone who had not yet made it home.
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Chapter 1
The Missing Beat
The relay missed its pulse while Mara Dain was arguing with a door.
It was the forward pressure door, the one the departure checklist called reliable. It had closed on command, opened on command, and refused to do either when Able Technician Jun Pell asked it to prove the obstruction sensor worked. He crouched beside the track with a rolled inspection mat under the sill.
"It thinks the mat is a person," he said.
"For once," Dain said, "a useful mistake."
"It also thinks there's a person there without the mat."
The bridge clock changed from white to amber. Dain looked past Pell's shoulder. The familiar green bar beneath the seconds had vanished. Across the bridge, Oren Saye touched the face of his receiver, then checked a separate display above it. His good ear faced away from the loudspeaker. He was watching the signal trace.
"Nine missed synchronization," he said.
Dain stepped around the inspection mat. "Our receiver?"
"Both receivers. Checking local oscillator."
Lieutenant Ivo Renn turned in the command chair. He had been completing the relief log, one ankle caught under the chair's restraint rail. "Last beat was clean."
"Keep our own time," Dain said. "No correction until we know whose clock is wrong."
The Tern's engines were cold. On the forward display, the moon Orrel lay below and ahead, a pale curve broken by the shadow of its parent planet. At this distance the settlement was a map symbol. Hollow Orbit, the old refinery ring where most of the remaining surface traffic transferred, was another. Dain had watched both recede during their outward coast, pleased to be leaving a quiet district quiet.
She checked the departure schedule. Their next powered leg would take them toward the safe fold region. After that came a maintenance dock, six days if the estimates held, and new seals for a pressure door older than its technician.
"Pell. Can you leave that safe?"
"Open, yes. Automatic, no."
"Tag it open. Get a second person on the manual test before we burn."
He secured the mat to his belt rather than leaving it on the deck. Dain noticed that. A loose object became everybody's problem when thrust returned.
Saye's receiver chimed, a thin sound almost swallowed by the circulation fans.
"Incoming packet. Priority command."
"That answers one question," Renn said.
It did not answer the green bar. Dain took the command chair while Renn moved to the adjacent console. The ship's authority key lay in a recessed slot beside her right hand. She pressed her thumb against it and accepted custody of the packet.
Commodore Rhea Tann's name appeared in the routing field.
Dain had met Tann twice. Once across a hearing table, once beside a damaged ship. The commodore had been more patient with the ship. Dain trusted her to mean what she signed.
The message had no recorded voice. Its operative text opened in black characters against a white pane.
Industrial biological release at Sable Reach. Local armed interference with emergency response. Corridor closure. Immediate withdrawal of Service assets pending specialist containment.
Below the text, a red map ring covered Orrel and Hollow Orbit. The exclusion area included Relay Nine.
"Authentication?" Dain asked.
"Routing envelope valid," Saye said. "Tann's command chain. Hazard and evacuation annexes are marked degraded. Register request isn't completing."
Renn leaned closer to his screen. "Emergency traffic provision. We can act on the annex pending verification."
"We can," Dain said. "That isn't what I asked."
Saye brought the status line up where they could all see it. The signature check covered the route, priority, originating office and envelope identifier. A second field showed that the annex reference had been received. Its verification box remained grey. The receiver was asking a relay that had stopped answering.
"No full-content certification," he said. "The outage prevents it. I can authenticate the envelope and tell you these are the bytes we received inside it. Those are different statements."
"Log both."
The annex ordered Tern to withdraw without docking or accepting persons from the exclusion area. Civilian evacuation was assigned to a contracted emergency operator. All Service observations were to be forwarded through that operator until relay restoration.
Dain read the paragraph twice. The second reading did not improve it.
"Leda should see the hazard description," she said.
Renn sent the annex to medical. "Recommend acknowledge receipt, adopt contamination posture, execute departure plan. We've no isolation ward worth the name."
"Agreed on posture. Voss, hold the burn solution ready. No ignition yet."
Arin Voss looked over one shoulder. "A held solution is my favorite kind. Cheapest."
Dain did not smile. There were thirty-two people aboard, herself included. Tern could carry more after a rescue, but not separate them from the crew's air. The small treatment compartment had its own fans and no independent return. Its curtain was good for privacy and useless against an industrial organism.
Medical answered in text first. Need release agent and exposure route. Then Leda Sen's voice came through.
"Commander, this says biological contaminant. That's a category, not a treatment problem. Are they describing a fermentation culture, a vector, a toxic product?"
"We're asking. Close the transfer stations. Stop external sample intake."
"Already done. Nobody is ill here. I'd like that kept distinct from nobody being exposed."
Dain acknowledged. Renn had begun composing a receipt. She watched him leave the annex certification field unselected.
Saye held up a hand.
They waited. He wore a small touch pad on his left wrist that repeated urgent sound alerts as vibration. Now he tapped it silent and dragged a narrow section of the signal trace away from the command packet.
"Something underneath error recovery. Local transmission. Eleven seconds."
"Identification?"
"Partial traffic prefix. Not enough for a verified source."
Renn's fingers stopped over the receipt. "An overlap?"
"Possibly. It could have come in along the same bearing and been discarded as interference. Our recorder keeps the rejected samples."
Dain pointed to the bridge speaker. "Once, unfiltered."
Static scraped across the room. A man's voice came through, compressed nearly flat.
"—Rusk, traffic. Gate closed before—"
The noise rose. Someone else spoke far from the microphone, too faint to distinguish.
"—before the alarm. We have people in—"
A whistle cut through the final words. Saye stopped the playback before the command packet's correction tones began.
The fan above Dain's chair rattled twice. She had been asking for that bearing to be replaced since the previous patrol. She heard it clearly now.
