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Prologue
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Last Entry

SURVEY VESSEL MERIDIAN. COMMANDER'S LOG. 14 MARCH 2178. 22:41 SHIP TIME.

I am recording this by hand, which is to say by voice, because the keyboard has started to feel wrong under my fingers. I can't explain that any better. The keys are the right size. They are in the right places. They feel like a drawing of keys.

For whoever finds this, if anyone does: my name is Sera Lindqvist, and I am the commanding officer of the survey vessel Meridian, out of Ceres Yard, registered to the Halvorsen-Crane Survey Consortium. We are a crew of twenty-three. By the time you hear this, I think we will be a crew of twenty-three in a different sense than the one I'd like.

Let me do this in order. Dr Tanaka flagged an anomaly in the Tolliver Gap on the ninth. A non-reflective body, roughly spherical, roughly three kilometres across, with no heat signature and no mass that our instruments would agree on. Three different sensors gave three different readings and each of them was confident. We closed to four hundred kilometres. We did not close further. That was my order and I stand by it.

On the eleventh, Dr Tanaka and the survey team took the launch to the surface. Nobody can say the surface of what, exactly. They described a door. I want that on the record, because I know how it sounds. A door, a threshold, an opening, they used all of those words and they stopped caring which one. I watched the feed. I saw them go in.

I saw them come out, too. That's the part I need you to understand. They came out. They came back aboard. They were smiling. They said it was extraordinary, and that it was nothing to be afraid of, and that it had been waiting.

I didn't like how they said that. I couldn't tell you why.

Over the next two days, one by one, the rest of the crew went across. Not ordered. Not forced. They asked, politely, the way you'd ask to borrow a pen. Mbeki went. Volkov went, with his thermos, because he said he'd never forgive himself if it was the best coffee in the universe and he'd missed it. Arjun went last of the junior staff. He said goodbye to me properly, and he was crying, and I thought: that is the only one of them who knows what he's doing.

I have stopped being able to tell whether the people who come back are the people who went.

They know things only the originals knew. They answer to their names. Hana Mbeki still hums when she's thinking. But I watched Hana come back aboard, and I watched her walk straight past the photograph of her daughter on the wall of the corridor without slowing down, and in eleven years of friendship I have never known her to do that.

I could be wrong. I would like very much to be wrong.

There are four of us left who haven't been across. Myself, and three on the night watch who have locked themselves in the observation blister and won't answer the intercom. I am going to send this log on the emergency beacon and then I am going to do the last thing a commanding officer can do, which is to go and look for myself.

Because here is what I think. I think it is a record. I think it is a record of everything it touches, so exact that it can set the thing down again from the page. I think it is lonely, in a way we don't have a word for. And I think it is not finished, and that it wants to be.

To anyone who comes after us. The ship will look well. The crew will look well. Everyone will be glad to see you. Please believe that they are glad to see you.

We found the door. Do not follow us through.

Lindqvist, commanding. End of entry.

[A pause of eleven seconds follows on the recording. Then, in the same voice, though the timestamp shows the log has been closed:]

I'm sorry. I can't tell if I'm saying that to you, or if somebody else is.
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Forty Days

The repossession notice arrived at 04:12 ship time, which Wren Okafor considered a deliberate insult.

It had been timed. She was sure of that. Somewhere in the Harcourt Marine Finance building in Canary Wharf a junior in a good suit had been told to send it so that it landed in the dead hours, five light-hours out, when the only person awake on the tug would be the captain and a pot of tea gone cold. It came as a priority packet, wrapped in the kind of legal language that got longer the less it wanted to say. She read it standing up at the bridge console in her socks, with her hand flat on the cold edge of the panel.

Notice of Intent to Recover Collateral. Vessel: CALLOWAY (UN Orbital Registry 22-0418-T). Borrower: Okafor, W. A. Outstanding principal and accrued charges: £2,114,306.18. Cure period: forty (40) days from date of issue.

