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I

was not asleep.

That was what I told myself in the chair beside Mira’s bed at hour four of what had become a habit I didn’t fully acknowledge as a habit. I was reviewing the fuel allocation numbers in my head. Running contingency scenarios. Thinking through the approach vectors to the three nearest refueling options that Silus had compiled the previous day, none of which were clean, all of which had variables attached to them that I didn’t like.

I was working. The chair was just where I happened to be sitting when I was working. That I’d been in this specific chair, in this specific room, for the better part of four hours was a logistical coincidence.

The med-bay had its own rhythm at this hour. Rossel moved between the recovery beds in a route so practiced that he didn’t need to look where he was going. The monitors produced their individual sounds — not alarms, just the ambient language of machinery doing its job, each patient’s systems speaking at slightly different intervals so that the whole room produced a soft, layered noise that wasn’t quite music and wasn’t quite random. I’d been listening to it long enough that I’d stopped hearing it, the way you stop hearing ventilation after the first few minutes in a room.

Mira’s monitor had a specific pattern. I knew it. I’d learned it without trying to, the way you learn the sound of someone’s breathing when you’ve spent enough time near them.

That pattern changed.

Not dramatically. Not in the way that would have triggered the alert system. A slight shift in the rhythm, a change in the amplitude of the secondary wave that Rossel had explained to me once and that I couldn’t have described in technical terms but recognized immediately because I’d been listening to the other version of it for two weeks.

I sat up.

Her hand moved.

The left one, which had been lying flat at her side since they’d brought her back from the final battle, rose from the bed in a slow arc. Not a reaching gesture exactly — or not reaching for something in the room. Her arm extended toward the hull, toward the port-side bulkhead at the head of her bed, and her fingers spread open as if she were pressing them against a surface that wasn’t there.

Toward the void outside.

I stood up. “Mira.”

Her eyes opened.

I’d been told not to expect a normal waking. Rossel had prepared me for the possibility of confusion, of disorientation, of a patient who didn’t know where she was or who she was or what year it was. Those were the clinical possibilities. What I got was something else.

Her eyes were open and they were focused. Not on me. Not on the room. They were looking at the bulkhead her hand was extended toward, with the specific expression of someone watching something they are concentrating very hard on not losing track of.

“Mira.” I moved around to her field of vision. “Can you hear me?”

She didn’t answer. Didn’t move. Didn’t shift her focus.

Her hand was still extended toward the hull, fingers spread, completely steady. No tremor. The stillness of it was the strangest part — not the stillness of a person trying to hold still, but the stillness of a person who has forgotten that stillness requires effort.

“Silus,” I said through the comm. “Med-bay. Mira’s awake.”

“Monitoring now.” A brief pause. “Her neural activity has shifted significantly. The patterns are unlike anything in the previous two weeks of readings. They are also unlike any standard waking neural signature.” Another pause. “She appears to be in a state of focused attention directed at — I cannot identify a target. There is nothing at the coordinates she is oriented toward.”

Nothing. Just hull and beyond it the empty space between us and wherever the next system was.

I watched her hand. I watched her eyes. I sat back down in the chair and I watched her and I waited, because there was nothing else I could do.

Rossel arrived within three minutes, checked her monitors, ran a physical assessment with careful efficiency, and then looked at me over her bed. “Neurologically she’s active. More active than she’s been since we brought her in. But she’s not responding to stimulus.” He passed a light near her eyes. The pupils contracted normally. She didn’t track the light. “Conscious but not present. If that makes sense.”

“It doesn’t,” I said. “But keep going.”

“She can hear you, probably. She may be processing. I just don’t know what she’s processing or where.” He looked at her extended hand. “I’d like to reposition her arm. It’s been extended for eleven minutes and the muscle—”

“Leave it.”

He looked at me. He didn’t argue, which was either good medical judgment or the accumulated effect of weeks of working on my crew and learning which battles to pick.

He left the arm where it was.

At the twenty-minute mark, her hand came down. Not suddenly — slowly, in the same deliberate arc it had gone up, coming to rest on the bed beside her with her palm up and her fingers relaxed.

I exhaled.

She turned her head. For the first time since her eyes had opened, she looked at me. Through me, maybe. Her expression was not blank — there was something in it, some processing, some internal work happening behind her eyes that I couldn’t read.

“Mira,” I said. “You’re on the Fallen Star. You’re safe.”

The word safe. I said it and heard it and kept my face still.

She blinked. Then she looked away again — not back to the hull, but to the middle distance, the unfocused point that people look at when they’re thinking very hard about something that isn’t in the room.

Her hand moved to the small side table where Rossel kept a datapad for patient notes. She picked it up. Looked at the screen, which was showing her basic vitals in a simple format. Then she turned it over and began to use her finger on the back of the casing, tracing shapes.

I watched for a moment. Then: “Silus. Is there a stylus on that pad?”

“In the lower left compartment.”

I reached across and opened the small compartment in the base of the datapad. Found the stylus. Offered it to her without speaking.

She took it without looking at me and began to write.

She wrote for forty minutes.

Not continuously — she’d work for a stretch, then stop and tilt her head slightly, as if listening to something, then resume. The shapes she made were not letters, not numbers, not any notation system I recognized. They were complex. Some of them had an internal structure that suggested language — a regularity, a pattern in how the elements combined — but the elements themselves bore no resemblance to anything in any human or Architect writing system I’d ever seen. Curves inside angles. Shapes that seemed to fold back on themselves. Sequences that she returned to and added to, building layers of notation on top of previous lines.

I sent images to Silus every ten minutes.

At the end of the first ten minutes: “No match in Architect databases. No match in human linguistic archives. The internal structure suggests a symbolic system, but I cannot identify the base logic.”

At twenty minutes: “I have identified what may be a repeating element — a shape that appears seventeen times in different orientations. If this is a symbolic system, this may be a root word or a grammatical marker. I cannot determine its meaning.”

At thirty minutes: “The complexity is increasing. She is adding layers to previous symbols rather than producing new ones. This is consistent with a system that uses accumulation rather than sequence.” A pause. “I do not know what that means for interpretation. I have no reference point.”

At forty minutes: “Commander. I want to note that several of the symbol groups appear in a spatial arrangement that is not random. They are organized relative to each other in a way that suggests a diagram rather than a text. She may be mapping something. I cannot determine what.”

Mira set the stylus down.