"Could be a containment gate," Renn said. "Automatic response before the public alarm."
"Could be."
"Or a recording."
"Yes."
"The annex says there is armed interference. We shouldn't assume every distress call is innocent."
Dain looked at him. "I don't intend to assume anything from eleven seconds. Oren, preserve the raw capture, the receiver settings and the clock state. Separate copy."
Saye was already moving a write-once wafer from its case. He wrote the mission hour on its paper sleeve with a pencil clipped to the console. The screen beside him displayed zero hours, seventeen minutes since the missed pulse. It was a small act, almost domestic. Dain liked it more than the electronic confirmation.
"Acknowledgment?" Renn asked.
"Receipt only. State annex verification unavailable. Request hazard identification and the civilian operator's contact."
"And intent to withdraw?"
Dain returned to the map. The approved departure arc lay open beyond them. To turn inward would consume the reaction mass they had conserved through fourteen quiet days. It would take them closer to a hazard they could neither define nor treat. She had no basis to reject Tann's order, only a broken voice and a silence where a machine ought to have been.
"Prepare withdrawal," she said. "I'll approve the ignition after medical reports."
Renn nodded and sent the receipt.
The bridge returned to work, but not to the work it had been doing. Voss checked the departure arc against the new exclusion ring. Saye requested the annex register again. Pell came back with an engineering mate and a mechanical crank; the two of them began cycling the pressure door by hand. Nothing happened quickly enough to feel like a crisis, and Dain distrusted how that made each step seem harmless.
She opened the casualty estimate.
There was no list of names. That was ordinary in an early report. There was a field marked unconfirmed, another marked access prohibited, and a total beside presumed dead. She did not let her eyes settle on the total. A number without a collection method was not a count.
The field's audit arrow opened three lines of provenance. A local clerk's identifier. An automated consolidation event. A completion time.
Dain compared it to the incident time at the top of the hazard annex.
Then she compared it again using elapsed seconds rather than the displayed clocks. Both claimed the same standard. There was no conversion to explain the difference.
"Ivo. Don't release ignition."
Voss's hand came off her panel before Renn could repeat the instruction.
"What is it?" he asked.
Dain expanded the two timestamps side by side. The casualty field had been closed, no longer accepting additions, thirty-seven minutes before the reported release.
"They finished counting the dead," she said, "before this says anyone could have died."
Chapter 2
The Withdrawal Calculation
Chief Engineer Nessa Vale brought the fuel calculation on paper because, she said, a paper number could not improve itself while nobody was watching.
She laid the sheet on the mess table and pinned it beneath her mug. The mug was empty. Hot drinks were suspended until the departure burn was settled, and she had refused a cold substitute on principle.
"Ninety-six maneuver units," she said. "That's usable mass, not what the tanks claim they're holding. I've allowed for the heel we can't pull and the vent loss on the starboard feed."
Dain stood opposite her. Through the mess hatch she could see Pell checking the straps on a tool carrier. The departure watch had been told to carry on preparing. It was important, she thought, that the ship still had an ordinary task.
Renn sat at the table, Sen beside him. Voss had joined on a wall display from the bridge. Saye remained at his receiver.
"Legal withdrawal," Dain said.
Vale tapped the first line. "Thirty-one from here, including the climb to a safe fold solution. Twenty required reserve. That leaves forty-five beyond minimum."
"Relay inspection?"
"Seventeen inward and matched. Then the whole departure calculation changes because you've moved yourself closer to Orrel. I haven't priced a station visit. You asked for the relay."
"That's all I'm asking for now."
Renn folded his hands. "Before we price an investigation, can we establish what justifies one? A clerk can enter a time wrong. The casualty figure might be an earlier industrial accident copied into the wrong field."
"Yes," Dain said. "Oren found no evidence of tampering in the received record."
"Then we have a defective report, not a defective order."
Sen leaned toward the paper. "We don't have a usable hazard report at all. Their response table requires sealed equipment, but it doesn't identify a particle size or an exposure threshold. I can't tell a cutter crew what makes a suit safe."
"Would absence of that information justify approaching?" Renn asked.
"No. It would justify not pretending we know why we're leaving."
Dain watched the two of them. Neither was helping her make the choice she wanted. That was why she had brought them.
She set a second document beside the fuel calculation. It was the Corridor Service closure procedure, a regulation few officers read until an accident made them wish they had. She had the relevant passage marked, but did not turn it toward Renn yet.
"A relay outage can corrupt a local incident chronology," she said. "If the hazard is real, we need to warn ships arriving behind us. We cannot publish a verified closure on an annex we cannot verify."
"We can publish a provisional closure," Renn said.
"With the operator listed as source. Yes. Can we certify the boundary?"
He looked at the document without touching it. "That's the survey obligation."
"A non-contact inspection of the relay gives us an independent clock, possibly a working transmitter, and an observation of the supposed fire. We needn't enter the station or accept exposed passengers."
"Yet."
Dain let the word sit. A pump started behind the wall, low enough to feel in her soles.
"You think I will move the limit once we reach it."
"I think every person we may find will give us a reason. I'm asking what limit survives a reason."
Vale nodded once, not toward either of them. "That's worth knowing before I spend seventeen units."
Dain had commanded rescue watches long enough to recognize the question under the argument. Her people were entitled to hear what she would not ask of them, not only what duty might require. She had given captains above her the same look Renn wore now.
"No station approach under this authorization," she said. "No transfer from the relay without Sen's containment decision. We leave the relay no later than mission hour ten unless an immediate life-saving action makes departure unsafe. Any extension requires a new recorded decision and a fuel estimate."
"Immediate life-saving action is a large door."
"It is. I won't pretend to brick it up. But finding contradictory evidence isn't enough to extend. If there's no one to rescue, we take what we can observe and go."