She read the figure again. The eighteen pence was what did it. Two million, one hundred and fourteen thousand, three hundred and six pounds, and eighteen pence, as though someone might want to settle up in coppers.

"Biddy," she said. "Is there a way to make this not have arrived?"

"I can delete it," said the ship, in the same flat, cheerful voice it used for everything from fuel warnings to birthday messages. "The sender will still have a delivery receipt, Captain. Would you like me to delete it?"

"No."

"I can read it aloud."

"God, no."

"I can add it to your list of Things To Think About In The Morning."

"It's already the morning."

"Then it is at the top of the list," said Biddy, and Wren, despite everything, almost smiled.

The Calloway was a salvage tug, seventy-one metres of ageing hull wrapped around a reactor that was a good deal older than anyone aboard. She had been built in 2141 for the Ceres tow trade and had since done most of the jobs a ship can do, and a few it shouldn't. Her paint was the colour of weak tea. Her crew patch showed a seagull with a spanner, a joke Tam had made in his first week and nobody had had the heart to retire. Wren had bought her eight years ago with a mortgage on a house she'd then had to sell, and every year since had been a long argument with arithmetic.

She had lost the argument somewhere around Easter.

The bridge was quiet. Out beyond the forward port, thirty-eight astronomical units from the Sun, the stars looked precisely as they always did, which was to say like someone had spilled salt on a black tablecloth and then lost interest. The Sun itself was just a bright star. You could cover it with a fingertip. Wren had done it once, years ago, on her first long tour with the Orbital Service, and felt a grief she'd never managed to explain to anyone.

Right now, ahead of the Calloway, a dead mining platform turned against the dark.

It was called Pallas Deep Station and it was her last chance. Her last reasonable chance, anyway. Pallas Deep Mining had folded in the 'sixties and left their entire Tolliver Gap operation hanging out here in the cold, forty thousand tonnes of cable, plate and coolant lines that nobody had ever bothered to collect. The lease had finally lapsed in March. Scrap rights were open to any registered salvor who got there first. Wren had got there first. She'd also got there with a ship that burned fuel faster than the scrap would pay for, a pilot who was a better pilot than the job deserved, and a deckhand who was twenty-four and afraid of the dark.

Four weeks of work, she'd calculated, would realise perhaps three hundred thousand pounds.

That was a lot of money. It was also one-seventh of what she owed, and what she owed was due in forty days.

"Right," she said, to nobody. "Right."

She sat down at the console and tipped the old tea into the sink-cup and made a fresh one on the little ring, black, strong, Yorkshire Gold, from the last of the tin her sister Fola had posted to her in the spring. It took four minutes to brew properly. She stood over it and did not think about Ada's school fees. She did not think about the term bill, which was in the same unread folder as the repossession notice, and which was, if anything, worse.

She thought, instead, about the specific arrangement of the sentence she would need to say to her fifteen-year-old daughter on the next call. There might be a change of school. No. We might have to look at other options. No. Darling, your mother is the owner and sole director of an expensive way of being late.

"Captain," said Biddy.

"Not now."

"I am detecting a transponder."

Wren frowned into her mug. "Ours?"

"No. Registered to the survey vessel Meridian, Halvorsen-Crane Consortium. It began broadcasting four seconds ago on the standard emergency band."

The mug stopped halfway to her mouth.

It was a bit like hearing your own name called in an empty house. Everybody in deep-space salvage knew the Meridian, the way everybody in the sea trades had known the Mary Celeste. Twenty-three crew, a state-of-the-art survey ship, and then one night in 2178, a last log entry and silence. They'd searched for five years. They had brought in two Navy cruisers and one extremely expensive private expedition, which had found a lot of dark and nothing else. The Consortium had declared her lost with all hands in 2183. The insurers had paid out in 2184. There was a memorial plaque at Ceres Yard and, if you were the right kind of person on the right kind of night, a rumour that the ship was still out here somewhere, travelling.

"That's not possible," Wren said.