She looked at what she’d written. Then she looked at the hull again, at the same point she’d oriented toward when she’d first opened her eyes.

Then she lay back and closed her eyes.

Not the coma — her monitor showed a change that Rossel confirmed was sleep. Regular, normal sleep. The first she’d had in two weeks, if sleep was even the right word for what the previous two weeks had been.

I sat in my chair. Looked at the datapad. Looked at the forty minutes of notation that Silus couldn’t interpret.

Outside the hull, stars.

I didn’t intend to sleep.

I know that sounds like something a person says when they want to avoid the implication that they were somewhere they were trying to hide from themselves. What I mean is that I had no plan to sleep, no expectation of it, and no awareness of it happening. The last thing I was conscious of was the monitor’s rhythm and the datapad in my hands and the thought that I needed to get back to the bridge and check Kaelen’s status report.

Then it was three hours later and the med-bay was quieter and there was a blanket across my shoulders that I hadn’t put there.

I opened my eyes. Dorn was at the far end of the room, talking to Rossel in a low voice, his back to me. Both of them were keeping their voices below the level that would carry to the chair.

I sat up carefully. The blanket slid. Dorn heard that — he had always had ears for small sounds — and turned.

He looked at me for a moment. Something moved across his face that wasn’t quite any single expression, the way a complicated weather pattern isn’t quite one kind of weather.

“How long have you been here?” I asked.

“About twenty minutes. I came to check on her.” He came over, moving with the careful pace of his injured leg. He looked at Mira — still sleeping, monitor showing regular patterns — and then at the datapad on the side table. “Silus briefed me. The symbols.”

“He can’t identify them.”

“I know.” He pulled a chair from the next bed and sat in it across from me. He moved the way people move when they’re trying not to draw attention to the fact that sitting down is a relief. “You need food.”

“I need Kaelen’s report.”

“You need food and then Kaelen’s report.” He reached into his jacket and produced a food packet — the standard caloric bars from the emergency stores, gray and dense and not worth describing further. He set it on the side table next to the datapad. “Eat.”

I picked it up. Didn’t open it. “How long was I asleep?”

“Long enough.” He said it without judgment, which was its own kind of statement. I understood it to mean: long enough that it mattered, long enough that he’d seen something in my face while I was under that he wasn’t going to describe and I wasn’t going to ask him about.

I opened the food packet. Ate it without tasting it.

“She moved,” I told him. “When she first woke up. Reached toward the hull. Toward the void.”

He looked at the port-side bulkhead. “What’s out there?”

“Nothing. According to Silus. Nothing at the coordinates she was oriented toward.” I paused. “Nothing we can see.”

Dorn was quiet for a moment. Then: “The symbols. Any working theories?”

“Silus thinks she may be mapping something. He can’t tell what. The internal structure of the notation implies a system — some logic behind it — but the logic doesn’t match any reference point we have.” I looked at the datapad. “She knew what she was writing. The way she went back and layered on top of previous sections — that’s not random marking. She was putting something specific down.”

“What she saw,” Dorn said. “Wherever she was for two weeks.”

“Maybe.”

We sat with that for a while. The monitor kept its rhythm. Mira breathed with the slow regularity of genuine sleep.

“She looks younger when she’s asleep,” Dorn said. Very quiet.

I didn’t answer that. But I sat with it.

The fuel situation came to us rather than the other way around. Kaelen’s report was waiting on the command system when I got back to the bridge, flagged urgent, timestamped forty minutes ago.

I read it at my console instead of calling the bridge to attention. Some information is better received sitting down.

We had burned through fourteen percent of our forty percent cache in the thirty-one hours since leaving Meridian Spur. Basic propulsion, life support, heating, the repair systems running continuously on the damaged sections. At the current rate we had enough for approximately eight more days of standard operation, and that was without any tactical expenditure — no weapons, no shields, no aggressive maneuvering.

Eight days. After that we began shutting things down in the order that killed people slowest.

Kaelen had attached a proposal. He’d found a neutral trading post, a civilian resupply station called the Kestrel Depot, that was showing active status on the long-range sensors. Not Ascendancy, not rebel-aligned. A private operation, servicing independent haulers on the outer trade routes. Enough fuel capacity to solve our problem, at a price he’d estimated based on the depot’s last published rate schedule, which we could pay with the credit codes Valeris’s command system had given us in the final battle.

I was about to flag it approved when I read the coordinates.

The Kestrel Depot was sitting inside a null field node.

I stared at the coordinates. At the node boundary markers Silus had overlaid on the navigational display. The depot was approximately thirty thousand kilometers inside the node boundary — well within the field’s active range.

The null fields had been activated by the Listeners at the end of the final battle. Silus had been unable to determine their full effect on ships that entered them. What we knew was that they had been described — by SIL-0, in fragments, before it died — as a cage door. Whatever that meant. Whatever was inside them.

I did not want to take my fleet inside one.

I pulled up the comm channel to the Ozymandias. “Kaelen.”

His voice came back crispy with static, the relay still not fully repaired. “Riven. You read the proposal.”

“I read it.”

“It’s the best option in range.”

“It’s inside a null field node.”

“I know. I noted that in the proposal.”

“The note says ‘proximity to null field boundary may require navigational adjustment.’ That’s not the same as ‘we’d be entering an active Listener containment system.’”

A pause. “I wanted to give you the option with minimal framing.”

“You wanted me to not immediately say no.”

Another pause. “Yes.”

I rubbed the back of my neck. The bridge was not empty — six crew members at their stations, all of them performing the specific quality of focused attention that means you are listening to every word while appearing not to. “Kaelen. We don’t know what happens inside a null field. We don’t know what they affect, what they interfere with, what they’re containing.”

“We know we have eight days of fuel,” Kaelen said. “That’s something we know precisely.”

Dorn’s voice came from behind me. He’d followed me from the med-bay and taken the XO station without announcing himself, which was either habit or deliberate. “He’s right about the math, Riven.”

“I know he’s right about the math.”

“There’s no other option in range. The next viable source is seventeen days out at current speed, which is nine days past our fuel limit.”

“I know that too.”

“So we’re debating the unknown risk of the null field versus the certain risk of running out of fuel and losing everyone on all three ships.”

I turned to look at him. He was at his station, the navigational display pulled up, the node boundary markers visible on his screen as well. He’d already been through the numbers. He’d arrived before I had.