Renn drew the paper toward him. "Put the limitation before the justification in the log."
She did. He read it while she waited, then added his own recommendation for withdrawal beneath it. He did not soften the wording to make the disagreement more comfortable.
"I accept the survey as defensible," he said. "I still recommend withdrawal."
"Recorded."
Sen pushed her chair back. "I'll prepare external isolation. That means one cutter, one air loop, no open transfer. If someone needs treatment, they'll hate the delay."
"Tell them it's my delay," Dain said.
"It's mine. That's why I'm telling you now."
After the others left, Dain stayed beside the mess table. A crew notice had come loose from the board above the food heater. Someone had drawn a crown on the diagram showing how not to force a stuck dispenser. She smoothed the paper back under its clip.
Renn had paused in the hatch.
"If you're about to tell me you're not trying to win this argument," he said, "you should know I noticed."
"I was going to ask whether you've sent your message."
"To Keel? Yesterday. Normal routing."
His partner worked on Keel Station. The ship's planned maintenance stop would have given them three days together after eleven weeks apart. Dain had approved his leave before her own.
"Don't change the arrival estimate yet," she said.
"I can't. Relay's dead."
It was not an accusation. That made it harder to answer.
On the bridge, Saye had spread the received packet across two displays. Dain gave him the challenge to send to sector command: receipt acknowledged; content certification incomplete; temporal conflict identified; limited relay survey undertaken under the closure procedure; withdrawal recommendation by executive officer retained in the record.
"Use the outbound path while it exists," she said.
"It doesn't exist as a confirmed route. I have a carrier and no return custody token."
"Transmit anyway. State that we do not have receipt."
Saye read the destination chain. "If Nine's store-and-forward stage is alive, this could reach Tann in eighteen hours. If not, it stops here."
"Then we plan as if it stops here."
He selected the low-rate channel, the one least likely to lose a packet to noise, and began. An amber progress bar crept across the display. It showed what Tern had transmitted, not what anyone had received. Dain watched until she caught herself wanting to interpret movement as success.
Voss had the inward trajectory ready.
"This costs seventeen only if we start within the next twelve minutes," she said. "After that the turn angle grows. Not much at first, but I'd rather you didn't use the word only when we discuss it."
Dain called the shipwide channel. Her own voice sounded flattened over the bridge speaker.
"This is the commander. Relay Nine has failed. We have an authenticated command envelope directing withdrawal, with evacuation and hazard annexes we cannot independently certify. We also have a civilian signal and a timing conflict in the reported casualties. We are making a limited non-contact survey of the relay."
She glanced at Renn. He was watching the passageway, not her.
"Contamination precautions stay in force. The current survey authorization ends at mission hour ten. We will not approach inhabited infrastructure under it. Department leads have the risk statement and the executive officer's recommendation for withdrawal. Read both. Questions go through your watch lead, or directly to Renn if they concern the order."
She ended the call without a sentence about trust. They would know what she had done soon enough.
A minute later Pell appeared at the bridge hatch with his tool carrier. "Door passes manual cycle, Commander. Sensor needs replacing. Chief says we can leave it in manual for the burn."
"Has she entered the restriction?"
"She made me enter it. Then she checked."
"Good."
He looked toward the forward display. "Are we going back for people?"
"We're going back to find out what's happened."
Pell accepted the distinction with a small, serious nod. He had only been aboard four months. Dain could not yet tell when he was reassured and when he was merely being polite to his commander.
He left. Renn strapped in.
The challenge transmission ended. No acknowledgment came.
Dain fitted the restraint over her shoulders. The chair's left catch resisted, then closed under a second push. Across the bridge, Voss checked the passive camera against her plotted turn. The black sky looked empty. Orrel hung near its bottom edge, still remote enough to seem indifferent.
"Seventeen units," Voss said. "Six hours to close observation, then matching as required. Course ends at the relay, not the station."
"Confirmed."
"And if you change the destination, I price it again."
"Confirmed, Lieutenant."
Voss put her hand on the ignition control. "Turning inward."
The deck pressed against Dain's feet. On the map the legal departure arc remained bright for a moment, a course still available to a ship that was no longer taking it. Then Voss cleared it away.
Chapter 3
Cold Ring
At mission hour six, Relay Nine acquired edges.
Before that it had been a confused return against scattered metal, a point that would not hold still on the long-range display. Now Tern's cameras resolved the broken outer ring, the three receiver booms and a pale service lamp blinking above an access collar. Each flash lit the same folded section of insulation. Between flashes, the relay looked dead.
Dain stood behind Voss while the pilot compared the camera image with the maintenance diagram.
"That's not where a bus fire should come out," Voss said.
A ragged break crossed the ring on the side away from its power distribution spine. Several panels hung inward, as if the structure had been pulled rather than blown apart. Dain knew enough engineering to see that the explanation needed work, not enough to supply it.
"Nessa?"
Vale's voice came from the damage-control station. "I see it. Doesn't make it impossible. Fire can weaken a joint, spin load does the rest. But I'd like someone to show me the burned joint."
"Fuel?"
"Seventy-nine. Approach and matching complete. Small corrections inside the seventeen. No more free movement."
Voss held their distance. Loose foil and dark fragments crossed the patrol ship's projected path. Most were too small to track for long. A corvette could survive a collision with some of them. Its radiator could not.
"Cutter inspection," Dain said. "Tethered on arrival. No independent excursion into the ring."
Renn rose from his chair. "I'll take Pell and Mott."
Engineering Mate Mott was broad through the shoulders and cautious around machines he did not own. Pell had been studying the relay's service drawings during the approach. Together they were a more useful team than anybody Dain could have assembled for a fight.
"Sen's rules," she said.
"I've heard them."