"I cannot confirm that. I can confirm that the transponder code is valid and the signal is consistent with a vessel at a distance of approximately seven point four million kilometres, bearing two-one-six, declination negative nine."

"That's, what, eight light-seconds?"

"Twenty-four point six," said Biddy. "Rounded."

"It's a mistake. It's a ghost. It's an echo off the dead platform."

"The platform does not carry a Halvorsen-Crane transponder. I have checked."

Wren put the mug down. She was aware of her pulse, a small hard thing in her throat. She was also aware, in the cool and practical part of her mind that had kept her out of the Orbital Service's worse inquiries, of a number. A figure. It had arrived without being asked.

Under the Commonwealth Salvage Act, a vessel that has been missing for more than ten years is deemed derelict. A derelict vessel belongs, in law, to the salvor who first reaches it and files a claim. The Meridian's insured value had been forty-one million pounds. Her survey data alone, if the drives were intact, would be worth more than that to someone.

"Biddy," she said. "What are the odds that someone else is in range?"

"The nearest other registered vessel is the research tender Halcyon, nine days away. The nearest Navy asset is thirteen. As of this moment, Captain, I believe we are the only ship that knows."

Wren looked at the repossession notice, glowing on the console. Then at the star plot, where a faint amber mark had appeared and was blinking in a lazy, ordinary, impossible way.

"Wake everyone up," she said.

*   *   *
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They assembled in the mess, in various states of undress, round the fold-down table that had been wiped so many times it had lost its pattern.

Tam came in first, in a vest and a pair of pyjama bottoms printed with small cartoon ducks, carrying his thermos in both hands. He was a lean, restless man of thirty-six with a Polish first name and a Manchester accent and a left knee that had never forgiven him for a bad EVA in 'eighty-two. "If this is the notice," he said, "I want it noted that I've already seen it. I put my ear to the deck at about half four. It sounded like the bailiffs."

"Not the notice," said Wren.

"Is it another notice?"

"Sit down, Tam."

He sat. Behind him came Pri Nandakumar, who always looked as though she had been awake for hours, whatever time she'd been woken: short black hair, a grey shipsuit zipped to the collarbone, a face like a closed door. She was twenty-nine and the best pilot Wren had ever flown with, including the two Navy aces who'd taught her. She took the seat nearest the hatch, as she always did, and said nothing, as she always did. Dr Idris Vale followed in a navy cardigan, a pair of half-moon spectacles pushed up on his forehead, a paper book in one hand. He was fifty-four, grey at the temples, courtly in the manner of a man who'd had a better career once and refused to mention it. And last, ducking through the hatch with the apologetic stoop of someone who was still growing into his height, came Jonah Reyes, twenty-four, with his hair on end and the look of a deckhand who had been woken at an hour that meant either an emergency or a joke.

"Is somebody dead?" he asked.

"Not that I know of," said Wren. "Sit down, love."

He sat. They were all looking at her. That was the thing about being captain of a ship with a crew of five. You were never really off duty and you were never really on. You were just the person at the end of the table.

"At oh-four-thirty," she said, "Biddy picked up a transponder. The Meridian's."

Nobody spoke. Tam's thermos paused in mid-air.

"You're joking," said Vale, finally. He took his glasses off his forehead and put them on. "My dear Captain, that vessel has been lost for eleven years."

"Eleven years and seven months," said Pri. It was the first thing she'd said. Her voice was level, and Wren, who was looking at her out of habit, noticed that her hand had gone flat against the tabletop and was pressing down, hard, as though to stop it lifting.

"That's right," said Wren, a little slowly. "You've read the file."

"Everybody's read the file."

"It's not a joke, Idris. It's a valid code and a valid signal. Seven point four million kilometres. Pri, how long to get there?"

Pri had already turned her head, the way she did when she was running numbers. "Torch at point-one-two for the first half. Flip and burn. Call it forty-four hours, give or take. Forty-three if you let me push it."

"Don't push it."

"Forty-four, then."

"Tam?"