“The null fields could interfere with our systems,” I said. “Slipspace. Reactor output. Navigation.”

“They could.”

“We could go in and not be able to get out.”

“We could.” He met my gaze. Steady. “We could also drift for eight days and die of cold when the heating goes. That one’s certain.”

I looked at the display. At the Kestrel Depot and the null field node boundary around it and the seventeen-day gap between us and the next option.

Three seconds.

“Silus,” I said. “Plan a course to the Kestrel Depot. Standard approach, minimum reactor expenditure. Calculate our entry angle to the null field boundary and give me a complete systems impact assessment for everything we know about null field physics.”

“There is limited data on null field physics,” Silus said.

“Give me what there is.”

“Understood.” A pause. “For the record, Commander, I want to note that I share Dorn’s assessment of the fuel arithmetic. The math does point toward Kestrel.”

“I know it does.”

“I simply wanted to confirm that my analysis is not in conflict with your decision.”

“I appreciate that, Silus.”

“Commander. Are you being sarcastic?”

“Log the course. We move in six hours.”

I went back to the med-bay two hours before our scheduled departure. I told myself I was checking on the patient. I was checking on the patient. That was the complete explanation.

Rossel was at the far end dealing with one of the recovery cases. He looked up when I came in and gave me the small nod that meant nothing had changed, which tonight meant everything had changed and was still changing in ways he couldn’t categorize.

Mira was awake.

Not reaching, not writing. Just lying with her eyes open and her head turned toward the port-side bulkhead. The same orientation. Same point in space.

“Mira,” I said.

She looked at me.

The difference was immediate and startling. The blankness from the morning was gone. Her eyes focused on my face with the full attention of someone who was in the room, in this moment, here. Not whatever other place she’d been inhabiting.

“Hey,” she said. Her voice was rough from two weeks of disuse, barely above a whisper.

I sat down in my chair. “Hey.”

She looked at me for a moment. Then back at the bulkhead. Then at me again. Like she was comparing the two things and finding them both real but in different ways.

“I had the pad,” she said. “The datapad.”

“You filled about four screens.”

“Did Silus look at it?”

“He couldn’t identify the system.”

She frowned. Not frustrated — more like a person who’s been told that a word they’ve been using doesn’t exist, and is having to reconcile that with the fact that they understood the word perfectly. “I’ll try to explain it. Later. I need to—” She stopped. Her eyes drifted back to the hull.

“Take your time,” I said.

She was quiet for almost a minute. I sat and let the quiet be what it was.

“How long was I gone?” she asked.

“Sixteen days since the final battle.”

She processed that. I watched her process it the way you watch someone reading a number they expected and finding it larger than they thought. “It didn’t feel like sixteen days.”

“What did it feel like?”

She was quiet again. Then: “Long. And full. Like a lot of things were being — put in.” She looked at her hands. The small scar behind her ear. “The interface is gone.”

“Yes.”

“I can’t feel the ships anymore.” A pause. “That’s not what I miss. I thought it would be. But that’s not what I miss.”

“What do you miss?”

She didn’t answer that. Her gaze had gone back to the hull, to the specific point she kept orienting toward, and I saw her hand twitch slightly — the ghost of the earlier gesture, reaching toward something that wasn’t there.

“There’s something out there,” she said. Very quiet.

“Silus shows nothing at those coordinates.”

“Silus is looking for the wrong things.” She said it without condescension. As a simple statement. “He’s looking for mass. For radiation. For things that have signatures in normal physics.” She paused. “What’s out there doesn’t have those.”

I looked at the hull. At the darkness beyond it that was the same darkness we’d been looking at for three weeks. “What does it have?”

She opened her mouth to answer.

Her hand shot out.

Not reaching for the hull this time. Reaching for me. Her fingers closed around my wrist with a grip that was startling in its strength — this girl who had been lying in a bed for sixteen days, who hadn’t eaten or moved voluntarily in that entire time, gripping my wrist with the urgent force of someone trying to hold on.

Her eyes went to mine. They were completely focused. Completely present.

“They’re singing,” she said.

Her hand went slack. Her eyes closed. The monitor shifted — Rossel was already moving across the room — and the pattern changed back to what it had been before, the deep unfamiliar rhythm of wherever she went when she left.

I sat with her fingers loose around my wrist for a moment before I took my hand back.

Rossel arrived. Checked the readouts. Looked at me. “Same state as before. Stable.”

“She spoke.”

“I know. I heard.” He looked at the monitor. “Her brain activity is higher than it was this morning. Whatever she’s doing in there, she’s doing more of it.” He paused. “What did she say?”

I looked at the port-side bulkhead. At the point in space that Mira kept orienting toward. At the nothing that Silus couldn’t find a signature for.

“Something I don’t know how to act on yet,” I said.

I stood up. I had a course to the Kestrel Depot to review and a crew to brief on entering a null field and eight days of fuel left to make count.

I looked at Mira’s hand where it lay open on the bed.

They’re singing.

I walked back to the bridge.
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T

he first body was three meters past the airlock.

I knew it was a body because of the rank insignia still visible on the shoulder. Everything else had become part of the wall. Not welded against it. Not crushed into it. Merged with it, in some process that left no seam, no trace of violence, no indication that what I was looking at had ever been two separate things. Pale muscle fiber looped through rivets in neat, deliberate arcs. Skin stretched flat and unbroken across the interior plating the way paint stretches — smooth, complete, and wrong in a way that took a moment to understand because the wrongness was so total it looked almost intentional.

His eyes were open. He was looking down the corridor toward the bridge, like he’d been watching something come at him and had run out of time to step back.

Behind me, Petrov’s breathing changed. I’d brought four crew members aboard. All of them were combat-experienced. All of them had gone quiet in the way that people go quiet when what they’re seeing hasn’t yet finished landing.

“Sir,” Petrov said.

“I see it.” I swept my helmet lamp left, then right.

Eight more in the corridor. I counted without meaning to, the way you count without thinking when your brain is trying to make a number out of something it can’t categorize. All of them in the walls. Some were partial — an arm up to the elbow, a head turned sideways and flush with the paneling, a pair of boots and shins hanging free from a body that continued into the bulkhead and didn’t come back out. One man extended both arms forward in the wall at chest height, palms flat as if he’d been trying to push through from the other side. Another was almost complete, face and torso intact and recognizable, only the back of her skull fused with the inner plating, eyes wide, mouth open, expression caught somewhere between recognition and something beyond it.