"Then repeat them to me."
Renn stopped by her chair. She could see the impatience arrive and leave his face.
"Closed suits. Cutter air independent of Tern. No shared tools back through a clean hatch. Surface samples handled as contaminated until medical releases them. If the pocket has atmosphere, we don't breathe it."
"And the time?"
"Turnaround at ten. We have three hours and forty minutes."
Dain nodded. "Bring back observations. Don't make a diagnosis fit the journey."
While they suited up, a new signal crossed the receiver.
"Automated exclusion broadcast," Saye said. "Source within the debris."
The voice was almost cheerful. Hazard zone. Maintain safe distance. Emergency remediation in progress under Kestrel Recovery management authority. Transmit vessel identity and authorization for access.
"No beacon in the registry," Voss said.
Saye isolated a return beside a broken receiver boom. A maintenance drone lay close against it, its folded arms resembling another piece of wreckage. Two small thruster bells pointed sideways. A rack beneath its hull held a cutting tool intended for sheet metal.
"Contractor device," Renn said over his suit channel. "Does it answer?"
Dain sent their identity, Service registry and survey purpose. She requested the exclusion order, a contact person and the reported hazard. The cheerful voice repeated its notice without acknowledging a word.
"Keep it in sight," she told Voss. "No weapons solution yet."
Tern's first cutter left its recess twenty minutes later. The little craft had room for twelve rescued people if none required a stretcher and everyone could tolerate touching a stranger. With three suited crew and the tool carriers aboard, it looked full on the cabin camera.
Renn gave the bridge a last check of his harness. Pell held a packet of tether clips against his chest. Mott had wedged his knees around a sample case.
"You all look comfortable," Dain said.
"We'd look better from farther away," Renn replied.
Voss guided the cutter's initial separation, then Renn took local control. They crossed the intervening space at a speed that made Dain feel they were not moving at all. The debris made that an advantage. Twice Mott called a fragment and Renn altered the approach by a few degrees.
The drone repeated its warning.
"It has our identity," Saye said. "No change in its transmission."
At the relay, Renn matched the service collar's slow rotation and extended the cutter's docking feelers. The first pair caught. The second pair did not. A small vibration passed through the camera image.
"Stop there," Mott said. "Lower receiver is torn. Don't load it."
Renn backed off. Dain watched the cutter drift clear, one minute lost and the light moving across Pell's visor. Nobody tried to save time by using the damaged collar.
They returned on a different angle. Mott fixed two independent lines to structural eyes above the hatch, checked each, then let the cutter settle on a low-load brace. It was not a dock. It would hold while the craft remained nearly motionless.
"Tether secure," he said. "I don't want thrust on this."
"Recorded," Renn answered.
The relay hatch opened manually. Pell pushed a light through first. The beam found a cramped service vestibule, clean handrails, a dark control panel. No burn marks.
Dain enlarged the image. "Stop on the seal. Left edge."
Pell held still. A strip of yellow material bridged the panel seam, stamped with a contractor inventory mark and a local date.
"Read it," she said.
He did.
Saye checked the conversion. "That's three hours after the alleged full evacuation."
"Could be remediation personnel," Renn said.
"Photograph it before touching anything."
The vestibule led to a trunk too narrow for two suited people abreast. Renn stayed at the hatch while Pell and Mott went inside on separate lines. Their lamps crossed white labels and blue-capped sockets. Pell stopped at a bank of heavy shunts.
"Chief, are you seeing this?"
Vale came onto the channel. "Keep your hands off them. Show me the retaining ends."
Pell angled his camera. Four copper-colored bridges lay in padded clips beside the sockets they should have joined. Each retaining nut was still threaded onto its stud. No one had blown them out. Someone had undone them and put the pieces away.
"Is that part of fire isolation?" Dain asked.
"It can be," Vale said. "Normally after you shut down the load. Show me the heat indicators."
Three of the four indicators remained white. The fourth had yellowed but had not crossed its red line. Mott read the surrounding labels while Pell recorded the shunts from several angles.
"Those were opened deliberately," Vale said. "That's all I can tell you from this. A responsible operator might have done it. A person trying to break the relay might have done it. The copper doesn't sign a statement."
Dain glanced at the clock. Hour eight, twelve minutes. Their careful approach had used more time than she wanted. It had also left them alive to be dissatisfied.
"Find the timing module," she said. "Record its condition. If it's removable without further damage, prepare it."
Renn moved to let Mott bring a carrier through. A dull click came over his suit microphone. He turned toward the service trunk.
"Pell?"
"Not me."
They listened. Dain heard suit circulation and the faint scrape of a tether clip. Then three taps, separated by a pause.
Mott's light moved toward a low maintenance panel beyond the shunt bank.
"Could be metal cooling," he said.
Renn tapped three times on the handrail with his glove clasp.
The reply came almost at once. Four taps this time, irregular and hurried.
Dain opened medical. "Leda, possible survivor. No visual yet."
Sen answered without surprise. "Keep the suits closed. Tell me atmosphere and pressure before you open anything."
Pell was already reading the service-pocket gauge. "Independent reserve. It's low."
The exclusion broadcast stopped.
On the main display, the drone unfolded one of its arms. The movement was slow and almost delicate. Voss touched her control board, placing its position against the cutter's tether line.
"Commander."
"I see it. Renn, hold work. Drone has changed state."
A different voice came from the receiver, still mechanical but no longer cheerful.
"Unregistered access team. State personnel identities."
Saye's fingers moved. "It's asking on the relay's internal maintenance channel. That transmitter should be isolated with the shunts out."
"Separate power?" Dain asked.
"It must have a local receiver. It heard them."
She keyed the channel herself. "Kestrel device, this is Commander Mara Dain, Corridor Service vessel Tern. Our team is conducting a rescue inspection. Hold your position."