"The old girl'll do it." He rubbed his knee and gave her a crooked look. "She'll hate it, mind. Tell her it's for charity."

"Jonah. Cargo and tether gear ready for a derelict boarding."

"Yes, Cap." Jonah swallowed. "Cap, is it, like—is it going to be a bad one? Is it going to have bodies in it?"

It was a fair question. It was exactly the question Wren hadn't allowed herself to ask. Eleven years in the cold, with a crew of twenty-three. She had seen what a long-dead ship looked like, once, on a Navy recovery out past Jupiter. She'd had the dreams for months.

"I don't know," she said. "We'll find out."

"Captain." Vale's voice had acquired a particular neutrality she'd learned to listen for. "You understand that if that ship has been sitting out here for eleven years with a working transponder, something switched it on."

"I'd noticed."

"Then you also understand there is a question about the nature of that something."

"There's a question about the nature of two million pounds, Idris." She hadn't meant it to come out as hard as it did. She softened it. "I'm not stupid. I'm not going in with my eyes shut. We approach. We hail them. We look before we touch. If it feels wrong, we back off, and we file the position with the Authority and take the finder's fee, which will at least cover the fuel."

"And if it doesn't feel wrong?" said Tam.

"Then we're the luckiest salvage crew in the history of the trade."

Nobody answered that. Somewhere under the deck, the reactor ticked and settled, a sound Wren had stopped hearing years ago and now heard with sudden clarity.

"Forty days," said Tam. "That's the deal, isn't it? Forty days to find two million quid."

Wren looked at him. He shrugged, innocent. "I read the notice. It was on the shared drive. You've got to be more careful with your permissions, Captain."

"That," said Wren, "is going to be a different conversation."

"I've got no problem with it," said Jonah, unexpectedly. He had gone a bit pink. "Sorry. I just mean. I don't want the ship to get taken. I like it here."

For a moment nobody said anything at all.

"Right," said Wren, and stood up, and found that she needed to put her palm against the table to do it. "Right. Everyone dressed in twenty minutes. Pri on the bridge. Tam, I want the reactor and torch looked at twice, then once more for luck. Idris, prep the medbay for however many people we might find. Jonah, check the grapples."

They filed out. Pri went last, and she stopped in the hatch for a moment, her back to the room. She had a way of standing straight when she was upset. It was the only tell Wren had ever noticed.

"Pri?"

"Just thinking about trim," Pri said, and went.

*   *   *
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It was a trick Wren had learned young, in Peckham, in a flat above a shop that sold phone covers and plantain: don't look at the big thing, look at the next thing. Look at the pan. Look at the bus time. Look at the end of your own arm. She did that now, in the captain's cabin, with the door shut. She dressed in the second-best shipsuit. She laced her boots. She clipped the little photograph, the old paper one of Ada at nine in a school sports bib, inside her collar where it always lived, against the skin.

She took out the repossession notice one more time. The words hadn't changed. Forty days. She did the arithmetic she'd been doing for weeks, and for the first time in weeks it came out differently, and the new total was a number with a lot of zeroes after it.

She ought to have felt hope. She tried.

What she felt was the thing she had felt as a girl when she had found a purse on the pavement outside the bookies, thick and fat and unguarded. A prickle at the back of the neck, and a voice saying, nobody leaves a thing like this lying about.

She put the notice away. She went back to the bridge. And on the star plot, where the amber mark was still pulsing, still entirely wrong, she watched it blink once, twice, three times.

Somewhere between the second blink and the third, it occurred to her that the interval was exactly the same every time. Not approximately. Exactly. Eleven seconds.

She tapped two fingers on the console, once, and sat down to wait for the burn.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2

[image: ]


Dead Reckoning

The thing about flying a ship was that you never did it with your hands.

People who didn't fly thought you did. They imagined sticks and pedals, a lot of frowning, a hand on a throttle. Pri Nandakumar had given up explaining it years ago. What you actually did was hold a picture in your head: where you were, where you were going, how fast, in which direction, with what left over. The ship did the rest. The ship was good at the rest. What it could not do was tell you whether the picture was right.