None of them showed damage. No burning. No tearing. No blood anywhere, on any surface, in any quantity. Just this finished, seamless joining of two kinds of matter that should not have been capable of it.

The ship’s systems were running. I could see that from the active panels in the corridor, from the steady amber of the environmental readouts, from the recycled air moving against my visor. Life support nominal. Temperature eighteen degrees. The emergency lighting was on, bathing everything in a low red wash that I would have found atmospheric in another context.

“Silus.” I pressed the transmitter.

“Recording on all sensors since hull breach,” he said through the earpiece. Clean signal, no distortion. “Hull integrity of the ANS Helios is nominal. No external damage. No weapons strikes detected. No collision debris. The ship has not been fired upon, Commander.”

“I know.”

“I thought it worth stating clearly. For the record.”

I moved forward. We had a job: confirm no survivors, document what we found, return to the Fallen Star. I kept my lamp moving. I kept my pace even. I did not let myself stop and look at any one person for longer than a second, because a second was enough to see what I needed to see and anything longer would have meant something I couldn’t afford right now.

The bridge was at the end of the corridor. The hatch was open.

Petrov stopped at the threshold. He didn’t say anything. He just stopped, and I went past him.

Four crew members at four stations, all of them at their stations in ways that the designers of those stations had not intended. The helm officer’s hands were inside the console, not on it — inside it, both wrists disappeared into the panel face, fingers spread between circuit boards and coolant pipes. The screen above her was still active and still running a navigation plot that would never be executed. Her face was turned toward it. Whatever expression she’d had was neutral now, smoothed by whatever process had claimed the rest of her.

The captain was in her command chair. From the doorway she looked almost normal — back straight, uniform correct, both hands resting on the armrests. Then you noticed her feet. From the ankle down she was part of the deck. The merged material spread outward from her chair’s base in a rough circle two meters across, where the floor had briefly become something that wasn’t quite metal and wasn’t quite anything else, and had then hardened into whatever it was now.

She was looking at the viewport.

I walked around to stand beside her and looked at what she was looking at. Stars. The standard star field at this position, familiar and entirely without explanation. Nothing out there. Nothing different. Nothing that would tell me why the crew of a functional, undamaged patrol ship had spent their last coherent hours pressed into its surfaces with their eyes open.

I pressed the transmitter again. “Are there any life signs aboard this vessel?”

“None,” Silus said. “The heat readings I detected from the Fallen Star were residual. Organic thermal retention within the fused material. My estimate is that this state was reached between sixteen and twenty-two hours ago.”

Sixteen hours ago this ship had a crew of forty-one. The incident register on the captain’s console showed no logged events for the last eighteen hours. Whatever had happened had not triggered a single automated alert.

“We’re done,” I said. “Airlock.”

Nobody argued.

The Fallen Star’s hangar bay smelled like burned insulation and air that had been recycled until it was technically breathable and practically nothing else. I pulled my helmet off and stood in it and let it cover me, because familiar was something I needed after what I’d just walked through, even when familiar meant slow decay.

We were not a fleet in any meaningful sense of the word. Two warships and a corvette, all three of them running past every margin that their designers had built in, sustained by repairs that got more improvised with every week that passed. The Fallen Star’s reactor sat at five percent output. Shields and life support shared the same power pool, which meant every six hours we chose one or the other and hoped the choice was the right one. Hull breaches in nine sections, sealed with emergency compound that our new lead engineer kept telling me would hold. Weapons systems offline pending a power reroute that we couldn’t afford to execute while we needed that power for heat.

The Ozymandias was running at roughly equivalent levels of catastrophe. Kaelen had kept her maneuvering on single-engine thrust and rotating crew through the compromised sections so the structural stress never concentrated in one place long enough to cause a cascade failure. It was an elegant solution to a problem that shouldn’t have existed, and it was costing everyone aboard her sleep they couldn’t get back.

The Tenacity was the immediate emergency.

I reached the bridge still in my EVA liner and took my chair and didn’t bother with pleasantries. “Silus. Tenacity status.”

“Coolant loss in the secondary reactor circuit has accelerated. I now project eighteen hours before reactor output drops below minimum operational threshold.” He paused. “At that point, heating and life support will begin to fail aboard the Tenacity.”

Sixty-three people. Eighteen hours.

“Options.”

“We tow the Tenacity to Meridian Spur. Reduces transit speed by approximately thirty percent. Extends exposure time and limits our ability to maneuver if we encounter a threat. Alternatively, we transfer the Tenacity’s crew to the Fallen Star and Ozymandias and we abandon the ship.”

I did not look at the crew around me, but I was aware of them. Seventeen people on this bridge right now, each running stations that were designed for two or three. All of them tired in the specific way that doesn’t get fixed by sleep. All of them listening.

“Tow cables,” I said. “We bring her in.”

Dorn’s voice came from behind me. “We need to talk about that.”

He walked carefully. That was the first thing I noticed every time he crossed the bridge — the measured, even pace, the deliberate placement of each step. His left leg had been surgically repaired under field conditions with inadequate equipment and it showed in every movement. He looked thinner than he had four months ago. The lines in his face were different, cut in places they hadn’t been before the final battle.

He came around to stand in front of me, which was the one position I couldn’t pretend not to see.

“We’re already at the absolute edge of what these ships can do,” he said. His voice was low. This was for me, not the bridge. “Adding tow stress to the Fallen Star’s drive coils while we’re running at five percent reactor output is not a small risk. And moving at reduced speed for eleven hours means that if anything comes at us, we can’t run and we can’t fight.”

“I know.”

“We could transfer their crew in four hours. Tight, uncomfortable, but survivable.”

“We’d lose the ship.”

“We’d save two hundred and sixty-three people instead of two hundred.”

“Dorn.” Three seconds. I looked at the viewport and then looked back at him. “We’re towing her.”

He held my gaze for a long moment. Then he turned, went back to the XO station, and started recalculating our approach vector without another word. He’d argue until I decided. He always had.

I went to the engineering station before I found a reason not to.

Petra was running three simultaneous diagnostics and eating something from a foil packet that she didn’t taste. She was twenty-six and she’d been a secondary maintenance tech eight weeks ago, which meant that eight weeks ago she had checked other people’s work and made sure the numbers were right. Now she was the one generating the numbers and there was no one to check her.