The drone's arms drew in. Its body rotated without haste, bringing the cutting rack forward. Behind it, two thruster nozzles aligned with the open service hatch.
Renn was twenty meters inside the structure. His cutter could not move without tearing out the tethers.
Dain reached for weapons control.
Chapter 4
A Warning With Teeth
The first weapons solution was red. The drone, the service collar and Renn's cutter occupied almost the same line from Tern. An interceptor detonated there would solve one problem by creating another.
"No shot," Voss said.
"I know. Move the solution, not the ship."
Dain selected the interceptor's approach arc and handed it to the weapons watch for calculation. The weapon could go around the ring, turn and meet the drone from the side. That took time and a reliable prediction of the drone's path. She had one and not yet the other.
"Renn, clear your people behind the shunt bulkhead. Leave the cutter where it is."
"We have a live person in the pocket."
"I understand. Clear the hatch."
On the inspection feed Mott pulled Pell back by a harness grip. Renn went last, bracing himself against the trunk while his tether paid out. The camera pointed at his boots, then the wall. Dain could no longer see the hatch.
She repeated her identification to the drone. "You are approaching a rescue craft. Hold position. A clear departure corridor is available along your present positive normal. We will not interfere if you withdraw."
Saye sent the instruction on both the contractor frequency and the maintenance channel. He attached Tern's registry again.
The drone flashed its navigation light. A small plume opened behind it.
"Acceleration," Voss said. "Toward the collar."
The red geometry became amber. The drone was leaving the shelter of the relay, coming far enough clear to be killed without breaking the service trunk. It was also coming closer to the three people inside.
"Hold position," Dain said once more. "This is your final warning."
No response. The plume widened.
She pressed the release.
The launch vibration reached the bridge as a short knock beneath her feet. On the screen, interceptor one became a separate mark and bent away from the direct line. Dain kept her hand on the control until the system told her command guidance was no longer needed. It took longer than she wanted.
"Renn, brace."
A white flicker appeared beside the relay. The drone ceased to be a coherent shape. Its cutting rack spun away, still recognizable for two camera frames, and then the expanding debris obscured it.
The cutter feed broke into squares.
"Renn?"
No answer.
Saye changed receivers. Dain made herself wait while he worked. Calling again would not restore an antenna.
A thin voice emerged through hiss. "All three inside. Cutter pressure holding. Something took the high-gain head."
Dain let go of the armrest. Her fingers hurt.
"Any injuries?"
"None. Mott wants that stated before the chief asks."
Vale was already on the engineering channel. "The chief wants you off a tether next to moving scrap. Can you fly?"
"Local control is good. We need the pocket open first."
Dain checked the clock. Hour eight, twenty-nine. The firefight had occupied less than three minutes. The dead drone's fragments would remain dangerous for much longer.
"Proceed with rescue," she said. "Slow enough to do it once."
Sen had the pocket schematic open. It was a storm shelter intended for a technician caught outside the pressure trunk during emergency isolation. Its air reserve should have lasted a shift. The gauge was below its marked minimum.
"Don't equalize into the trunk," Sen told them. "Use the collar bag. Give them portable supply before transfer."
Pell fastened the clear rescue bag around the pocket's little door while Mott checked the seal. Renn stayed back to keep the line clear. Through the bag, the pocket window showed a face with closed eyes and a pale mark across its forehead. The eyes opened when Pell put his hand against the glass.
The person inside tried to speak. Nothing reached the microphones.
"They can hear you through the panel," Sen said. "Tell them one thing at a time."
Pell leaned close. "I'm Jun. We're putting air on your collar. Keep your mask where it is. You don't need to move yet."
The person nodded too quickly, then stopped.
When they opened the pocket, Dain could see how small it was. The survivor had folded knees almost to the chin. One boot was caught beneath a strap, and Pell had to free it before they could shift the person into the bag. Mott caught a loose water pouch and put it in the sample carrier instead of letting it drift.
"Name?" Sen asked.
The answer came after two breaths. "Hemi. Hemi Sol. Shift service."
"Hemi, I'm Leda Sen, medical officer. Have you been in this pocket since the evacuation?"
"They said—" Sol swallowed. "They said wait."
"We'll discuss that later. Any chest pain?"
"My leg. Can't straighten it."
"Don't force it. The crew will move you."
Dain watched Renn take the heavier end of the bag. He backed toward the hatch a handhold at a time. Pell kept the portable supply against Sol's chest where the short hose would not catch. Mott stayed to retrieve the timing module.
It was larger than Dain had expected, a narrow metal case with two fixed handles. Its local battery still showed a service light. Mott recorded the serial plate and connector positions, fitted covers over the sockets, then locked the case inside a clear equipment sack. He read the seal number aloud.
Saye repeated it from the bridge. "Recorded."
The return took forty-three minutes. With the high-gain head gone, Renn flew on the cutter's low-rate link and his own camera. Dain kept Tern still. Small debris crossed the field between them. Once, Renn halted entirely while a sheet of insulation passed beneath the cutter like a dark sail.
They reached Tern at mission hour nine, twenty-three. Sen had rigged the aft transfer bay as a temporary isolation space. Sol would stay inside the rescue enclosure while she sampled the outside of the suit and the pocket's air. The crew would strip and clean separately. Nothing would cross directly into the ship's circulation.
Dain went down as far as the marked clean boundary.
Through two layers of plastic, Sol looked younger than the exhausted voice had sounded. A narrow face, cropped dark hair, one hand closed around the empty water pouch Mott had returned. Sen was fixing a monitor against their wrist.
"I'm Commander Dain," she said. "You're aboard Tern. The pocket is behind you."
Sol looked toward the sealed hatch. "My shift?"