That was dead reckoning. It was the oldest trick in navigation. You started from a known place. You knew your speed and your heading and how long you'd been going, and from those three things you worked out where you must be, and you trusted it, until the stars gave you something better. It was faith, mostly. It was also, if you were honest, a way of being precisely wrong for a long time.

Her brother had taught her that. Not the navigation. The game.

She was in the pilot's couch with the main torch burning behind her at point-one-two of a gee and the cabin settling into a low, constant weight that never felt like gravity. The bridge lights were down to amber for the long burn. Forward, the stars did not move. The plot did. A green line ran from the Calloway's tiny icon across a field of nothing to the amber mark that she had stopped looking at directly about nine hours ago.

Thirty-five hours to go. She'd checked the number so often it had stopped meaning anything.

"You can talk to me, you know," said Tam.

He was lying on the deck under the nav console with a panel off and his legs sticking out, working on something that did not need working on. He'd been there for an hour. It was his way of keeping her company.

"I'm not not talking," said Pri.

"You've said four words since breakfast."

"They were good words."

"They were trim, fine, no, and thanks. I'm keeping a list." A pause, and the small bright clink of a spanner. "Is it the repo? Because I've been thinking about it and honestly, if they take the ship, I'm going to move into the airlock and claim squatter's rights. I'll put up bunting."

"It's not the repo."

"Is it the ghost ship?"

She didn't answer. After a moment Tam's head came out from under the console, upside down, hair standing up in tufts, his face an inverted grin that slipped.

"Right," he said. "It's the ghost ship."

"It's a flight plan, Tam."

"It's a flight plan to somewhere you don't want to go. I can read people, Pri. I'm an engineer. We're observant. We have to be, because the equipment never says what's wrong with it."

"I'm fine."

"Okay." He drew his head back under the console. "Okay. Fine. But I'm just going to be down here, if you want me, being fine, in a non-pressuring way."

Pri looked at her hands. They lay on the arms of the couch, still, steady. Nobody had ever seen them shake. She turned the right one over and looked at the palm, and thought about a flat in Croydon with a green door.

*   *   *
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The game was called Dead Reckoning.

Arjun had invented it when she was seven and he was nine, on a wet Sunday, with their mother out at the temple and nothing to do. He'd tied a tea towel round her eyes. He'd turned her three times. He'd said: Right, Pri. You're in the flat. You're in the hall. Go to the kitchen and get me a biscuit, and no peeking.

You could only count. That was the rule. You started from the front door, which you could feel, because you had your hand on it. Then you counted steps. Seven to the hall table. Four more to the end of the hall, and a left. Nine across the lounge. A hand out, and there was the kitchen door.

You were never, ever allowed to guess. You counted your steps, and you turned your corners, and you trusted the numbers. The flat didn't care what you thought. The flat just was. If you'd counted right, there was the biscuit tin.

If you'd counted wrong you walked into the coffee table and Arjun laughed so hard he fell off the sofa.

He was a good teacher, daft and cheerful. He had hair that never lay down and a laugh like a cough, and he'd stand behind you at the bus stop doing an impression of whoever you were annoyed at. He was fast at maths without trying. He'd got a place at the Ceres Academy when she was twelve and gone off in a grey blazer looking nervous and delighted. At twenty-six he'd qualified as an astrogator, which, he'd told her proudly, meant that he was the person who knew where the ship was. The pilot says where we're going, Pri. I say where we are.

He'd signed with the survey consortium when she was seventeen.

He'd gone out on the Meridian in the autumn of 2177, and he'd sent her a message from the fuel dock at Ceres Yard, a short one, because the call fees were awful. He was grinning. Dead reckoning, little sister, he'd said, and given her a mock salute. I'll count the steps. You count the biscuits.

He had not come back.