She was good. She wasn’t Lin.

Lin’s muscle memory had lived in that console. A particular way of running power reroutes that saved seventeen seconds per cycle. A habit of talking to the ship’s systems in a low murmur when she thought no one was listening, explaining what she was doing and why, as if she expected the ship to understand. Petra talked to herself instead. The math was the same. The sound was different.

“Hold on the drive coils?” I asked her.

“For now.” She pulled up a schematic without looking at me, which I appreciated. “The tow stress is going to show up in the port strut first. I’ll have eyes on it.”

“Good.”

I walked back to my chair. I did not look at the station from my chair. I looked at the viewport and the star field beyond it and Meridian Spur somewhere ahead of us on the other side of eleven hours.

“Silus,” I said, at hour four. “That gravitational reading.”

He pulled it onto the secondary display immediately. The waveform was small but structured — a regular oscillation that repeated at intervals too precise for a stellar body or a debris field.

“Twelve thousand light-years out,” he said. “The pattern has not changed since initial detection. It is consistent with an artificial source.”

“Consistent with.”

“It is my most precise language given current sensor data.”

I looked at it for a moment. An artificial source twelve thousand light-years out at the galactic edge, pulsing at regular intervals, not matching any charted installation or known phenomenon. Under different circumstances this was the only thing I’d be thinking about.

“Log it,” I said. “We’ll analyze when we have power to spare.”

“Logged. I note that the pattern has increased in amplitude by approximately four percent since initial detection.”

I looked at it one more second. “Log that too.”

I went back to the fuel consumption report. The numbers hadn’t changed. They never changed. I read them anyway.

The med-bay was quiet and warm. Rossel met me at the entrance and stepped aside without saying anything, which was how he communicated that Mira’s status was unchanged. He’d stopped offering estimates three weeks ago. I didn’t push him.

She was in the third bed. Scar behind the right ear, healed clean. Hands at her sides. Breathing regular. The monitors above her ran their slow, unfamiliar patterns that Rossel had shown me twice and that I understood only as evidence that something was happening in her head that had no precedent in any medical reference he had access to.

I sat down in the chair with the worn armrest — my chair, by this point, in any meaningful sense — and looked at her.

She was sixteen years old. The youngest person on this ship. She had carried the authentication data that could activate Architect warships in the synaptic architecture behind her eyes, and she had burned through most of herself to help us in the final battle, and now she was somewhere that the monitors couldn’t follow and Rossel couldn’t reach and I couldn’t get to by any means available to me.

“Meridian Spur in two hours,” I told her. “We refuel. Then I figure out what comes next.” A pause. “Come back when you can. That’s all.”

The monitor kept its rhythm. I sat for ten more minutes and then went back to work.

Kaelen’s voice came over the command channel at hour nine. The signal crackled. His comm system had been rebuilt three times from spare parts and it sounded like it.

“Riven. Section seven is degrading faster than projected. The tow stress is pulling on the compromised ribs at about twice the rate I expected. I’ve got two teams on it. It’s manageable. I want you to know.”

“Understood. Hold until the cache.”

“Probably can.” Then, after a beat: “How’s the Fallen Star?”

“Holding.”

“Both of us,” he said. Same words he’d used before. He closed the channel.

Meridian Spur appeared on the passive array at eleven hours, a cluster of solid returns that resolved into the station’s body, the fuel storage tanks on its western face, and the docking arm extended into space.

The docking clamps were open.

That was the first wrong thing. Clamps stay closed in vacuum. It’s basic protocol, it’s basic safety, and a skeleton crew of twelve on a functional station with no incoming traffic had no reason to leave them deployed.

“Hailing,” Silus said. I hadn’t needed to ask. “No response on standard frequencies. Attempting emergency channel.”

The Fallen Star moved in at reduced approach speed, the Tenacity on the cable behind us. The station grew in the display. Lights on inside. Environmental indicators showing green. Fuel storage amber, which was the color it went when the tanks were full.

“Life signs?” I said.

“Yes. Multiple.” A pause. “They are not moving. Clustered against the station’s interior walls. The pattern matches—” He stopped.

“Say it.”

“The pattern matches the heat distribution of the crew aboard the ANS Helios.”

The bridge was quiet. I heard the ventilation. The reactor’s low irregular hum. The distant creak of the tow cable.

“Full stop at two hundred meters,” I said. “Keep broadcasting on all frequencies. Passive scan only, no active ping. I want everything you can read without lighting us up.”

“Already scanning.”

I looked at the station. Two hundred meters. The fuel was right there.

The comm panel chimed.

Static. Then underneath the static, voices — multiple, layered over each other, none of them complete. Fragments rising and falling in the noise. Then one voice pulled clear. Female. Precise. Three full seconds of it.

“They’re in the walls. They’re in our —”

Gone. Not fading. Not cutting to static. Gone, the way a light goes when the power fails, instantaneous and total.

Nobody moved. I could hear Dorn breathing beside me.

I stood up from my chair.

“Boarding team,” I said. My voice came out level. I had nothing left to feel surprised about, and that was the most frightening thing I’d understood in months. “EVA protocol. Sidearms. Nobody enters without a suit, nobody touches anything without my direct order.” I was already moving. “Raise Kaelen. Tell him to hold position and watch our perimeter.”

Dorn was on his feet. “Riven—”

“We need the fuel.”

I kept walking.
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T

he boarding team was seven people, including me.

I’d taken it down from twelve after thinking about what we’d found aboard the Helios. Twelve people in a corridor full of open eyes and walls that had learned to consume was twelve people who might freeze at the wrong moment, and a frozen person in a hostile environment is a liability that spreads. Seven was enough to secure a fuel station. Seven was small enough that I could keep track of all of them at once.

The gear check took four minutes in the Fallen Star’s secondary airlock. Petrov again, because he’d been on the Helios and he hadn’t frozen. Orin and Sakata from the security detail. Two engineers named Vas and Corell who knew fuel transfer systems and wouldn’t need to be walked through the procedure under pressure. And me.

Seven.

I was running the seals on my helmet when I heard the uneven footsteps in the corridor behind me.

I didn’t turn around. “No.”

“I haven’t asked anything yet,” Dorn said.

“You don’t need to.”