"We haven't found them. How many?"
Sen raised a hand, palm down. Dain stopped.
Sol pulled the pouch closer. "I don't know. They moved us. I was getting the reserve battery. They said everybody had to leave the main trunk."
"Who said it?" Dain asked.
"Contractors. Helmets. I couldn't see."
There it was, a shape she could easily fill with everything she suspected. She had a dead drone, disconnected shunts and a frightened person who had survived confinement. She could make a very convincing story without asking another question.
Sen met her eyes through the plastic.
Dain said, "You don't need to identify anyone now. We'll let you rest. When you're ready, Oren will record what you remember in your own order."
Sol's grip eased slightly. "I didn't see a fire."
"All right."
"I didn't see all of it."
"That goes in the record too."
She stepped back. Behind her, Renn waited in clean coveralls with his wet hair combed flat by one hand. He looked at the isolation enclosure, then at Dain.
"We have the module," he said. "A survivor. An armed interference report of our own. We can leave inside the limit."
Before she could answer, Saye called from the bridge.
"Distant contact has identified. Armed cutter Standard Bearer. Captain Tomas Hadrik. He says the destroyed drone was his survey asset."
Dain returned to the bridge with Renn. The cutter was a weak thermal return far from their immediate course, too distant for useful detail. Saye placed its transmitted image on the display. A compact hull, clean radiators, two long external tracking spars. Better maintained than Tern. The image might be recent. The weapons inventory beneath it was the contractor's declaration, not an observation.
Hadrik's message arrived as they sat down. His voice was calm, mature, without the artificial warmth of the drone.
"Commander Dain, you have removed a registered component from an emergency remediation site and destroyed contractor equipment. Preserve the component intact. Standard Bearer will arrange collection. Transmit your intended holding position."
Renn looked at Dain. She could see him preparing the argument for not being drawn into a second dispute.
She keyed the recorder.
"Captain Hadrik, the component is retained as part of a Service rescue record. Your drone attacked our occupied rescue craft after repeated warnings. We have a civilian survivor receiving treatment. Please transmit your civil warrant for custody of either the rescue evidence or this vessel."
Saye sent it. The timer began counting the distance between the question and any possible answer.
Chapter 5
The Contracted Sky
Four minutes and eighteen seconds was long enough to begin three arguments and resolve none.
Dain used the wait to inspect the recorded engagement. She watched the drone rotate, heard her first warning and saw the moment its acceleration became clear. The interceptor struck before the drone crossed the collar's safety radius. From the bridge, with the outcome known, the decision looked obvious.
She stopped the replay before the strike and rewound it to the first plume.
"Keep that view in the review copy," she told Saye. "The one where we still had no safe shot."
Renn had taken the chair beside her. His suit lay in decontamination, his boots under a dryer. He wore ship slippers with the heels folded down.
"I recommend departure now," he said. "Before his answer gives us another thing to consider."
"And if he pursues?"
"We already have our explanation."
"I'm waiting for his."
"You set a limit."
Dain looked at the mission clock. Nine hours, fifty-one minutes. Tern had cleared the relay's immediate debris field on a prebudgeted correction, but had not committed to the outward leg. The inspection was complete. The limit had arrived while she watched a replay of a decision already made.
"You're right," she said. "The survey is closed. Log that at nine fifty-one. Hold our safe drift while I assess the new contact. No further inward movement."
Renn entered it. "That's a different authority."
"Self-protection during a custody demand. Not another survey."
He did not object. He did not look satisfied either.
Hadrik's answer arrived seventeen seconds later. An emergency management certificate accompanied it, stamped by a regional commercial registrar. The certificate authorized Kestrel Recovery to secure hazardous property, maintain traffic exclusion and inventory abandoned assets. It did not name Tern. It did not authorize detention of public officers.
"Your interference prevented a site-control device from performing its assigned function," Hadrik said. "The relay is part of an abandoned facility complex now under emergency administration. I require the removed component to restore safe operations."
Dain read the certificate while his voice continued. The document was genuine in the limited sense that its registry record matched a cached public digest. Its scope remained a claim to be tested against facts.
"All craft originating inside the zone must submit to inspection before departure. This includes any vessel accepting material or persons from the site. I can provide an inspection point."
He had not threatened to fire. He had described a condition that would require her to take a rescued person and a raw record to his ship.
"Medical?" Dain asked.
Sen answered from the aft bay. "Sol is stable. Dehydration, pressure bruising and muscle compression. Nothing in the initial screen matches a biological exposure. That's not a general clearance."
"Could we transfer them safely?"
"Physically, yes, with the enclosure. Medically, I would need to know who's receiving them and what care they have. Have they offered a clinician?"
"No."
"Then don't call it a medical transfer."
Dain marked the certificate's authority clause and sent her reply. She acknowledged its existence, declined the asserted right to take the module and offered a sealed duplicate of the exterior inspection images. She asked for the hazard identification again. Then she asked how abandonment had been established and by whom.
The delay began anew.
"He'll say the evacuation annex," Renn said.
"Probably."
"And we're going to say we can't verify it. This can continue all day without changing our fuel. It changes their position."
Voss put the cutter's estimated track beside Tern's. Standard Bearer was not on an intercept course. It was moving across the route between the relay and Hollow Orbit, a position from which it could later turn either way.
"He's giving us an exit," she said. "Outward."
Dain looked at the station symbol. Under it lay a local traffic entry last updated before the outage: Long Measure, passenger departure pending. She had seen the name during the previous watch and not thought about it. Ships were always pending something. A berth, a tank connection, a pilot who had gone to find breakfast.
"Oren, can you raise station traffic directly?"
"Not on the main band. They are below Orrel's limb from here. A reflected low-band path might work. We have their old weather reflector in view."