She had been eighteen when the news came. She'd sat in the lounge in Croydon with her mother and a man from the Consortium in a nice tie, and they'd said lost with all hands, and deepest sympathies, and a full investigation. Her mother had not cried, then or later. She had just gone quieter every month, a little further down some corridor. She'd died two years after Arjun. The doctors had had a long name for it. Pri had never been able to think of it as anything but a heart that gave up counting.

The day after the funeral Pri had gone to a barber on Surrey Street and had all her hair cut off. She'd kept it short ever since.

She had never mentioned any of this on the Calloway. She had signed on four years ago as a pilot with a good record and a sealed expression, and nobody had ever asked, and it had never crossed her mind that she might have to tell them. A missing ship in the dark was just a fact, like her father's absence or the weather. Then eleven hours ago Wren had said the name Meridian aloud in the mess, and Pri had pressed her hand flat to the tabletop to stop herself getting up and walking out.

*   *   *
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"Pri."

It was Vale this time, standing in the hatch with a clipboard held against his chest. He had a way of arriving without a sound. "Forgive the intrusion. I was hoping to borrow the ship's records on the Meridian's last known manifest. The Captain suggested you might have pulled them."

"I've got them in my queue."

"Would you mind?"

She did. She minded a great deal. But he was kind, and tired, and stooped from a lifetime of apologising for other people's enthusiasms, and she couldn't get the refusal out.

"Sure," she said. "Give me a second."

It took her three. The file was in the public register, a hundred and forty pages of insurance and registry data, and she'd already opened it twice and shut it twice. She brought it up on the main plot and enlarged the crew page. Twenty-three rows. Names, ranks, ages at the time of loss. A photograph beside each, taken for the Consortium's ID badges: all of them squinting, the way people do when they've been told to be quick.

"Thank you," said Vale. He leaned in. "Ah. Commander Lindqvist. Chief Engineer. A ship's doctor, I see, a Dr Mbeki. Seven scientists, twelve crew, a cook." He ran a finger down the list. "Dear me. They were so young. One does forget."

"Yes."

"I was hoping to see which of them had medical conditions on file. If there are survivors, you see, and they've been in sustained—" He stopped. "Pri. Are you all right?"

"I'm fine."

"You've gone rather pale."

"It's the burn. It does that."

"I see." He looked at her, then at the screen, and she watched him do the thing she'd seen him do over a hundred injured bodies: not leap, not pounce, just notice. He looked at the fourteenth row. He looked at the name. He looked at the photograph, a young man with his hair standing up, grinning at the camera.

NANDAKUMAR, ARJUN. Astrogator. Age 31.

"Ah," said Vale.

"Don't," said Pri.

"I wasn't going to."

"You were going to say you were sorry."

"I was going to say," said Vale, "that I thought your surname was unusual enough that I ought to have asked, and I didn't, and that is a failure of manners on my part, and I apologise." He straightened up, and for a moment seemed about to say more. Then he shook his head. "Does the Captain know?"

"No."

"Will you tell her?"

"I don't know."

"It might be better if you did."

"I know it might." It came out harder than she meant it to. She shut her eyes. "If I tell her she'll want to turn the ship round."

"I think," said Vale, "that she would want to give you the choice."

"That's worse."

"Yes," he agreed, with a tired smile. "It generally is."

Under the console, Tam's legs had gone still. Pri realised he was listening, and that he'd probably been listening the whole time, and that she did not mind as much as she would have expected to.

"Mind if I keep this?" Vale asked, taking the clipboard. "Only I'd like to cross-check the vitals."

"Vitals?"

"The transponder," said Vale. "Didn't Biddy mention it? These modern consortium units broadcast a crew vitals channel on the emergency band. Heart rates, respiration, that sort of thing. It's meant for use in rescue. The signal's been coming through since about six this morning. I assumed you'd seen."

She hadn't. She'd been looking at the amber mark and nothing else.

"Biddy," she said. "Show me the Meridian's crew channel."

"Of course," said the ship. "Be advised, the data is somewhat unusual."