He came around to stand in front of me, which was becoming a habit of his that I was running out of patience for. He was in his EVA liner, not a full suit, which meant he’d come down here to argue rather than to board. His left leg was wrapped in the support brace that the medic had fitted him with, and even with the brace the stance was off — more weight on the right, less than he wanted to show it.

“You’re going into an unknown environment with six crew members and no medical support,” he said. “You need someone who can make command calls if you can’t.”

“Petrov can make command calls.”

“Petrov is a good sergeant. That’s different.”

“Dorn—”

“Let me come.” He said it flat. Not a plea, not an order. Just a statement of what he wanted, which with Dorn was its own kind of argument. “You’re shorthanded in there and you know it.”

“Your leg—”

“My leg works.” The briefest pause. “Slowly. But it works.”

I looked at him. He looked back at me with the specific expression he used when he’d already decided something and was waiting for me to catch up. I’d known that expression for thirty years and it had never once meant he was going to back down.

“You’re not my commander,” he said. “You’re my brother. And you’re wrong.”

I held the look for three seconds.

Then I turned back to the airlock. “Get a suit. You’re in the rear. If that leg gives out, you tell me immediately.”

He was already moving to the suit rack.

Meridian Spur was carved into an asteroid. That was the thing I hadn’t fully absorbed from the sensor data — not a structure sitting on a rock, but a structure that was the rock, hollowed out over decades of mining operation until the original mass had been consumed from the inside and what remained was a shell of raw asteroid with a pressurized habitat occupying the space where the ore used to be. From outside it looked like a dark, irregular boulder roughly two kilometers at its longest axis, its surface scarred with old extraction cuts and latticed with conduit runs that had been bolted on and then forgotten.

The docking clamps were deployed on the main arm. Open, like hands waiting to receive something that hadn’t come.

Lights flickered in the access porthole near the clamp base. Not a malfunction pattern. A slow, irregular pulse, as if the station were breathing.

We matched velocity and came in alongside the arm, and the clamps took us with a clunk that resonated through the hull. Solid contact. The arm was functioning. Whatever had happened inside hadn’t reached the exterior systems.

The airlock cycled. Air pressure on the other side was nominal. Temperature: fourteen degrees, two below standard but within acceptable range. I went in first.

The entrance corridor was narrow — rock walls with cabling run along the ceiling and a non-slip floor surface that had been applied to the raw stone at some point and was now wearing through in the high-traffic areas. Emergency lighting only. The main panels were dark, which explained the flickering from outside — the station had switched to backup power at some point and the backup system was doing what backup systems do when they’ve been running longer than they were designed to.

“Silus,” I said through the suit comm.

“Connected through the station’s local relay,” he said. “Weak signal but stable. Life signs: none detected. I am not reading any human heat signatures inside the station.”

“None.”

“None. The station’s environmental systems show oxygen, pressure, and temperature consistent with recent habitation. Whatever happened, it happened after the crew had been here long enough to warm the space.”

I moved forward. Behind me, Petrov and the others fanned out in the practiced way of people who’d done enough boarding actions to not need to be told. Dorn’s footsteps were steady — slower than they should have been, but steady. I did not look back at him.

The first operational space we reached was what passed for a common area: a table bolted to the floor, six chairs, a food-prep unit in the corner, a display screen on the wall. The screen was on. It was playing something.

I stopped. The others stopped around me.

The display was running a personal log entry. Audio and text. The voice was male, calm, the tone of someone recording their thoughts at the end of a shift rather than during a crisis. The text scrolled across the screen as he spoke, and both the text and the audio were in a loop — the entry cycling back to its start every forty-three seconds.

”...don’t know where it came from. Maret thinks it’s instrument interference but the instruments are clean. Fenna heard it too, so it’s not just me. It’s low. Below talking. Below the ventilation. You feel it more than hear it. Like something pressing on the inside of your skull from somewhere outside. The song came from nowhere. I don’t know what else to call it. The song came from—”

It cut. Restarted. ”...don’t know where it came from...”

Nobody moved.

“How many logs are playing?” I asked.

“Checking the station network,” Silus said. After a moment: “Eleven. All personal logs. All crew members, based on the voice identifications. All logged within the same four-hour window approximately nine days ago. All looping.” A pause. “They are all playing the same phrase on repeat. The specific phrasing differs slightly between crew members, but the content is identical.”

“What phrase?”

“The song came from nowhere.”

I looked at the screen, at the looping text, and I thought about the captain of the Helios looking at the stars through the viewport and the crew member who had been trying to push through the wall from the inside.

“Where are the crew?” Dorn asked. He said it quietly, the same way he’d say anything that didn’t have a good answer.

“No indication,” Silus said. “No remains, no emergency suit activations, no escape pod deployment. The external sensors show no debris consistent with an explosive decompression event. No record of any vessel docking or departing in the nine days since the logs were recorded.”

Twelve people had been inside this rock nine days ago. Now there was no trace of them. Not fused into the walls, not floating in the corridors, not huddled in a sealed compartment that had bought them a few extra hours. Just gone, with their logs on loop and the lights set to backup power.

“We need the fuel,” I said. “We do the job. Stay in pairs, stay on comms, report anything that looks wrong. Vas, Corell — with me to the transfer bay. Everyone else: sweep the station. Document everything. Do not touch anything until Silus clears it.”

Movement. The team split. The logs kept cycling from eleven different rooms, eleven different voices saying the same thing, and the sound of it overlapping in the narrow rock corridors was something I was going to spend a long time not thinking about.

The fuel transfer bay was in the deepest part of the station, cut directly into the asteroid’s core. The ceiling was raw rock above us, the walls too, with the transfer equipment bolted in at intervals and conduit running between them in organized bundles that someone had color-coded years ago. The equipment was old but maintained. I could see the service logs mounted in a holder by the main valve housing — the last entry was dated ten days ago, the day before the crew’s logs had started playing.

The transfer system was manual-assist — not automated, not remote-capable, which was why they needed engineers on-site. Vas went to the control terminal. Corell moved to the valve housing. I watched the readouts over Vas’s shoulder.

“Storage tanks are full,” Vas said. “All three. They hadn’t run any transfers in the last cycle.”

Full tanks. Enough to refuel the Fallen Star, the Ozymandias, and the Tenacity with reserves left over. For the first time in weeks, the math was going to work out. I felt something loosen slightly in my chest, some constant tightness that I’d stopped noticing because it had been there so long.