"Try. Don't disclose the module contents."
"I don't know the contents yet."
"Good discipline, then."
He gave her a brief sideways glance and turned back to the receiver.
The next minutes brought a collection of small unfinished things. Vale reported a tool locker seal had passed its cleaning test. Pell asked whether the recovered module should remain on its own battery or accept ship power. Saye said neither until he had imaged its volatile state through an isolated reader. Sol wanted to know whether their work bag had been in the pocket. It had not.
Dain sent Renn to find out what had been inside it. He returned with a list: personal slate, a spare liner, two ration bars and a photograph. None of it required a dangerous second trip. That did not make the list trivial.
Hadrik answered with the annex, as Renn had predicted. His hazard description was identical to theirs. His inspection point was an unmanned cargo cradle near the contractor's operations ship, where personnel would be processed under emergency terms.
"There is no inhabited station requiring Service contact," he said. "Remaining occupants are unauthorized retainers in a closed industrial property. Their presence does not invalidate the abandonment finding."
Dain stared at the transcript. He had begun with an empty facility and ended with people whose presence did not count.
Unlisted maintenance. Temporary staff. Contractor responsibility. She had heard those words before, beside a compartment no one had opened.
Saye lifted his hand.
The low-band signal was worse than the first burst, a voice caught between grinding sheets of static. Saye did not clean it beyond the point at which he could explain the changes. He put a transcript beside the audio with gaps clearly marked.
"—traffic, Elian Rusk. Any Service receiving. Gate four remains shut. Departure clerks cannot obtain—"
The carrier faded. Dain waited without touching the console.
"—Long Measure refusing false list. We have families at the transfer—"
Another voice sounded close to the microphone. "Dad, move the pickup. You're losing them."
Then Rusk again. "Use door schedule. Sixteen ten. South exchange. Repeat, we're here."
The transmission ended.
Dain looked at Saye. "Can you authenticate him?"
"Not cryptographically. Voice is consistent with the first burst. Traffic prefix is now complete. It matches Elian Rusk's registry entry, and the signal origin is consistent with Hollow Orbit. Somebody else could still use his transmitter."
"A live response?"
"I sent our call eight minutes ago. The path and delay fit. He didn't answer our challenge phrase. I can't claim more."
Renn leaned back. "It makes contact more likely. It doesn't make the hazard false."
"No."
"We could carry all of this out. A courier beyond the well, a fold leg, then the next working relay. Days rather than hours, but real command contact."
Dain imagined the outward course again. It was not cowardice. A complete record in the hands of someone who could send help might save more people than a corvette becoming another unresolved distress call. She owed Renn the weight of that argument.
"Write the route," she said. "With earliest useful return response."
"I have."
He transferred it. Four days if the fold solution held and the next station accepted priority. Longer if it did not. The people at the transfer gate might have four days. Nobody aboard Tern knew.
She opened a new command decision.
"I'm not declaring the withdrawal order false," she said. "I'm challenging the abandonment finding used to prevent contact. We have a plausible occupied facility and an unresolved rescue request. We'll seek direct contact under containment precautions, no compulsory embarkation and no claim to govern the settlement. I want the fuel price before approval."
Renn watched her enter the words. "And the old limit?"
"Closed. It did not authorize this. Put that in the first line."
She sent Hadrik a short notice. Tern would not surrender a patient or original rescue evidence. It would contact local civil authority to establish occupancy and hazards. Kestrel was invited to provide specific safety information. Silence would not be interpreted as consent.
The cutter's reply came after another measured wait.
"Your decision is noted, Commander. All consequences arising from unauthorized entry will be attached to your vessel's account."
Its track bent away from them, toward a position farther out from Hollow Orbit. Hadrik had not conceded anything. He had made room for them to go somewhere he could describe as a violation.
Saye called Dain to his console before she could answer Renn's next question.
The module's independent timing record lay open, a line of regular intervals ending in a clean break. A service event sat at the break, not a crash marker.
"I can account for the battery drift," Saye said. "And the receiver clock. This isn't a missing sample. Someone told the timing process to stop forwarding."
Dain studied the gap.
For the first time, the relay's silence had an edge someone had made.
Chapter 6
The Door Schedule
Saye would not call the module a black box.
"People hear that and assume it knows everything," he said. "This knows when the relay forwarded a timing frame and when its own controller accepted a service command. It doesn't know who's standing at the panel."
Dain stood beside his isolated reader. The module remained in its clear sack, an insulated lead passing through a sealed collar. Its battery light had gone amber. Saye had made two raw images before allowing ship power onto the service port.
"Tell me what you can establish."
He opened a plain text sequence. No colored interpretation, no reconstructed drama. Each line had a local counter, a source and an event type.
"This is the last received reference from the upstream station. This is the last forwarded timing frame. Here the operator channel accepts a service isolation command. After that, the buffers continue recording internal activity but cease forwarding. The shunts were removed later."
"How much later?"
"Between eleven and fourteen minutes. The physical break is recorded as a load change, so there's some uncertainty. The forwarding stop precedes the hazard annex's incident time by forty-two minutes, with an error under three."
Dain thought of the casualty field, already closed thirty-seven minutes before the incident. Two clocks now disagreed with the official sequence in compatible ways.
"A service action before an accident," she said.
"Yes. Deliberate disconnection. It might have been ordered for a legitimate reason. There is no operator identity in this module."
"The contractor seal?"
"Evidence that someone accessed the panel after the stated evacuation. Not evidence that the same person issued the command."
She nodded. "Keep the statements separate."
Saye moved one line from his summary into a box headed inference. Dain saw it read probable coordinated isolation.