A new window opened on the plot. It was a plain grid, twenty-three small cells in four rows, each with a name and a number and a thin green line that jumped and fell and jumped.

They were moving. Every line was moving.

"Oh," said Vale, and his voice came out small.

Pri read the grid. She read it again. One heartbeat after another, steady and ordinary, sixty-two, seventy-one, fifty-eight, eighty. Respiration, temperature, blood oxygen. All within normal range. All twenty-three. She could see the cell with her brother's name in it. ARJUN NANDAKUMAR. The line that ran through it rose and fell, careful as his handwriting: sixty-two. Sixty-three. Sixty-two.

"They can't be alive," she said.

"No," said Vale. "No, they can't. A closed ship, eleven years, no resupply. The recycling would have failed in two. It's a reading error. A recorded signal on a loop, perhaps, some failsafe in the software. There are a dozen explanations."

"Name one."

He opened his mouth and closed it again.

"I'm a doctor," he said at last, "not a miracle worker. I would very much prefer to wait until we can look."

"And if it's real?"

"If it's real," said Vale, "then I will have a great many apologies to make to a great many people, and I shall make them gladly." But he was looking at the green lines as he spoke, and the muscle in his jaw jumped.

Pri sat still. She found, to her own surprise, that she was counting. One. Two. Three. Not the heartbeat. Her own steps, through a house that wasn't there. Seven to the hall table. Four more and a left. Her hand had gone out in front of her, flat against the air.

"Pri?" said Tam from under the console, in a different voice than before.

"I'm fine," she said, for the third time.

On the plot the line in Arjun's cell rose, and fell, and rose.

She watched it for the rest of the burn.
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A House at Christmas

Idris Vale had spent eleven months on Europa in 2171, a young man's mistake in a thick white suit, and the one thing it had taught him was never to want a result.

Everyone said that, of course. Every supervisor said it in the first week of the first term. Do not fall in love with your hypothesis. But it was one thing to hear it and another to stand in a clean-room at the bottom of an ice shaft watching a sample under the scope begin to move. He had wanted it so badly that his hands had shaken. He'd called the others over. He had said, in front of three witnesses and an unblinking camera, the sentence that ended his career. This is life.

It had been a contaminated drill-bit. A bacterium from a technician's glove, three years frozen, thawed and delighted. He had published the retraction himself. He had signed it in his own hand and sat for two days in a hotel in Ganymede Town looking at the wall, and then he had gone home to Mira, who'd put the kettle on and said only, Well. That was a good lesson, wasn't it. Let's have something to eat.

She had died nine years later. Idris had not wanted anything since. Not properly. It was a quiet, safe way to live, and he'd made his peace with it. He'd taken a berth as a ship's medic on a salvage tug because there was no wanting in it. Broken arms. Frostbite. A thumb in an airlock. The occasional case of Tam.

And now there was a ship ahead of them, full of living people who could not be alive, and he was standing on a bridge with his hands clasped behind his back, and he was wanting.

It frightened him.

*   *   *
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They came up on the Meridian a little after four in the afternoon, ship time, forty-four hours into the burn. The Calloway had flipped at the halfway point, and the torch had been burning against their approach for the last twenty-two hours, bleeding speed, until at last the numbers on the console agreed that they had stopped.

"Hold at one hundred and twenty thousand," said Wren. "Station-keep. Nobody touches anything."

"Holding," said Pri. Her voice was thin and exact.

On the forward screen, the Meridian had resolved into a shape.

She was beautiful. That was the first thing Vale thought, and he distrusted it at once. A long slender hull, a hundred and forty metres of grey-white plating, a bulb of habitation modules near the bow, a cluster of long antennae folded back along her flanks. Her paint was clean and her lines were crisp. Every window along her flank was lit, tier on tier, a broad band of yellow running the length of her.

"She looks like a house at Christmas," said Tam.

"Don't," said Wren.

"I'm just saying. Someone's left all the lights on and put the kettle on."