“Connect the transfer line,” I said. “Standard protocol. Let’s get it done.”

Corell moved to the primary valve. She was capable and fast — she had the connection coupling seated and locked inside ninety seconds and was reaching for the manual release handle when she stopped.

“Commander,” she said.

“What.”

“The handle isn’t moving.”

Vas looked up from the terminal. “What’s the pressure reading on primary?”

“Normal. Thirty-one standard. It’s not a pressure lock.” She tried again. I could see her put real force into it, the handle trembling slightly but not rotating. “It’s like it’s fused. The metal—” She stopped.

I moved to stand beside her. The valve housing was a standard design, cast alloy with a manual release handle that should turn with one hand. I reached past Corell and took the handle myself and pulled.

It gave slightly. Not rotating. Deforming. The metal of the handle moved under my glove like something that had been almost-solid — not warm, not moving on its own, but with a give to it that alloy doesn’t have, a soft resistance that reminded me, with no space between the thought and the nausea, of pressing against something organic.

I let go. Stepped back.

“Silus,” I said.

“I have been running passive scans since we entered the transfer bay,” he said, and his voice was the careful flat tone he used when he had information that he was choosing to present slowly. “I am detecting anomalous radiation throughout the station. The type does not match any conventional radioactive decay pattern.”

“What type?”

“Quantum-state decoherence emissions. At a very low level, but consistent across the entire structure.” He paused. “Commander, quantum-state decoherence at this magnitude is not possible outside a controlled laboratory environment. The energy required to produce this effect naturally would require a dedicated particle physics installation. The station has no such equipment.”

“But you’re reading it.”

“I am reading it. I have run the diagnostic three times.”

I looked at the valve handle. At the surface of it, which was alloy, which was hard, which should not have moved the way it had when I pressed my hand against it.

“Corell. Vas. Step back from the equipment.”

Corell stepped back immediately. Vas finished the step he was in the middle of and then stepped back, looking at the terminal as if he was working something out.

“Can we run the transfer at all?” I asked. “Secondary valve?”

“Checking.” A moment from Silus. “Secondary valve housing shows the same decoherence signature. I would not recommend physical manipulation of any station equipment at this time. The interaction between the radiation and physical matter appears to be—” He stopped.

“Silus.”

“I do not have precise language for what I am observing. The molecular structure of some components in this station appears to be in an intermediate state. Neither fully one configuration nor another. Contact with material in this state carries unknown risks.”

I thought about the valve handle. About what it had felt like to press against it.

“Unknown meaning what, exactly.”

“Unknown meaning I do not know. I can tell you that the crew of this station encountered this phenomenon approximately nine days ago, and that those crew members are currently not locatable by any means available to me.”

I looked at Dorn. He looked back at me. Neither of us said anything.

“Can we route the transfer without touching the affected components?” I asked. “Any part of this system that shows clean?”

“The external coupling and the primary connection line appear unaffected. If you can activate the transfer pump remotely through the terminal rather than via the manual valve, the fuel should move through uncompromised conduit.”

“Vas.” I turned to him. “Terminal only. Don’t touch anything else.”

He moved back to the terminal carefully, with the specific precision of a person who has been told the floor might not be entirely solid. His fingers worked over the interface. “Pump activation available remotely. Starting transfer.”

The pump engaged. I heard the fuel moving through the conduit above us, a low, rushing sound through the rock.

Dorn came to stand beside me. “How much time do we have?”

“Silus. At current pump rate, how long for a full transfer?”

“At the pump’s rated capacity: forty-seven minutes for the Fallen Star, an additional thirty-one for the Ozymandias, twenty-two for the Tenacity.”

One hundred minutes. Enough time.

Except at the twenty-three-minute mark, the pump sound changed.

It went from the steady rush of fluid through conduit to something lower, wetter, more irregular. Not the cavitation sound of a pump running dry. Something else.

“Vas,” I said.

“I see it.” His voice had gone tight. “Pressure in the primary conduit is dropping. But the pump output is constant.” He was running through the diagnostic options on the terminal. “There’s something in the line. A blockage. But the sensors show—” He stopped.

“Show what.”

“The sensors show organic matter in the primary conduit.”

The pump sound kept going. Low and irregular and wrong.

“Shut it down,” I said.

Vas cut the pump. The sound stopped. The transfer bay was very quiet.

“How much did we get?” Dorn asked.

“Forty percent of original target capacity,” Silus said. “Enough for limited jump capability and extended maneuvering. Not enough for sustained operations.”

Forty percent. Less than half of what we’d come here for. The math that had felt workable seven minutes ago was broken again. I did the fast calculation without wanting to: forty percent meant we could jump once. Maybe twice if I was willing to damage the drive coils. After that we were drifting.

“We’re done here,” I said. “Seal the connection line. Do not engage any further station systems. We’re leaving.”

Nobody argued. We moved back through the corridors toward the docking arm, past the common area where eleven looping logs still layered over each other in the backup-lit quiet, and I made sure I didn’t slow down as I passed them.

“The song came from nowhere...”

”...the song came from...”

”...from nowhere...”

I kept moving.

The detach sequence took three minutes. Standard procedure, automated on the station side, and the clamps released clean and the docking arm retracted without incident and the Fallen Star began its separation burn, pulling away from the asteroid’s surface at one-quarter thrust.

The Tenacity was still on the tow cable. Kaelen’s voice came over the command channel the moment I was back on the bridge, before I’d even sat down.

“Riven. We got forty percent? That’s what Silus is showing.”

“That’s what we got.”

A silence. Not surprised silence, just the kind where a person is doing arithmetic they don’t want to do. “That’s a problem.”

“I know. We’ll find another source.”

“Where?”

“Working on it.”

Another silence. Longer. “Okay.” He closed the channel.

I sat in my chair. The asteroid was visible through the viewport on the port side — dark, irregular, pulling away behind us as the separation burn continued. I watched it the way I’d been watching everything in the last several days: looking for what was wrong, because what was wrong was always there if you looked long enough.

Dorn settled into the XO station beside me. He moved carefully, getting his leg positioned, and I noticed the effort it cost him and said nothing.

“The logs,” he said. “The crew disappeared nine days ago.”

“Yes.”

“And the scout ship crew fused with their ship sixteen to twenty-two hours ago.”