The rest of the recovered storage was less useful. A damaged section contained fragments of service messages without complete headers. Most could not be placed in order. Saye had reconstructed a maintenance window but no authorization that explained it.
"How long to recover more?" she asked.
"I can spend the next six hours making some damaged bytes look persuasive. I'd rather preserve them for someone with a clean reference image."
"Then stop."
He looked relieved, and she was reminded that people often kept working because a commander had not given them permission to reach a limit.
"Get four hours off after you prepare the station call," she said.
"I'd like to hear their answer."
"So would I. Your relief can wake you if it's more than static."
Before he left, she asked him to play Rusk's two transmissions together without the official packet between them. On the second hearing, the scraps of speech formed a practical request rather than a warning meant for a patrol commander.
Gate four. Departure clerks. South exchange. Sixteen ten.
"The door schedule," Dain said.
Saye pulled the public station directory from Tern's cache. Hollow Orbit had been built in successive additions, each with pressure compartments intended to keep a refinery accident from becoming a habitat disaster. Some doors still opened on timed cycles because their actuators shared an old power bus. The south exchange admitted outside access every two hours and held pressure for twelve minutes.
"Sixteen ten is a routine cycle," he said. "He isn't giving us a secret entrance."
"He's telling us where someone can meet us without contractor clearance."
"That is an inference."
"Put it in the right box."
On the main display, Orrel's limb had begun to rise toward the relay. Soon the broken ring would pass behind it from Tern's course. Dain looked at the surviving service lamp one last time. It continued flashing into an empty work area, keeping a schedule no one could use.
Vale called her to engineering.
The chief was waiting beside an inspection screen showing the aft radiator root. A thin pale line crossed the metal close to an old repair plate. Dain remembered the plate from the departure defect list. Deferred pending dock capacity. The phrase had appeared for three patrols.
"Growing?" she asked.
"Under heat cycle. Not under this current load."
"Can you stop it?"
"I can stop heating it. That has consequences elsewhere."
Vale switched the display to a power budget. The ship could shed comfort heating in the empty storage spaces, reduce galley use and put the secondary survey array into standby. None of it repaired the crack. Together, the reductions lowered the heat that had to travel through the damaged root.
"We approach the station on this schedule," she said. "Eleven units. I can guarantee the planned load if the crack stays inside its present envelope. I won't guarantee a chase."
"We aren't planning one."
"People rarely put the chase on the first plan."
Dain signed the restrictions. "No hot galley. Reduced internal lighting where safe. Don't take it out of medical."
"Already excluded. Pell says the crew will mutiny over cold bean paste."
Pell, working at a bench behind her, looked up. "I said they'd complain in a coordinated fashion."
"Put it in the log," Vale told him. "A first for this crew."
Dain felt herself smile and let it happen. Pell returned to checking a set of manual valve keys, matching each stamped size to a gauge. Ordinary work, done carefully, on a ship that might soon have more use for it than any of them wanted.
On her way out, Vale touched Dain's sleeve.
"You can afford this approach," she said quietly. "That isn't the same as being able to afford whatever you find."
Dain nodded. She carried the distinction back to the bridge.
Renn was alone at the small chart table, reviewing the outward courier route. He had prepared a second option: remain near the relay, broadcast warnings and wait for an outbound commercial ship to carry the record. It cost less fuel. It also left the station request unanswered.
She read both before speaking.
"Attach them to the decision."
"I will."
"The approach is eleven. Sixty-eight remaining when we match. Direct contact at south exchange, medical precautions unchanged."
Renn set down his slate. "Mara, is this about that maintenance crew?"
Her first impulse was to make him use her rank. That would have answered him more clearly than anything she could say.
"This is about an occupied station."
"I know. I'm asking whether you can tell the difference while you're deciding."
The chart table hummed between them. Years earlier, on another rescue, a manifest had told her everyone was off a damaged industrial ship. She had accepted the figure from a contractor dispatcher and taken the loaded boat away. The maintenance crew in the lower gallery had never appeared in that figure. By the time someone found a duty roster, the second boat had been too late.
Renn knew the hearing record. He did not know how often she still pictured the empty space at the bottom of the accepted list.
"I'm not discussing that here," she said.
His face closed slightly. "Then discuss the alternatives I gave you."
She looked down again. The courier route was sound. So was the waiting position. Neither was a pretense he had invented to obstruct her. She made herself write why she was rejecting each: delayed relief against a credible current rescue request; no independent confirmation of station status; risk of surrendering local observation to the party asserting abandonment.
"You should record that you raised the possibility of personal bias," she said.
"I didn't raise it for a court."
"I know. Record it anyway."
He picked up the slate. After a moment he said, "Get some rest before contact. You won't improve the approach by watching it."
Dain checked the watch roster. She had been awake for more than fifteen hours. Tern had enough qualified people to hold a quiet course without her. Continuing to stand there would imply otherwise.
"Two hours," she said.
"Three. Voss is flying. I'll call you if the sky does anything unreasonable."
She left him with the bridge.
In her cabin, the secured mug on her desk still held the drink she had abandoned when the relay missed its beat. A pale ring marked the level it had reached. She poured it away, checked the alarm Renn had set and lay down without undressing.
For several minutes she could hear every small change in the ship. A pump, a latch, somebody moving a carrier down the passage. Then the sounds joined into the continuous noise of people keeping Tern alive, and she slept.
Renn woke her at mission hour fifteen, forty-eight.
"Approach on budget. Station in view. We have a carrier from south exchange. No words yet."
On the bridge, the forward camera showed Hollow Orbit against Orrel's grey curve. The old refinery ring was not burning. Its broken-off processing arms made black teeth around a hub bright with working lights. Window strips glowed along the inhabited sections. A tug moved slowly beneath one docking spine, towing a boxy load.
Voss checked the passive image against her
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