"There's no pitting," Pri said. She had zoomed the cameras in. "Look at the leading edge. No micrometeorite damage. No ablation. Not a single scratch. Eleven years in the Kuiper belt, you'd expect to see something. She looks like she was dry-docked yesterday."

"Maybe she's got a good coat of paint," said Tam, uncertainly.

"Nobody has paint that good."

"Thermal," said Wren.

Biddy brought up the infrared. Vale heard Jonah, standing behind him by the hatch, make a small sound in the back of his throat.

The hull was warm.

Not hot, and not a reactor leak. A steady warmth across the whole surface, a little under twenty-one degrees Celsius, as though someone had turned on the heating in a house and then opened the front door. Against the background of space, which sat at a few degrees above absolute zero, the Meridian glowed.

"That's not possible," said Tam. "Radiators don't work like that. You'd have gradients. You'd have hot spots. That's flat. The whole ship's at room temperature."

"Maybe it's some kind of cladding," said Jonah.

"For what, Jonah? To keep the vacuum comfortable?"

"Stop it," Wren said. She wasn't loud, but the bridge went quiet. She stood in front of the screen with her arms folded and one hand tapping, two fingers, against her elbow. Vale had watched her do that through a dozen emergencies. It was her way of thinking aloud. "All right. We approach slowly. We hail them. Standard salvage protocol, full manifest, so they know who we are and what we want. If anyone replies, we talk. If nobody replies, we circle once and file."

"And if they reply with a mortar round?" said Tam.

"Then you can say you told me."

"I will. I'll say it in a really smug voice."

"Biddy. Open a channel."

"Channel open, Captain."

Wren cleared her throat. She'd done this a hundred times for a hundred derelicts, and her voice dropped into the old Navy cadence without a hitch. Vale found himself listening to it the way one listens to a hymn in a language one no longer speaks.

"Survey vessel Meridian, this is the salvage tug Calloway, registry two-two dash zero-four-one-eight dash Tango. We are responding to your emergency transponder and request permission to approach and—"

"—and board," said a voice. "Yes, of course, Captain. Please come in."

It was a woman's voice. Warm. Slightly rough at the edges, with a trace of Aberdeen over something else, something lighter, a Scandinavian vowel. It sounded like someone's favourite aunt. It had spoken in the very same breath as Wren, in time, the last three words matching hers syllable for syllable and then going on without a pause.

Wren stopped.

Nobody on the bridge moved.

"Sorry," the voice said, and Vale could hear that it was smiling. "I'm sorry. That's terribly rude, isn't it? I'm Sera Lindqvist, Commander. We've been waiting for you, Captain Okafor. All of us. Is Dr Vale there? Hana's been dying to meet him. She said you used to work on Europa, and she'd like to ask you about the drill-bits."

Vale felt his hands go cold.

"I'm here," he heard himself say.

"Wonderful," said the voice. "And Mr Reyes? Tell him there's no need to be shy. We've put the kettle on."

Jonah made the small noise again. Wren didn't turn round.

"Commander," she said, in a level voice, "that's remarkable. How do you know our names?"

"From your manifest. You sent it with the hail."

"I did. But I didn't mention the drill-bits."

There was a slight pause on the line. It lasted a second and a half, no more, and Vale found afterwards that he could remember every instant of it. A listening quiet, the sort in which somebody is choosing their words.

"Did you not?" said the voice at last, and it was kind. "How odd. I could have sworn you did."

*   *   *
[image: ]


"She's lying," said Tam, five minutes later.

They were standing in the mess, the whole crew, with the hatch pulled shut. Wren had put the channel on hold and given the Meridian a vague, standard-form "stand by," and then led them all out like children at a fire drill. The mess had never felt so small.

"She's not lying," said Pri. "She's lying badly. That's different."

"Meaning what?"

"Meaning a liar would have a better story. She didn't have a story. She just said it."

"That's the creepiest thing I've heard all week," said Tam. "And I live with Jonah's ukulele."

"Hey," said Jonah.
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