“Different effects. Same origin, maybe. Maybe not.” I was keeping my voice flat, my face still. The bridge crew was listening. They needed me to sound like this was a problem I understood well enough to solve. “Silus. Any additional information on the decoherence readings?”

“The readings are diminishing with distance, as expected. I note that the decay rate does not match standard radiation dispersal physics.” He paused in the way that I’d learned meant something was coming that he was choosing words for carefully. “The readings are not dispersing. They are withdrawing. As if the source is not a fixed emission but a directional one.” Another pause. “Commander. The asteroid.”

I looked out the viewport.

The surface of the asteroid was moving.

Not exploding. Not fracturing. Moving, the way a surface moves when something under it shifts, slow ripples crossing the rock face from one end to the other. The old extraction cuts were smoothing out. The conduit runs were being absorbed into the surface, one by one, disappearing without debris. The irregular shape of it — the angles and protrusions and the natural chaos of a body that had been carved up for sixty years — was becoming regular. Smoothing. Rounding.

I stood up from my chair.

The process took four minutes. Nobody on the bridge spoke. The tow cable held the Tenacity steady behind us and the separation burn continued at one-quarter thrust and we watched the asteroid shed sixty years of evidence that anything had ever happened to it. The docking arm was gone. The clamps were gone. The surface ports and the conduit runs and the scarring from the extraction equipment — all of it gone, the surface flowing like something that had never fully committed to being solid.

Then it stopped.

Where the asteroid had been — irregular, two kilometers across its longest axis, marked and worked and full of corridors where twelve people had recorded their last logs nine days ago — there was now a sphere. Not roughly spherical. A sphere. A perfect geometric sphere, surface smooth and unmarked, as featureless as a ball bearing.

It sat in space and reflected starlight and showed nothing.

“Silus,” I said.

“Yes.” His voice was very careful. “That is not a natural event.”

I stared at it. Whatever had been inside that asteroid — whatever had taken twelve crew members without leaving a body, whatever had rewritten the molecular structure of metal valve housings, whatever had been producing decoherence radiation in a pattern that shouldn’t exist outside a laboratory — had finished what it was doing and had closed the door behind it.

Perfectly. Completely. Without leaving anything to examine.

“Increase separation burn,” I said. “Get us out of here.”

“Helm,” Petra said from the engineering station — and I heard the slight shake in her voice that she was working hard to control. “Increasing thrust.”

I kept looking at the sphere until the burn put enough distance between us that it was just a point of reflected light among the other points of reflected light.

Then I turned back to the bridge and looked at my crew and said, “We need another fuel source. Silus, start looking.” And I sat back down, because there was nothing else to do and because sitting down looked like control, and control was the only thing I had left to offer.

Behind us, at whatever distance the separation burn had put between us, the sphere sat in space and said nothing.

It had our forty percent of fuel inside it. It had the answers to everything we’d seen in the last twenty-four hours inside it. It had twelve people inside it, in whatever form twelve people took when something like this was done with them.

It wasn’t giving any of it back.
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I

gave Silus four hours with Mira’s two words.

That was how long it took to get the fleet oriented toward Kestrel Depot and settled into the approach burn, which left me time I would otherwise have spent working to instead sit at my station with the secondary display running and watch Silus work. He didn’t need me watching. He knew I was watching and said nothing about it, which was one of the things I valued about him.

“Explain your process,” I said, at hour two.

“Cross-referencing all sensor data collected from dark systems against known acoustic and gravitational phenomena.” His voice came from the small terminal near my station, his projected outline steady in the low light of the command center. “Mira said ‘singing.’ The word implies a structured acoustic phenomenon — pattern, rhythm, frequency. I am looking for those qualities in data we already have.”

“In data collected by instruments that weren’t looking for them.”

“Correct. Which means if the phenomenon exists in the data, it will be at the edge of detection — below the threshold that would trigger an automated flag. I am looking for something our own systems would not have noticed.”

“And if it’s not in the data?”

“Then either the phenomenon doesn’t exist, Mira’s description is metaphorical rather than literal, or it exists in a form our sensors are fundamentally unable to capture.” A pause. “I am proceeding on the assumption that it exists.”

I let him work.

At hour three, Petra flagged a minor power variance in the starboard drive coil that she wanted me to know about before it became a larger problem. I talked her through the mitigation options and approved a temporary load-shedding protocol that would reduce our acceleration by eleven percent in exchange for protecting the coil from further stress. The loss in transit time was acceptable. The loss of the drive coil was not.

At the start of hour four, Silus said, “Commander.”

I was at my station. I sat up. “What do you have?”

“Something I want to be careful about.” He brought the data up on my secondary display without being asked — a waveform, low amplitude, spread across a frequency range well below the threshold of human hearing. “This pattern appears in the passive sensor logs from four of the dark systems we passed through or scanned in the last three weeks. In each case, the signal was flagged internally by the sensor array as background noise — a natural gravitational byproduct of stellar activity — and was not forwarded to my primary analysis queue.”

I looked at the waveform. Low. Long. Structured in a way that background noise isn’t. “Gravitational waves.”

“Low-frequency gravitational wave oscillation. But not random oscillation — this is patterned. The intervals repeat. The structure repeats. The variations in the waveform are not random fluctuation. They are organized variation, the kind produced by a source that is intentionally modulating its output.” He let that sit for a moment. “Gravitational waves do not modulate intentionally. They are produced by mass events — collisions, orbital mechanics, stellar processes. They do not have rhythm.”

“But these do.”

“These do. A rhythm below ten millihertz — far below the lower boundary of human hearing, far below the detection threshold of most standard sensor arrays. It would take specific calibration to find it if you were looking for it. We found it because I was looking for something patterned that our systems had dismissed.”

I looked at the waveform on my display. At the rhythm of it — and it was a rhythm, I could see that even without Silus labeling it. A pulse, long and slow, repeating. Something that could, in the loosest possible interpretation, be described as a frequency. As a wave.

As a song, if you were sixteen years old and waking up from two weeks somewhere else and reaching for the only word that fit.

“Origin?”

“Indeterminate. The signal appears throughout the affected data sets. It is not coming from a single point source — or if it is, the source is so far away that triangulation requires more data than I currently have.” He paused. “What I can tell you is that the signal is present in every dark system scan we have data for. And it was not present in scans of those systems taken before they went dark.”

I sat with that.

Something was generating a gravitational rhythm across multiple star systems. Something that hadn’t been there before. Something
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